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Introduction

This paper outlines how the Australian Communications Authority (ACA) is working with the telecommunications industry to improve current arrangements for the provision of telecommunications products and services to consumers with special needs.

The ACA proposes a framework that will:

· improve the accessibility of telecommunications services to consumers with special needs; and

· not impose undue financial and administrative burdens on industry.  

Background

Prior attempts to improve telecommunications accessibility for consumers with special needs, have been relatively ineffective due to disparate views of industry and consumer bodies.  The ACA, in its role as an independent facilitator, is assisting in directing the industry and consumer groups towards achievement of equitable telecommunications access for consumers with special needs.  The ACA has considered the recommendations made by the Communications Technical Regulation Advisory Committee (CTRAC) and the Disability Standards Working Group (DSWG) established by CTRAC.

Strategies for enhancing telecommunications access to consumers with special needs
The ACA is proposing the development and implementation of a three-tiered approach to ensure consumers with special needs have greater access to telecommunications services.  Each tier is outlined below. 

Tier A:
  Development of an Industry Code

On 22 October 2003, the ACA requested the Australian Communications Industry Forum (ACIF) to develop an industry code in accordance with section 118 of the Telecommunications Act 1997.  The code will require all carriage service providers (CSPs) to provide detailed information to customers with special needs regarding the type of equipment available to meet their needs, and where and how that equipment can be obtained.  Additionally, the code will also require customer equipment importers and manufacturers to provide detailed information to assist CSPs in meeting their obligations under the code.  As the code is not expected to be complex, and robust models for the development of appropriate information for consumers with special needs are readily available, it is considered practicable and reasonable for the code to be developed within the minimum statutory period of 120 days.  

The information to be provided by CSPs under the code will be similar to that provided by the Stay in Touch-A Guide to telephones and services for older and disabled people produced by Ricability in the United Kingdom.  Additionally, the code will require the provision of precise and practical information about the cost of products, and information to enable consumers to access the products.  

The development of the Code is wholly consistent with the ACA’s approach towards encouraging industry self-regulation.  Industry may agree voluntarily to be bound by the code by becoming signatories and being subject to self-regulatory compliance processes.  Nevertheless, industry compliance with all registered codes is expected and the ACA may issue a warning, or direct CSPs or customer equipment importers and manufacturers, to comply with a registered code if they fail to do so.

The ACA will provide a representative to assist with the development of the code.  The ACA understands that ACIF has not yet formulated the working committee or called for industry and consumer participants.  
Tier B:
 Development of an Industry Guideline

The ACA has accepted the CTRAC’s recommendation to request that ACIF develop an industry guideline to apply to persons who manufacture or import customer equipment. The guideline will contain principles concerning the specific features and preferred design of telecommunications products.  The guideline is aimed at raising awareness within the industry of the need for, and encouraging the development and/or importation of, equipment with features that enable, and enhance the accessibility of telecommunications for consumers with special needs. 

This initiative will improve the availability of appropriate telecommunications equipment for the use of consumers with special needs.

The development of a guideline will complement the code development, and should assist the industry in meeting the requirements of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992, while improving the range of equipment available for consumers in the long term.

On 22 October 2003, the ACA formally requested ACIF to develop the industry guideline.  The ACA has advised ACIF that it would be desirable for the guideline to become available at around the same time as the code. The ACA will provide a representative to assist with the development of the guideline.
Tier C:
  Development of a Toolkit to promote awareness and provide general information about the rights of consumers with special needs 

The ACA has commenced scoping the development of a toolkit.  The toolkit will be developed in an appropriate format to cater to the needs of consumers with special learning requirements and is intended to complement the industry code and guidelines.  
Further information 
Further information on issues raised in this paper can be obtained from:
Peter Sutton, Manager – Customer Cabling and Access Team on 03 9963 6950

Stacey Joyce or Michelle Tan - Customer Cabling and Access Team on 03 9963 6975



