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General comments
The basic issue is whether to continue to fund aspecific agency protecting and advocating for the rights and interests of telecommunications consumers or whether to roll this activity into a more general agency.
Recent research has shown that Telecommunications is getting more complex and more entrenched in all aspects of the digital economy (arguably the most vibrant part of the Australian economy over the next ten to twenty years). Even a few years ago, most of the Telecommunications interests were covered with voice and telefax; now this is a tiny part of the market which is exploding in: broadband (the NBN), the Internet of Things, 5G mobile, machine-to-machine communications, etc. It would be highly unreasonable to expect a more general agency to cover these new, exciting and complex areas.
Recent experiments in taking complex areas and placing them into general agencies (for example the ACCC) have been unsuccessful. Small savings in aggregating the functions have more than offset by subsequently having to beef-up specialist areas (for example the ACCC in Telecommunications). 
The Federal Government is considering a Royal Commission for the area of banking, an area which is highly regulated (better than many banking sectors in other parts of the World), yet an area such as Telecommunications, which is growing quickly more complex and generating more and more complaints, is being considered for less consumer representation.
TelSoc considers it essential to keep the industry focussed on consumers’ needs and requirements particularly in this phase of the roll out of the NBN and the rising complaints regarding high speed broadband via the range of delivery platforms. Telecommunications is key to the Digital Economy and TelSoc exists to make sure we maintain excellence in this area.

Response
1. Has ACCAN effectively performed the role of representing the interests of consumers in relation to telecommunications?
We believe ACCAN has been very effective generally in the representing the interests of consumers in relation to telecommunications. 
2. Does ACCAN effectively engage with a broad range of stakeholders, including industry, government agencies and other consumer groups?
We believe ACCAN has effectively engaged with a broad range of stakeholders resisting at times the real risk of being ‘captured’ by better resourced industry groups.
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?
ACCAN in our view has adopted an appropriate balance.  ACCAN works cooperatively with general consumer organisations such as Choice.
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?
No. While consumers with particular needs should be a core element of ACCAN’s role, given the complexity of telecommunications service products, ACCAN needs to continue its balance role serving general consumers.
b) Could a telecommunications representation function be carried out by a general consumer body?
No. The reasons have been given earlier.
c) Could Government more directly measure consumer views by undertaking its own consumer research?
No we don’t think Government should measure consumer views directly. Firstly, we don’t think this would be cost effective given the specialist nature of the issues but also would present conflicts of interest regarding Government services such as NBN.
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?
Yes. One area that comes to mind is the research into users of 1300 and 1800 services accessed by mobile. This research complemented work by the ACMA that lead to this important social reform that took account of the rising usage of mobile phones as opposed to fixed phones.
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?
Yes this could be reviewed.
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?
Yes
8.	If this is appropriate, what changes (if any) would you recommend to how the funding is provided and who it is provided to?
We would suggest the current narrow Governance of ACCAN representing consumers with special needs should be reviewed with a view of representing general consumers. 
The membership structure of ACCAN strongly influences its governance and leads naturally to a focus on consumers with special needs. While ACCAN provide signicant resources for the general consumer, developments in telecommunications will see an increasing need for more comprehensive advice that is relevant to the general consumer as well as those with special needs
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?
We have no views on this.
Submission: Consumer representation: Review of section 593
 of the Telecommunications Act 1997 Issues paper	Page 3 of 3
image1.emf









