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Introduction

In July 2003 the Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts asked the Australian Communications Authority (ACA) to conduct a public review of payphone policy in Australia.  This is part of the Government’s response to the Regional Telecommunications Inquiry (Estens Inquiry) – however, the review is not limited to regional and rural payphones.  

Specifically on disability issues, the Estens Inquiry recommended that the Government should review the provision of payphone services to people with disabilities.  In particular, it should take steps to ensure that competition in the supply of payphones does not impact adversely on access to teletypewriter (TTY) payphones.  (Recommendation 2.14)

The Review is now being finalised.  The ACA expects to complete it by end 2003.

Consultation

The ACA called for public submissions on 16 August 2003.  It held stakeholder roundtables in Melbourne and Sydney in September 2003, attended by 42 people representing 25 peak bodies and industry members from across Australia, including many disability consumer peak bodies.  The ACA supported the travel costs of community organisations attending.  

Reflecting that it was difficult for stakeholders in Western Australia and the Northern Territory to attend due to distance and time constraints, the ACA has visited or will be visiting those places directly to consult with stakeholders – including the WA Government in Perth, the Central Land Council in Alice Springs, and individual remote Indigenous communities in the Kimberley/ Great Sandy Desert region of WA and the central Australian region of the NT.

Written submissions to the Review have been received and the ACA is also taking into account submissions made to the Estens Inquiry that referred to payphones.

A Report on the roundtables, copies of submissions and the Terms of Reference can be found on the ACA’s Website www.aca.gov.au under Issues for Comment.

Background

There are about 72,000 payphones in Australia.  Under half are operated by Telstra.  New competitors, including carriage service providers (CSPs) such as TriTel and Payphones.com, have entered the market and operate a few thousand payphones between them.  Others may follow.  The majority of privately provided payphones are operated by private businesses, such as hotels and clubs, as a service to their customers similar to a restroom or car parking.  These businesses are not directly within the ACA’s jurisdiction but would, like any other business providing services to customers, be subject to local government planning laws and the Disability Discrimination Act.

Two main policy areas were raised by people with a disability.  The first is general accessibility, particularly design and installation of payphones.  The second is TTY payphones.  

General accessibility

All carriers and CSPs are subject to the Disability Discrimination Act.

To give just a few examples of design and installation issues involved in accessibility to payphones, people using wheelchairs prefer payphones to be installed at a height that is reachable and not to have enclosed booths.  Blind people want to ensure that open (pedestal) booths can be located by white cane users.  Those with limited vision have noted the need for large displays with colour contrast and a raised dot on the ‘5’ button.

Payphone industry representatives consulted stated that they were quite prepared to take the needs of people with a disability into account when installing payphones.  The ACA is advised that major operators already do this to varying extents, sometimes through adopting standards from the United States or elsewhere.  However, direct consultation with disability peak bodies seems limited to Telstra.  Disability consumer peak bodies suggested that it would be appropriate to have some industry-wide consultation and then develop guidelines or standards.  (Any such guidelines/ standards would require some flexibility, because there are numerous models of payphones on the market and a wide variety of types of sites where they are installed.)

One possible approach canvassed is for carrier and CSP payphone providers and disability consumer peak bodies to consult and develop appropriate guidelines, codes or standards through an industry forum such as ACIF.  To address private businesses providing payphones, the Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) might also be invited to join, in recognition of the town planning implications.  The ACA is considering whether this is an appropriate and practical response.

TTY payphones

TTY payphones are only a small proportion of total payphones – in all there are ~190 TTY payphones operated by carriers and CSPs.  (There are also others operated by private organisations, including those providing services to the deaf and the hearing- and speech-impaired.)   The number has doubled in the last four years and Telstra continues to roll out additional TTY payphones.  

TTY payphones need to be installed in secure, supervised locations for safety reasons and to prevent vandalism.  Priority is currently given to high usage sites such as major shopping centres, airports and major railway stations, preferably with 24-hour access.  

Telstra, as the primary universal service provider, has primary responsibility for extending the TTY payphone network.  The criteria for assessing priority areas are discussed with disability consumer representatives through Telstra’s Consumer Consultative Forum and through its Disability Forum.  

As previously stated, the Estens Inquiry was concerned to ensure that competition in the supply of payphones does not impact adversely on access to teletypewriter (TTY) payphones (Recommendation 2.14).  There is an argument that other carriers and CSPs have a secondary responsibility: not to diminish the TTY network.  This argument proposes that where a carrier or CSP wishes to install TTY payphones on private property (such as shopping centres) as part of an arrangement with the property owner/ manager which includes removing competitors, including a TTY payphone, then the carrier/ CSP ought to install a replacement TTY payphone.  TriTel advised it is already doing this and indeed TriTel currently provides a higher proportion of its payphones with TTY capability than does the payphone industry as a whole.  The ACA is considering whether or not it is appropriate to impose that as a rule on carrier and CSP payphone providers. 

The ACA has no direct control over private businesses such as hotels and clubs.  Requirements to install TTY payphones in these circumstances would fall within the jurisdiction of State and Territory and local government planning laws.  

Other technologies and initiatives

Since TTY payphones are such a small proportion of total payphones, it is considered important that the industry and the government pursue multiple courses of action.  Others include:  

· Industry has been working in conjunction with the ACA’s Telecommunications Standards Team in assessing mobile TTY and text devices.  This is the subject of another ACA briefing paper for this Forum.

· Telstra is currently rolling out a trial of SMS-enabled payphones.  SMS is not a complete alternative to real-time communication, but it is a service that is used by the general population and has a wide user base to support it.  The Telstra trial is for an initial 4,000 payphones and, if successful, SMS capability may be installed on all its payphones.

· Joint payphone/ web kiosks have been developed and the ACA understands negotiations for a commercial rollout are underway.  

Further information 
Further information on issues raised in this paper can be obtained from:
Anthony Wing, Manager – Payphone Review Team on 03 9963 6953
David Cranston – Payphone Review Team on 03 9963 6949
Sue Doyle – Payphone Review Team on 03 9963 6947



