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The development of an Independent  Telecommunications Disability Program


Vision statement

An independent and consumer-based Telecommunications Disability Program will give people with disabilities the freedom of choice of carriage service provider and equip them with the hardware and/or software to equitably access the telecommunications network.

1.  Introduction

TEDICORE applauds the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission initiative in convening the HREOC Telecommunications Forum. This TEDICORE paper outlines the main issues and offers a way forward based on a list of key principles to be adhered to in the planning and implementation of a new Telecommunications Disability Program. This paper is based on a TEDICORE Position Paper, March 2002 on an Independent Telecommunications Disability Program.

2.  Background

The need for change has been raised in a variety of consumer and industry fora. This includes a discussion paper by the Australian Communication Exchange and TEDICORE, the convening of an ACIF forum on Disability Equipment in August, 2001 where a range of issues and viewpoints were explored as well as a session at the 2001 CTN Annual Conference. There has been considerable discussion at other fora and meetings such as the ACIF Disability Advisory Body and the Conference of the Australian Rehabilitation and Assistive Technology Association (ARATA). 

The first concrete outcome has been an agreed interpretation by the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, the Australian Communications Authority and the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission of the Disability Discrimination Act (1992) and the Telecommunications (Consumer Protection and Service Standards) Act (1999) relating to disability equipment provision. However, these obligations fall short of consumer requirements. The clarification of the DDA by HREOC with respect to telecommunications equipment offers mechanisms for the achievement of improved equity.

3.  Discussion of Issues

3.1 Telstra’s Program

Telstra has been operating the Disability Equipment Program (DEP) for a number of years under various structures. In 2000, it instituted a Consumer Advisory Group to provide input to Telstra on consumers’ requirements but this is purely an advisory body with no mechanism for enforcing change or specific accountability. 

There are considerable barriers and delays in having new equipment listed on the DEP. Some of these delays are outside Telstra’s jurisdiction due to problems in sourcing tenderers. However, consumers feel that there are many unreasonable restrictions which need clarification and action.  

3.2 Other carriers and carriage service providers

Optus has a disability equipment program for its direct-connect customers but it is not as extensive as that of Telstra, and provides no support for people with a number of different types of disabilities. 

Consumers have been frustrated with the lack of supply of equipment from carriage service providers other than Telstra and Optus.  Consumers with disabilities believe that they have a right to choose a carrier just like any other Australian.  The opportunity of choice of carrier for people with disabilities was severely limited due to the lack of supply of disability equipment. This issue was recognised by the Productivity Commission as potentially being discriminatory after a case was brought before it. (Telecommunications Competition Regulation, Report No. 16, 2001)

Telstra Wholesale, in early 2003, established an arrangement for carriage service providers to supply their customers with Telstra disability equipment. It has taken all year for this arrangement to start being used by some carriage service providers after considerable negotiation. Some providers have passed on equipment costs to consumers leading to a number of complaints.  Customers may also be confused in their entitlements. For example, it is difficult for customers to understand the implications of being an Optus direct-connect customer or a Telstra resale customer. This means that they are entitled to a different range of equipment through merely living in an area which either is Optus direct-connect or Telstra resale. 

Clearly, providers such as AAPT do not see the current arrangements as the solution to effective equipment provision and instead recommend an industry-wide program. 

3.3 Changes in the telecommunications market

With the introduction of competition into the telecommunications market, the rationale for Telstra being the sole provider of disability equipment is now no longer as pertinent.

These market changes should also be reflected in a new method of provision of telecommunications equipment to people with disabilities. Regardless of how such a program is run, consumers with a disability need access to a range of products and services so that they can access the standard telephone service or its equivalent at no or little additional cost compared to any other user. 

3.4 Designing for diversity 

This concept of inclusive design means that features are built into standard equipment and made available to the general public which will benefit people with disabilities. If that were the case, there would be no need for these items to be included as specific disability equipment. While that goal may be still some distance away, it still requires constant vigilance to ensure that opportunities for inclusive design are available. One successful example is the volume control phones now offered by Telstra and Optus as part of its mainstream product range.

3.5  International situation

There are less and less countries now offering disability equipment through its carrier or carriage service provider. 

Nordic countries such as Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Finland offer equipment through well-funded government programs and distribution usually occurs through county or municipal authorities. The equipment provided is extensive including in some cases, videophones for Deaf people and TTYs for relatives. In the Netherlands, a person's national medical insurance company provides specialised telecommunications equipment.

In USA, 35 states run their own disability equipment programs either funded by the State Legislature or through levies on the phone bill such as in California and Texas. A large range of equipment is provided, in some cases over 30 different items, with various provision models such as direct provision or through vouchers. The programs are either run by disability organisations or through a State body. There are a number of specialised telephone suppliers offering a variety of big button phones, VCO and HCO phones, TTYs, cordless phones, bone conduction phones as well as many accessories.

4.  Disability Requirements - Key Principles

Because of the issues set out above, TEDICORE believes that a new Program is required. Below is a set of key principles which forms the essence of a new Program.

· The new Program will be consumer-focussed

· The new Program will be consumer-managed

· Consumer experience will be used as the basis for telecommunications disability requirements. These requirements are based on what people with disabilities need to be able to function well when using telecommunications products and services

· Equitable access to the Internet is considered an integral part of access to telecommunications and will be incorporated into the new Program

· People with disabilities will be assured of equitable access to mobile telephony as this is now considered an essential component of telecommunications

· User needs with regard to new telecommunications technologies will be taken into account and incorporated as required into the new Program

· People with disabilities prefer that telecommunications products and services are based on the principles of inclusive design thus obviating the need for a large number of specialised products and services. However, when specialised products are needed, these should be compatible with and easily connected to mainstream products. 

· The new Program will be based on principles of social justice from the Universal Declaration on Human Rights - 1948 and the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Disabled Persons - 1975.

· The new Program will adopt the Telecommunications Charter of COST 219bis, 1999 (Appendix 1) as general principles for improving equity and access in telecommunications for people with disabilities. 
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Appendix One

THE TELECOMMUNICATIONS CHARTER (COST 219bis, 1999):

1. Telecommunication facilities and services should be accessible to all.

2. The needs of older people and people with disabilities should be taken into account in the design of any new telecommunication equipment or service. Terminal equipment should be designed for the widest possible market. Network services should adequately support relevant special terminal functions so that all users experience equivalent end-to-end service.

3. Where inclusive design is not possible, provision should be made for people with disabilities to access the service by means of additional equipment and services.

4. People with disabilities should, as far as possible, be able to use telecommunication services at prices equivalent to those without disabilities. Most of the additional costs of providing access to all should be met by dedicated funds or absorbed within general operating costs.

5. Providers of telecommunication equipment and services and regulatory authorities should consult regularly with disabled* and older users about their access requirements and take appropriate action. Equally, organisations representing older people and people with disabilities should be prepared to contribute their knowledge and experience.

6. Telecommunication products and services that improve and increase access for older and disabled people* should be actively advertised and promoted, with information also available in accessible formats.

* Not the language normally used to refer to people with disabilities in Australia
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Universal Declaration on Human Rights - 1948

“the inherent dignity and … the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world". (Preamble)

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Disabled Persons - 1975

“5. Disabled persons are entitled to the measures designed to enable them to become as self-reliant as possible.”

