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Introduction

This paper provides background information relevant to Recommendations 3 and 25 of  “When the Tide Comes In: Towards Accessible Telecommunications for People with Disabilities in Australia”, relating respectively to: Industry Development Plans, and research and development.

Recommendation 3: Telecommunications carrier industry development plans

That HREOC should consider holding discussions with DCITA to review the purposes and effectiveness of the disability-related provisions in Schedule 1 of the Telecommunications Act 1997 which cover Telecommunications Carrier Industry Development Plans.

Role of Industry Development Plans

An Industry Development Plan (IDP) is a plan for the development in Australia, in connection with a carrier’s business as a carrier, of:

(a) industries involved in the manufacture, development or supply of (telecommunications) facilities; and

(b) research and development activities relating to the manufacture, development or supply of such facilities.

An IDP is required as a condition of seeking and holding a carrier licence.

The role of the requirement that a carrier prepare (and have approved) an IDP is to promote the development of technical capabilities and skills, value-adding and export-oriented activities and research and development that contributes to the growth, of the Australian telecommunications industry (an object of the Telecommunications Act 1997 set out in paragraph 3(2)(f)).

A carrier is not required to prepare or have an IDP if it is a carrier that is a related company of another carrier that has an approved IDP, if it is a smaller carrier (with annual revenue less than $5 million and annual capital expenditure less than $20 million) or if the carrier is an educational or research institute providing carriage services directly to such institutes.

Consistent with Australia’s WTO and other international trade obligations, the IDP arrangements do not specify minimum Australian industry development targets.

The Government can publish policies under clause 11 of Part 2 of Schedule 1 of the Act, and a carrier does need to have ‘regard to the declared policy’ when formulating an IDP. Such a policy could, potentially, be a tool by which the Government could make it clear to carriers that certain minimum industry development targets would be necessary for the Minister to exercise his discretion to approve the IDP.  

The Minister can also set requirements in relation to research and development activities under clause 10.  

Carriers are required to state in their IDPs any plans (including research) being undertaken to improve access to communications services by disabled users. Carriers are not required by the legislation to have such plans, rather, they are required, if they have such plans, to include them in their IDPs. Only the larger operators have such plans.

Government Policy

The Government’s policy objective is to encourage the development of a sustainable and vibrant Australian ICT industry by creating a business environment that is attractive and uncomplicated without onerous reporting and compliance obligations.

In September 2002, the Government introduced into Parliament the Telecommunications Competition Bill 2002, which included an amendment to remove the legislative basis for IDPs in the Telecommunications Act.

The proposed repeal of the IDP requirements from the Act was in recognition of, firstly, the potential barrier to entry the IDP process represented to new carrier market entrants, particularly for smaller entrants where the costs of developing an IDP are a significant start-up cost. Secondly, the proposed repeal was in recognition of the increasing administrative cost to government, as more carriers entered the market and sought approval of IDPs and submitted annual IDP reports.

The proposed repeal of the IDP requirements was also in response to the Productivity Commission’s Inquiry Report on Telecommunications Competition Regulation (the PC Report). The PC Report recommended, among other things, that the legal requirement for IDPs be repealed, concluding that there is no compelling argument for continuing with the operation of IDPs because:

· established carriers have had individual plans in place for many years and therefore any possible market failures would have been substantially overcome;

· IDPs of a limited number of new carriers that are essentially resellers or serving a regional or limited telecommunications market are likely to have very little impact on the local equipment industry overall;

· there are some costs to carriers of preparing, obtaining approval and reporting annually on the progress of IDPs. There is also a small administrative cost to government; and

· with the exception of commitments in relation to research and development, other commitments made by carriers in IDPs are in a formal sense voluntary.

However, the proposed repeal was opposed in the Senate and, as a result, alternative amendments were made to the IDP requirements of the Act.

The new amendments streamline the IDP requirements by allowing the ACA to issue an exemption certificate to an applicant for a carrier licence, where the applicant would be a certain kind of carrier (falling within an exemption category discussed above, or as otherwise declared by the Minister). Under the previous IDP provisions, an exemption from the IDP requirements only applied after a person had obtained an initial carrier licence and was a carrier. This meant that before an exemption could apply a would be carrier had to be a carrier and therefore had to prepare and have approved an IDP, as part of the carrier licensing process.

The Government accepted these amendments. However, the Government continues to seek ways to improve Australia’s business environment so that it is attractive and uncomplicated without onerous reporting and compliance obligations on market participants. 
Recommendation 25: Research and development grants program

That the Government should establish a competitive grants program to support innovative research and development in the field of accessible telecommunications in Australia. The program might have the purposes of capturing benefits of new technology, research and development of accessible customer equipment, solving access problems associated with new technology or network services, identifying and demonstrating examples of international best practice in specialised services, and assessing the potential of multimedia communication products and services.

Overview

The Government provides funding for research and development activities across a range of portfolios and agencies, such as Health, Education, Industry and Communications.  These programs are based on decisions taken by the Government in the context of the Budget.  The type of program envisaged in the recommendation could be auspiced in a variety of ways and through a number of portfolios.

Below are two examples of relevant grants programs in the Communications portfolio, which the Government has initiated in recent years.  One is a disability specific grants program (recently completed) and the other is a general telecommunications grants program that could be applied to disability issues.

AccessAbility Grants Program

The $3m AccessAbility Grants Program was announced in the 1998 Budget as a measure to improve access to the Internet and online services for people with disabilities. Nineteen projects were funded in 1998-1999 and fourteen projects were approved for funding in 1999-2000. The program was targeted at people whose disabilities impede their access to mainstream online services. 

The projects funded varied in scale from small community-based initiatives such as the Victorian Rural and Peninsular Disability Support project, to projects of national significance such as the University of Queensland’s Web Access for People with Aphasia. The common thread in all projects was a focus on innovation and excellence; finding new products, new services, and new models for service delivery that help break down the barriers to online services and demonstrate support for people with disabilities. By May 2002 all the AccessAbility projects had been completed.

Section 593 Research Grants

Section 593 of the Telecommunications Act 1997 provides that the Minister may make grants of financial assistance for the purposes of representation of consumers, and/or research in relation to telecommunications issues. 

In the May 2001 Budget, the Government announced that $3.4m would be available over four years for consumer and research grants. The Government also announced that in relation to this program, “it is a priority of the Government that people with disabilities, and those consumers from regional, rural and remote Australia, have adequate representation.”

So far, the Minister has allocated approximately $100 000 of these funds each year for research, and $700 000 for consumer representation.  

More information about this program is provided in a separate paper prepared by the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts in relation to Recommendation 6.
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