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29 November 2007
RTIRC Secretariat

Locked Bag 7001

Manuka ACT 2603
NEDA Comments on Regional Telecommunications Review

Dear Secretary

The National Ethnic Disability Alliance (NEDA) is the national peak organisation representing the rights and interests of people from non-English speaking background (NESB) with disability, their families and carers throughout Australia.  NEDA is funded by the Commonwealth Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FACSIA) to provide policy advice to the Australian Government and other agencies on national issues affecting people from NESB with disability, their families and carers. 

NEDA actively promotes the equal participation of people from NESB with disability in all aspects of Australian society.  It manages a range of projects relating to NESB and disability communities and works closely with its state and territory members to ensure that its policy advice reflects the lived experiences of people from NESB with disability.  In states and territories where no NESB-disability advocacy agency exists NEDA undertakes development work to establish a structure that can support people from NESB with disability, their families and carers.

NEDA estimates that one in every four people with disability is a person of either first or second generation NESB, representing approximately 1 million people across Australia.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment on the Regional Telecommunications Review. I would like to provide the following information relating to people from a Non English Speaking Background with disability, in order to assist the review process.
General

Ensuring a range of telecommunication options in rural and regional areas is important for people from NESB to maintain connectivity to their families and communities. People from NESB in Australia can experience isolation, particularly if they live in a geographic location with a limited number of people from the same cultural and linguistic background. This can limit opportunities to share culture, language and religious beliefs and increase social isolation. Arguably there are greater challenges in many rural and regional locations, where there can be a lower representation of culturally diverse residents. 
People from NESB with disability can face even greater barriers related to poor access to services and a lack of opportunities to participate. Affordable and accessible telecommunications can keep community and cultural connections alive, and reduce isolation. 

Translating and Interpreting Service 
 

Some people from NESB rely on translator services such as the Australian Government Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) in order to access important services. TIS has increasing adopted a “user pays” approach, restricting the number of free or subsidised interpreting sessions available to people and non-profit service providers. This means, for example, people with disability seeking information from small community organisations or businesses about services may not be able to get this in any language other than English. Limited availability in relation to free TIS services can affect ability of people from NESB to participate in the community.
Contracts

There has been a growing number of  people caught in unaffordable telecommunications contracts because of misinformation and contract complexity.  Contract issues particularly relate to mobile and internet services, both areas that have experienced a substantial growth in complaints from consumers (see Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman, Annual Report 2005 / 2006).  People from NESB with disability can face barriers in this area, particularly where poor regulation of marketing and contract terms can mean that people are locked into a contract they did not fully understand.  For example, NEDA is aware of a number of cases dealt with by advocacy organisations involving people from NESB with intellectual disability in rural and regional locations who are experiencing substantial financial stress as a result of being sold a number of telecommunications contracts that were ultimately unaffordable. 
NEDA is also concerned in relation to the limited regulation of phone card providers, with consumers often stung by hidden connection fees, surcharges and fluctuating call costs. NEDA is aware of concerns from people from NESB with disability – particularly those who use phone cards to call international locations - who have not received what they have expected when using these services, and have found it difficult to know how and where to complain. 

Aggressive sales approaches by telecommunications retailers can also be disadvantageous for people who do not possess a strong English speaking proficiency and / or have cognitive disability. Sales ploys such as “free offers” (holidays, mobile phones etc) to incentivise people to switch providers or take on new services can act to hide the poor long term affordability of these contracts. Unclear terms for some sales (eg bundled contracts) can lock people into contracts that will prevent them in the long term being able to access more affordable services. 
Rigorous national standards, including consumer protections such as easy read contract terms, disclosure statements, and cooling off periods, can prevent consumers from being trapped in contracts that are unaffordable. Further, there is a strong case for encouraging best practice frameworks by retailers that improve their performance in relation to people from NESB with disability: eg including diversity and disability awareness training and provision of information in community languages.
Fixed Line Services  
 

NEDA supports a national focus on maintaining continuity of access and affordability of "landline" services, including long distance and international calls. Although there has been a substantial growth in mobile and internet based telecommunications – with many positive benefits for some people from NESB with disability – NEDA believes there remains a need to invest in the provision of basic landline services to ensure a reliable, cheap and uninterrupted form of connectivity for people living in rural and regional areas. NEDA is also aware that for many people both in metropolitan and rural and regional areas, communication through a fixed line telephone service (either in a private residence or via a public phone) remains the main means of connectivity to family, friends and services. 
 

NEDA supports an effective public telephone network in rural and regional areas: people who don’t have access to a home based landline or mobile rely on this availability. Many people from NESB use public telephones to make international calls to family and friends, or negotiate personal business matters, either because they cannot access an international call enabled private line, or wish to take advantage of discounted call rates through a phone card provider (see above). Poor availability or operation of public telephones in rural and regional locations can prevent people from NESB making vital connections to family, friends and services overseas. 
 

Mobile Services
 

The expansion of mobile telecommunications has had many positive benefits for people from NESB with disability in maintaining links with families and communities, and therefore promoting participation. People in country areas often have a limited range and availability of products and services (eg limited availability of handsets). Technological improvements (such as video calling) can offer enhanced opportunity for some people with disability who have previously experienced difficulties using existing communication technologies, and should be made available to people in rural and regional areas. 

NEDA is concerned in relation to the immanent closure of the CDMA network, and the financial impact for people who migrate to more expensive “Next G” handsets and different plans. In particular, it is not clear what information has been provided to NESB users of the CDMA network, and whether some of these consumers will be adversely affected as a result of the closure of the network. NEDA is also aware of community concerns that the range of options for some product types – eg pre-pay plans – is limited.  
 

Internet and Broadband
 

New technologies have enabled new opportunities for communication, independence and participation for many people with disability.  NEDA believes there are unique opportunities for many people from NESB with disability to maintain affordable connections with family and community both within Australia and abroad by using messaging, telephony and video over the internet. These developments have arguably changed the nature and meaning of ‘community,’ and enabled people from NESB to maintain vital connections to different localities despite their geographic location. 

Unfortunately, many people in rural and regional locations miss out on these opportunities due to a lack of service (for example the unavailability of broadband), high prices, inadequate internet speeds and a lack of choice. NEDA would support a strong commitment to affordable accessible services in country areas, with a focus on ensuring that people from NESB with disability are continuously informed of new opportunities. 
 

I hope you will favourably consider the issues raised in this submission when making recommendations in the review. 

Yours sincerely
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Dinesh Wadiwel

Executive Officer
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