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General comments

This submission is made on behalf of members of the Melbourne Networked Society Institute (MNSI). MNSI is one of the University of Melbourne’s Research Institutes, which aims to foster interdisciplinary research and innovation through the provision of scholarships, grant funding and larger initiatives focused on the connectivity between people, places and things to solve problems facing a networked society.

Response
1.	Has ACCAN effectively performed the role of representing the interests of consumers in relation to telecommunications?

As a research institute operating in the communications landscape, we have observed:
· representatives from ACCAN promoting the interests of telecommunications consumers at numerous events, such as the Australian Internet Governance Forum;
· research projects focused on a diverse range of issues affecting telecommunications consumers funded by ACCAN share their findings at public presentations, such as the Internet Governance Forum and Communications Policy & Research Forum;
· research funded by ACCAN published in numerous news media outlets, such as the Fairfax and News Limited, informing consumers about telecommunications issues affecting them;
· research funded by ACCAN producing informational and educational materials available for consumers to access and read, especially through their website.
2.	Does ACCAN effectively engage with a broad range of stakeholders, including industry, government agencies and other consumer groups?

ACCAN’s engagement covers a diverse range of stakeholders, from the general public to specific consumer groups, to the University research community we are part of, and a range of industry and government organizations. A key role played by ACCAN is not only engaging individually with different groups concerned with telecommunications issues in Australia, but through its engagement activities, and its events and grants programs, ACCAN plays a leading role in the telecommunications landscape for bringing different groups and stakeholders together. This kind of bridging function is critical for enhancing transparency, cooperation and resolution in an increasingly complex area.

3.	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. The track-record and outcomes of ACCAN’s grant scheme is evidence of the balance required to support research, information, and education across both general telecommunications issues like mobile phone data and billing, and more specific needs of groups such as the disabled, homeless or indigenous communities. For example, funded research involving Melbourne University researchers working with indigenous communities, ‘What's ya Story: The making of a digital storytelling app with Aboriginal young people’.

[bookmark: _GoBack]4.	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?

Access to, and knowledge about, communications technologies are central to social, economic and cultural participation. This is a universal need, and so government funding to a representative body like ACCAN should support all consumers, and be empowered to represent both all consumers as well as diverse consumer groups with specific requirements.

b) Could a telecommunications representation function be carried out by a general consumer body?

As all aspects of economic, social and cultural life are now mediated by telecommunications, a dedicated consumer body is critical. The telecommunications sector is only growing and becoming increasingly complex, involving a range of established and emerging industries and issues which require specific telecommunications expertise and focus if the rights of consumers and citizens are to be adequately represented by the Government.

c) Could Government more directly measure consumer views by undertaking its own consumer research?

No, an independent body is required if consumer research and advocacy is to be robust and effective.

5.	Have you seen any examples of how research funded through the Independent Grants Program (IGP) has influenced Government policy or the behaviour of industry?  Could changes be made to the IGP to make the funded research projects more influential?

If the IGP increased its funding and the mandate of ACCAN to be consulted by Senate committees and the like on issues directly related to telecommunications consumers, then the excellent research and resources it produces could have a more direct and beneficial impact on relevant policies.

6.	Do you believe research funded through the IGP is useful to consumers?  Could changes be made to the IGP to make the funded research projects more useful to consumers?

7.	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?

As noted above, yes, all aspects of economic, social and cultural life are now mediated by telecommunications, a dedicated consumer body is critical. The telecommunications sector is only growing and becoming increasingly complex, involving a range of established as well as emerging industries and issues which require specific telecommunications expertise and focus if the rights of consumers and citizens are to be adequately represented by the Government.

8.	If this is appropriate, what changes (if any) would you recommend to how the funding is provided and who it is provided to?

Our view is that ACCAN is doing an excellent job with limited resources. As an organization it has over time built a range of networks, institutional knowledge, and resources, that would not be easily replicated or reinvested elsewhere if the rights of telecommunications consumers are to be sufficiently represented. If anything, increased funding to ACCAN, would be an appropriate way to build on their existing work to further develop their research, advocacy, and policy contributions.

9.	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?
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