
A report 
card from the disability sector
Wins for consumers with disability under the 1997 Telecommunications Act have been 

overshadowed by the industry's failure to take further steps toward equitable
participation, reports Christopher Newell

te lecom m unications industry  is churn ing  out rep o rt cards. 
M in ister for C om m unications, Senator A lston, published his 
"R epo rt C ard  on the N ew  T elecom m unications Regim e", and  was 
follow ed by A T U G 's (A ustralian T elecom m unications Users 
G roup) ra th e r d isparag ing  rep o rt card  w hich gave the telecom s 
industry  12 ticks ou t of a possible 22. T h e  them e was even taken 
up  by  the ch a irm an  of the A ustralian C om m unications Industry  
F orum  (ACIF) in the latest issue of its newsletter.

But w hat do rep o rt cards have to do  w ith the A ustralian te lecom ­
m unications industry 's w ork regard ing  people with disability? 
W ell, one year dow n the track from  re-regulation and  despite 
m uch  prom ise, the industry  scores only a  "D" on its rep o rt card 
for its w ork regard ing  peop le  w ith disability, i.e. it needs to work 
h a rd e r  at und erstan d in g  the issues and  ensuring equitable partici­
pation.

T h e  Telecommunications Act 1997 saw big wins for consum ers with 
disability. In particular, the 800 pages of legislation inc luded  a 
s tan d ard  te lephone service w hich m oved  beyond  a voice te le­
ph o n y  carriage service to the requ irem en t for an equivalent car­
riage service tha t w ould com ply with the D isability 
D iscrim ination  A ct 1992 (DDA). T his followed lobbying by the 
disability sector, and  the  ou tcom e of the  landm ark  H um an  Rights 
and  E qual O p p o rtu n ity  C om m ission case Scott & D PI v T elecom  
(now Telstra). T hese  developm ents sit alongside the N ational 
R elay  Service for peop le  w ho are dea f and  those w ith hearing  or 
speech  im pairm ents, a  service achieved by years of pushing the 
issues.

T h e  prom ises of the new  regulatory  regim e suggest rich potential 
for a  high scoring rep o rt card  by the te lecom m unications indus­
try. So w hy does it get such a poo r m ark? A nd  w hy are 
consum ers w ith disability dissatisfied?

Perhaps the biggest reason  for dissatisfaction is to be found in the 
difficulties of new  structures and  players becom ing  acquain ted  
with the b ro ad e r  requ irem ents of re-regulation, let alone disability 
needs and  obligations. It w ould also appear tha t in an  environ­
m en t w here industry  players are responsible for the ir own behav­
iour disability needs are still seen by m any as an expensive dis­
traction  ra th e r than  an in tegral p art of telecom m unications 
provision. T his is slowly changing.

A  significant issue for consum ers in general has been  the com ­
plexity  of the changing te lecom m unications environm ent and  the 
difficulties of netw orking. T he  role of the C onsum ers' 
T elecom m unications N etw ork (CTN) has been  crucial in seeking

to suppo rt consum ers' representation. 
This under-funded  consum er organi­
sation also seem s to have done a lot 
with a little, especially in seeking to 
auspice consum er represen tation  on 
the grow ing n u m b er of A C IF w ork­
ing com m ittees.

A nd  yet, a  constan t com plain t of 
consum ers with disability in dealing 
with A C IF an d  o ther industry  players 
is tha t non-disabled norm s and  w orld 
views are used  ra the r than  starting 
consultation from  the perspective of 
representatives with disability. A fter 
all, one of the m ajor p roblem s in 
telecom m unications has been  tha t the 
narrow  norm s used  have resulted in a 
requirem ent for expensive add-ons for 
m inorities such as people  w ith disabil­
ity, ra ther than  design w hich incorpo­
rates such realities from  the R&D 
stage onw ards.

Certainly, w hen A C IF  held  a 
"Disability Forum " regard ing  its w ork 
early this year it s ta rted  with non­
disabled perspectives instead of host­
ing a day w here disability represen ta­
tives p resen ted  the ir needs and 
aspirations to  the industry.

Such a situation is in m arked  contrast 
to the N ational R elay  Service w hich 
provides te lecom m unications access 
for deaf peop le  and  those w ho have 
hearing or speech im pairm ents 
(included in the sta tu tory  universal 
service obligations from  Ju ly  1, 1998). 
T he contract for the N RS was 
recently renew ed with the A ustralian 
C om m unication  Exchange (ACE), a 
consum er controlled, com m unity  
based, non-profit com pany with a 
board  com prised  largely of 
A ustralians w ho are dea f or have 
hearing or speech disability. This
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service has b een  highly effective 
w ith the deaf popu la tion  in 
A ustralia. T h e  A C E  is cu rrendy  
seeking to address the un d er­
utilisation of its service by speech 
im paired  people , for w hom  
te lecom m unications access is a 
continuing issue.

To the ir credit, co rporations such 
as T elstra an d  O p tus have 
broad ly-based  consultative 
processes w hich incorpora te  dis­
ability perspectives. But m any 
industry  players seem  to have 
failed to un d ertak e  a p ro p er 
review  of w hat has a lready been  
d one in A ustralian  te lecom m uni­
cations w ith regard  to people with 
disability. T his includes a tho r­
ough know ledge of consum er 
netw orks and  a tho rough  review  
of the literature an d  research  on 
te lecom m unications and  disability, 
and  disability anti-discrim ination 
regim es.

C onsum er representatives on 
A C IF s D isability S tandards 
W orking Party  also talk ab o u t the 
w ay in w hich the  business of A CIF 
has no t b een  particularly  con­
sum er friendly. O n e  consum er 
represen tative spoke recendy 
ab o u t an initial expectation  tha t all 
business will be d one via em ail - 
b u t tha t p erson  d oesn 't have 
email! T h e  alternative is the faxing 
of docum ents b u t this is no t satis­
factory  for som eone w ith a physi­
cal disability w ho finds slippery 
fax sheets difficult to hand le  and  is 
on such a low  incom e tha t the cost 
of ream s of fax p ap e r  is p roh ib i­
tive.

C onsum er represen tatives also tell 
of papers o b ta in ed  at the last 
m inute, the dom ina tion  of disabil­
ity com m ittees by  non-disabled  
industry  interests, an d  the lack of 
resourcing o f consum ers effec­
tively to partic ipa te  in such activi­
ties. A s one consum er rep resen ta­
tive pu t it recendy: "The industry  
players are pa id  big dollars to 
participate on  these com m ittees 
b u t I can 't even get sitting fees and

it costs m e m oney  to participate - 
m oney  I d o n 't have".

Perhaps the biggest issue tha t the 
te lecom m unications sector has to 
address is ensuring equitable, 
efficient, coord ina ted  and 
resourced  participation  in its activi­
ties. T h e  industry  has to face up  to 
the issues associated w ith the 
inheren t pow er im balance 
betw een  consum ers and  providers 
in its forum s. It also needs to 
address issues to do with support­
ing consum ers with disabilities and 
the ir involvem ent across the indus­
try. O f course, this transcends 
disability represen tation  to the 
w hole of consum er participation  in 
the re-regulated te lecom m unica­
tions industry.

As p a rt of such a coord inated  
approach , the industry  urgendy 
needs to consider a coord inated  
and  forw ard looking approach  to 
the supply of equ ipm en t to m eet 
the needs of people with disability 
across the te lecom m unications 
industry. W hile T elstra has cer­
tainly been  review ing its provision 
in light of its regulatory  responsi­
bility, the industry  in general 
needs a coord ina ted  approach  
w hich has peop le  w ith disability, 
the ir needs and  aspirations as the 
focus. T h e  cu rren t focus by som e 
influential players on  legal mini- 
m um s as opposed  to m oral maxi- 
m um s needs to be addressed , 
w hile also providing for a  coord i­
nated  schem e w hich acknow ledges 
and  m eets the needs of the diverse 
industry, and  consum ers with all 
sorts of disability.

So, the te lecom m unications indus­
try  has a "D" on its rep o rt card  
and  needs to  aim  for an  "A: 
In ternational Best P ractice in 
respectful an d  resourced  consum er 
consultation". This is no t im possi­
ble b u t in o rd er to achieve it, the 
A ustralian  te lecom m unications 
industry  needs urgently  to address 
issues of resourcing people  w ith 
disabilities to  participate in articu­
lating needs and  aspirations across

the industry. This will entail the 
industry  com ing toge ther with 
consum ers to address com m on 
issues from  different perspectives, 
w ith the im m ediate p rio rity  being 
a  coord ina ted  app roach  to equ ip­
m en t and  service provision, w hich 
has consum er represen tation  at the 
highest levels of governance. It 
rem ains to be seen w hether fund­
ing allocated  by  the M inister for 
consum ers will be used  in this way

It seem s likely that the T IO  m odel 
of seeking to ensure the participa­
tion of stakeholders, including 
consum ers, in setting policy via a 
council w hich is distinct from  a 
business o rien ted  b o a rd  is a useful 
m odel to explore. Further, the 
m ulti-billion dollar te lecom m unica­
tions industry  will ultim ately have 
to explore the provision of sitting 
fees and  adequate  re im bursem en t 
of the expenses of consum ers if it 
is to have high quality and equi­
tab le consum er participation.

T h e  recen t an nouncem en t of 
disability standards regulations 
u n d er  the Telecommunications Act 
1997 was a w elcom e initiative, for 
exam ple, b u t still raises the im por­
tance of consum er participation  in 
o rd er to ensure tha t the regula­
tions m eet consum er needs and  
aspirations for access today  and  
tom orrow .

O f course, all this is abou t differ­
en t perceptions of quality and 
rights. In  the  end, the instigation 
of quality an d  perfo rm ance ind ica­
tors w hich are inform ed by the 
perspective of people with disabil­
ity will be vital to ensuring tha t 
quality of service is a lived reality 
for all consum ers in Australia, 
w ith or w ithout disability.
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