AMTA Response to HREOC 
1 Introduction

AMTA is the national body representing the mobile telecommunications industry. Its members include carriers, service providers, handset manufacturers, equipment suppliers and retailers. Its vision is “To promote an environmentally, socially and economically responsible and successful mobile telecommunications industry in Australia”.

AMTA is involved with a range of consumer and social issues. AMTA facilitates members of the mobile telecommunications industry working together to identify, monitor and address matters of interest or concern to their stakeholders, including health and safety, content, privacy and other consumer-related issues. AMTA members have also given technical and financial support over a number of years to address disability issues such as the interference issues associated with digital mobile phones and hearing aids. 
AMTA provides regular updates on issues affecting the mobile industry through its website and electronic newsletters, holds regular networking forums and briefings for politicians, regulators and other stakeholders.
AMTA also works closely with government departments, agencies and self-regulatory bodies, including ACIF, DCITA and the ACA.
2 The mobile telecommunications industry in Australia

2.1 Social benefits

For many people, mobile telephony provides benefits beyond those of simply being able to make a voice call. Being able to contact people ‘on the move’ provides convenience and re-assurance for social and business users alike. There are many cases where mobile phones have been used to convey a need for help, and new innovations are opening up the possibilities for mobiles to be used in such a manner. For example, in Western Australia, police are operating a dedicated SMS service for people who are deaf, hearing or speech impaired
.

Other innovative new services and features developed by the mobile industry are also increasing the access of mobile phones for all people, including those with disabilities. Apart from the ubiquitous use of SMS, emerging technologies allow for voice recognition, text-to-speech and other multimodal services. Developments in any-to-any connectivity for text will further open up the possibilities for people with a hearing or speech impairment to communicate by text real-time, using a mobile phone. Video phones may also open the way for people to use sign language over a mobile device.

Innovations such as these will increase the role, and therefore the importance, of mobile telephones in our society. 
2.2 International perspective

Australia is frequently recognised as a rapid adopter of technology, and this is reflected in its relatively early adoption of mobile telecommunication technology. In the early 1990s, Australia experienced a strong uptake of mobile phone telephony, with a penetration rate of 26 per cent by mid-1997, increasing to 39.5 per cent by 1999 and 65 per cent by 2002
.

In contrast to Australia’s early uptake, most growth in the uptake of mobile telephony in OECD countries was in the late 1990s and early 2000s
. In the Asia-Pacific region, Australia’s mobile penetration rate in 2002 was ranked fourth in terms of market development, behind Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore, but ahead of New Zealand, Korea, Japan
. 
Despite the keenness of Australians to embrace mobile telecommunications technology, we are, as in other areas in the information communications technology space, an adopter of technology. The mobile telecommunications industry, and its drivers, are international. The mobile market worldwide is around 1.4 billion, while Australia has 14 million subscribers. One of the challenges that Australia faces, with its comparatively small market size, is to find international solutions that meet Australian requirements. 

3 HREOC’s recommendations for AMTA.

In HREOC’s discussion paper ‘When the Tide Comes In: Towards Accessible Telecommunications for People with Disabilities in Australia’, there are two recommendation directed to AMTA.  Recommendation 20:

AMTA to work with ACA and consumer representatives to develop an industry action plan for mobile telecommunications that would set benchmarks for best practice access practices to be adopted by the industry, including: mobile phone design, features, information and pricing.
Recommendation 21: AMTA was invited to comment on video telephony. This is an emerging technology, and AMTA is currently unable to provide an industry position on its likely impact for people with disabilities.

3.1 Industry action plan
As noted above, mobile telephony has an increasingly important role to play in our society, with new services and features increasing the usability of mobile phones for people with disabilities. AMTA recognises, however, that whilst many aspects of mobile telephony already offer positive benefits to people with disabilities and older people, an action plan could assist in responding to the challenge of further increasing the benefits of mobile phones.
3.1.1 What might an action plan look like?
A number of companies have developed disability action plans, including AMTA members Telstra and Optus. Some industry bodies have developed plans, including the Australian Bankers’ Association
. The Internet Industry Association has also developed a template plan, designed to assist its members address disability issues within their companies
.
3.1.2 What could an industry action plan include?

Consumers with disabilities are an important group of mobile industry customers. Such consumers may have hearing, visual, dexterity, mobile and/or speech impairments. There are also those users who would not regard themselves as having a disability, but might have a reduced ability to use mainstream mobile products. This group might include older people.
The mobile marketplace is a competitive environment, with a number of carriers, carriage service providers, resellers and handset manufacturers offering a wide-range of commercial products and services to the community at large. As described in this paper, there are a number of features and services commercially available today that suit the different needs of particular market segments, including the needs of people with disabilities. This includes, for example, packages aimed specifically at customers with a high use of SMS (an area explicitly noted in the HREOC report). 
AMTA believes that there are a number of actions that could be undertaken at an industry level, through an action plan, to address some of the concerns raised in the HREOC paper. It believes an approach focusing on improved communication and information sharing is likely to provide a better solution to the provision of mobile services to people with disabilities or to older customers than a prescriptive solution.  

Discussion points

AMTA recognises there may be a need for improved communication of disability issues and awareness-raising between disability groups and AMTA members. 

If it is agreed at the HREOC discussion forum that improved communication could help address some of the issues, such a dialogue could be facilitated by AMTA through the establishment of an internal AMTA working group to consider disability-related issues on an on-going basis. 

Through this group, AMTA could:

· Increase its members’ awareness about disability issues;

· Ensure that disability issues are considered within the context of other issues that ATMA is addressing;

· Keep members up-to-date and informed about work completed by similar groups overseas in this area. 

AMTA also thinks it would be beneficial to engage with disability issues through groups such as the ACA Communications Technical Regulation Advisory Committee (CTRAC), and the ACIF DAB. This would allow AMTA to understand the disability issues discussed in these forums, and to raise awareness about the issues to its wider membership. It would also provides AMTA members with a means of providing input to the work of these groups if they are not represented in their own right. 
AMTA would support the CTRAC group being re-formed and tasked to further develop its work relating to mobile phone features and design. The extensive experience and knowledge of the CTRAC group should be utilised. 

� Available on HREOC’s site: http://www.hreoc.gov.au/disability_rights/action_plans/index.html


� see IAA’s website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.iia.net.au/AWAP_final_txt3.txt" �http://www.iia.net.au/AWAP_final_txt3.txt�
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