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About Financial Counselling

Financial counsellors assist consumers in financial difficulty. They provide information, support and advocacy to help consumers deal with their immediate financial situation and minimise the risk of future financial problems. The majority of financial counsellors work in community organisations, although some are employed by government. Their services are free, confidential and independent.
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FCA is the peak body for financial counsellors in Australia. FCA’s member groups are the eight State and Territory financial counselling associations.
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Has ACCAN effectively performed the role of representing the interests of consumers in relation to telecommunications?
FCA has been involved closely with ACCAN since its inception.  We have seen ACCAN develop into a highly competent advocacy organisation, representing a range of consumers – including those in financial difficulty, Indigenous consumers and those with disabilities.
Since ACCAN’s inception, there have been major changes for the better. We now have an improved TCP Code, complaints to the TIO are on a downward trend and telcos engage more readily with the financial counselling sector.
Specific examples include:
· ACCAN’s role in negotiating “Responding to Customers in Financial Hardship: Principles and Practices for Telecommunications Providers”, was pivotal. This process was facilitated by the TIO between consumer organisations and the telecommunications industry. The document was released in 2014 and has seen important changes in hardship practices by the industry as a result. ACCAN’s considered suggestions to the 2016 review will lead to a strengthened framework in the next version.
· ACCAN’s work on reforming call charges for mobile calls to 1800/13/1300 numbers has been particularly important for the clients of financial counsellors. This work has resulted in zero cost 1800 calls, and most plans now include 13/1300 calls within an ‘unlimited value’ package.  The impact of this is huge, as low income consumers can now afford to call organisations like Centrelink, where there is a significant waiting time.
· The ACCAN/SACOSS Connectivity Costs report highlighted the need for reform of the current inadequate Centrelink Telecommunications Allowance, a policy reform supported and endorsed by FCA earlier this year[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  https://accan.org.au/election-2016/resources/1260-calling-for-a-review-of-the-centrelink-telephone-allowance] 

· ACCAN has been developing proposals for broad industry-wide affordability measures, expanding a role currently only undertaken by Telstra’s Low Income Measures Advisory Committee.  This will give low income consumers greater choice of provider. This initiative has been identified as an area of need by the financial counselling sector, most recently at our 2016 conference, and at a workshop of Victorian financial counsellors in June 2016. 

Does ACCAN effectively engage with a broad range of stakeholders, including industry, government agencies and other consumer groups?
We have directly observed ACCAN engage with industry and consumer groups. FCA runs a large, annual national conference for financial counsellors, and ACCAN attends each year. Additionally, ACCAN staff participate as guest speakers, sharing information with the financial counsellors. Last year, ACCAN had a strong presence at our conference, both in presenting to delegates, and having an exhibitor presence providing consumer information to financial counsellors to assist them in their work with clients. ACCAN’s engagement at the conference resulted in it subsequently distributing information materials to many financial counselling organisations across the country. .
We also run strategic planning and problems solving in ‘cross industry forums’, where we bring together senior leaders from all of the major creditor industries that financial counsellors interact with - banking, telecommunication companies, utilities, debt collection. ACCAN management attend these forums and provides valuable input.
ACCAN consults with FCA on a regular basis and has represented our views on hardship policy reform, 1800/13/1300 reform, reform of the Centrelink Telephone Allowance, and reviews of the TCP Code, particularly in the areas of billing and credit and debt management. 

Considering the consumer representation role performed by ACCAN, has ACCAN adopted an appropriate balance between representation of general consumers and representation of those with particular needs?
Yes, one only has to look at ACCAN’s webnews to see that the organisation works hard to represent a range of consumer needs – youth, CALD, disability, low income and general consumers. It is appropriate to work across all those sub-groups, as they are all equally legitimate in requiring fair and affordable products. 



Is a telecommunications specific consumer representative body funded by Government required or:
a) Should Government fund representation only for a body or bodies representing consumers with particular needs?
b) Could a telecommunications representation function be carried out by a general consumer body?
c) Could Government more directly measure consumer views by undertaking its own consumer research?
It takes many years to build expertise and a sophisticated understanding of the needs of telecommunications consumers. We are of the strong opinion that the Government’s investment to date has been justified, and to not continue funding will result in significant lost corporate knowledge and loss of economies of scale. Prior to ACCAN there was a fragmented group of poorly funded smaller organisations, and the well-funded ACCAN model was a significant achievement.
We do not believe that Government undertaking its own consumer research will have the same impact. It is our experience that Government engages external research organisations, who start from a low knowledge base. The existing consumer groups have to spend significant time giving them the information (at our own time and cost). The external consultants write up the reports, which we never get to see … and little or nothing of benefit comes back to our stakeholders. 
In contrast, when ACCAN does work, we know that it provides an independent consumer voice informed by its numerous stakeholders who work at the grassroots, the reports are public, and the learning/information feeds back to our sector. We then have the opportunity to work collaboratively on mutual policy issues.
Government research agendas may also be completely different to those thought important by consumers. And how the government uses the research will also be seriously constrained, as it will be unable to take a position that would advocate for consumers.
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Have you seen any examples of how research funded through the Independent Grants Program (IGP) has influenced Government policy or the behaviour of industry?  
FCA received a research grant in 2012-13.  This was to undertake research comparing ‘what works’ in relation to financial hardship in the various industries that financial counsellors work with – banking, utilities, telecommunication companies and debt collectors. We workshopped our report with senior leaders in those industries as well as the relevant government departments, regulators, ombudsmen and consumer organisations. Since then this ‘cross industry approach’ has paid dividends. The new norm in the ‘financial hardship space’ is learning from the achievements (and failures) in other industries, and collaborating for better outcomes. This is a paradigm shift from combative advocacy to collaboration advocacy for mutual benefit.
The basis for this was from what we learnt in undertaking the research, and what we all realised we could achieve by working together and sharing learning. 

Could changes be made to the IGP to make the funded research projects more influential? 
We recently had a grant from another organisation where we were encouraged to present a multi-stage approach, across a much longer period of up to 3 years.  What this allows applicants to do is to firstly have a good scoping period, where you do a whole lot of ground work, test your ideas, formulate them with a program logic model and evaluation framework, then cost the implementation and evaluation. At each stage there is opportunity for learning, trialling and refining. This leads to a superior outcome than a ‘quick best guess’ approach in a shorter period.
The ACCAN grants are all one year, across a single financial year, so this limits the scope of applicants and projects. 
Could changes be made to the IGP to make the funded research projects more useful to consumers?
It would be useful to have a little bit of extra money available for some completed projects to take them to the next level. This would generate leverage from the investment in the initial project. Not every project would need it, but more successful projects often prove a concept, which with a bit of extra funding could be taken to a much wider audience.
ACCAN should have the discretion to pick the projects that are suitable for top-up funding at the end of the project. 

Is it appropriate for the Government to continue to provide grants to a consumer representative group (or any other non-government body) to undertake research into telecommunications issues?
Yes, this is a specialist area. ACCAN has significant expertise and produces high quality work – or alternatively commissions external experts to provide an evidence base for their own policy development and advocacy.  
If this is appropriate, what changes (if any) would you recommend to how the funding is provided and who it is provided to?
$250,000 per year is not a large amount of money, which means that only smaller, less ambitious projects can be funded. This may mean that some outstanding and enduring projects are not realised.
So larger amounts would mean more impact, particularly if the project could be over a longer period, i.e. multi-year projects.  Many organisations have to bring someone in to lead a project, and would get better staffing if the person had some job security beyond a year of part time project work.  It is hard to build capacity in NFPs with people on such short-term/part-time projects.
To get more impact, we believe that funding should be contained in ‘areas of priority’ identified by ACCAN, but with some flexibility for a wildcard ‘amazing idea’ so as not to stifle innovation.
Further ACCAN grants do not adequately allow for general administrative overheads. They do fund overheads “attributable directly to the project”. This sounds appealing on one level where every dollar counts and there is no wastage, however just like government, the NFP sector has overheads and these can’t be easily quarantined – every organisation has overheads. All staff need a place to sit, a computer to work at, others to discuss ideas with and get advice from. It is a myth that projects can run without adequate overheads. We know that most projects have extra expenses which cannot be detailed in a basic grant application budget, or things just take more time than one plans, but we do what needs to be done in order to deliver a quality outcome. 
Some highly professional organisations may be deterred from putting forward projects for funding. The IGP may miss out on highly innovative applications. So we would argue for the need for a more realistic and generous amount of funding for projects, to be delivered over a longer period, with impact. 
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[bookmark: _GoBack] Should any other activities, other than consumer representation and research, be considered for funding under section 593 of the Telco Act?  If so, what should these be and what would be the rationale for funding such activities be?
Working with second tier telcos
We could really benefit from working with the second tier of the telco industry, who are fragmented and not well connected to the hardship space. There has been progress with the Telstra, Optus and Vodafone but they do not cover the market. 
It would be good if s593 permitted funding of forums to bring the rest of the industry together for networking, sharing of ideas, training in the TCP and referring to financial counsellors, and the like. It would essentially be training the second tier to understand ‘consumer hardship’ and to share what the first tier have learnt from ‘doing it better’ in recent years.
From a consumer point of view, it seems unfair that a consumer with a larger company gets a better consumer experience than those with a smaller provider … especially as many sign contracts with the smaller provider as it is cheaper, and they’re on a lower income.

Prisoner communications
Another area is prisoner communications. Currently the prisoner phone system is the ARUNTA system. Prisoners pay higher per minute costs than charged by five-star hotel guests but often only earn about <$1 hour. Not only are they unable to contact their creditors because of the expense and limitation of this system, but they also cannot afford phone calls to their families. It is a system that hasn’t changed in decades. With recidivism so high, and the cost of imprisonment of $100,000 per person per year, it seems unwise to have people in prison disconnected from their support system (and children), and unable to contact creditors (thereby getting further into debt). Funding to improve this neglected area of communications is urgently needed.  Prisoner email services are an allied area of need, with safety considerations built in of course.

A Final Word
Consumer advocacy by its very nature is a contest of ideas. The policy positions of consumer organisations will often be at odds with those of industry – we think this is a good thing, as in the end these debates lead to better policy positions. The consumer view is important and needs to be heard.

But having different views to industry can also be dangerous. In our world of financial counselling for example, the payday lending industry has argued to government that our organisation should be de-funded – because they do not accept that their product can cause harm to consumers.  Financial counsellors see many people however who are trapped in a cycle of payday lending debt and we have made that point publicly and to Government.

The Government in running this consultation about ACCAN, needs to be aware of the dynamics at play. Industry views about ACCAN’s “effectiveness” for example may be coloured by self-interest. While this isn’t always the case – the banking industry for example engages very constructively with many consumer organisations – only parts of the telecommunications industry understand why it is important to listen to different views. 

While it is important that any organisation funded by government does a good job, defining “good” will depend on your perspective. We think ACCAN does an excellent job, responding to consumer concerns and advocating in a constructive, but frank and fearless way. ACCAN’s performance should primarily be assessed in relation to outcomes it has delivered for consumers, rather than weighing up the views of various stakeholder groups.
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