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In view of the growing interest in issues relating to limitations in text telephony, ACIF took the initiative in early 2003 to hold an Any-to-Any Text Connectivity Seminar in Sydney
.  The Seminar focussed on the current limitations of end-to-end text communications and the increasing barriers to TTY communication posed by new telecommunication technologies.  It also highlighted the possibility of tapping into recent developments in text services. 

The Seminar noted that the TTY text communications used in Australia is almost unique as it uses a non-standard character set, a different data rate, a non-standard modem and is not easily supported by mobile accesses or by some new fixed access technologies (e.g. WLL).  It was also noted that there is a wide range of potential text services and protocols, but that interworking between traditional services and new services is non-existent.  This lack of interworking is keeping TTY equipment isolated from technology and text service developments and restricting TTY users in their communications with the general population. 

The Seminar came up with some general recommendations - i.e. 

· a cooperative industry, consumer and Government/Regulator approach to the issue is required;

· prioritisation of consumer requirements would be useful;

· a range of possible options needs to be scoped – both short term and longer term; and 

· outcomes need to be socialised with stakeholders and with the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts (DoCITA) for possible policy development.  

ACIF immediately set up the ACIF Any-to-Any Text Connectivity Options Working Group (called TATA) which held its first meeting on 11 March 2003.  The Working Group has a broad membership including representatives from 

· the ACIF Disability Advisory Body (3 reps.); 

· Australian Communication Exchange (ACE);

· the Australian Communication Authority (ACA); and 

· carriers (including Telstra, Optus, Vodafone, AAPT, Hutchison and Powertel).

The ACIF Working Group has a Project Manager with experience in both disability and technology issues.  Representatives from the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) and the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts (DoCITA) have also attended Working Group meetings.  

The ACIF TATA Working Group has identified several text communication service options on fixed and mobile networks using traditional and Internet networking technologies.  It has also identified that the TTY protocol is difficult to support on some new fixed access technologies such as wireless local loop (WLL) and may be difficult to support in a Next Generation Networks (NGN) environment.  A plan is being developed to address this issue.

With the introduction of digital mobile services, TTY users lost the ability to use TTY on mobile networks.  With mobiles now exceeding fixed lines and some access network technologies unable to support TTYs, TTY users’ access to telecommunications services is decreasing. 

Moreover, it was considered advantageous to encourage mainstream text services where possible rather than ‘special’ text services.  Mainstream services are generally cheaper, have greater choice of service providers and terminals and enable easier communications between mainstream users and people with disabilities. 

Some general principles are being developed to guide the Working Group’s deliberations – i.e. the new text service environment should support
· the generally used ASCII character set; 

· standard modem protocols for fixed accesses; 

· a mobile-friendly modem protocol that includes error recovery; 

· alternating text and voice (VCO/HCO) if possible; 

· the ITU-T T.140 text presentation protocol as a harmonising link between services; 

· interworking between TTY and all of the most useful text services; and 

· a future move to Internet-based text services that is consistent with Next Generation Network (NGN) developments. 

Interworking of services is the key to the evolution of text services.  An interworking Text Server is being considered to provide the requisite any-to-any text connectivity functionality and address issues of cost effectiveness.  The network-independent Text Server concept aims to reduce overall network costs and equalise the costs for all network operators. 

In order to promote the future support of text services in an Internet environment, ACIF has been actively involved in developing a key mainstream Internet text specification (called ToIP) and a key requirements document for Internet ‘SIP’ Phones that includes support for text services. 

The recent HREOC Discussion Paper “When the tide comes in: Towards accessible telecommunications for people with disabilities in Australia” was welcomed by ACIF.  The ACIF Any-to-Any Text Connectivity initiative covers many of the text service technical issues raised by that paper and will continue to investigate and assess the technical aspects of text service options.  ACIF looks forward to liaising with HREOC to ensure our respective activities remain appropriately aligned. 
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