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Consumer protection must come before privatisation!





CTN is pleased to see that the whole political process, from varying perspectives, has come to see the wisdom of CTN's preferred approach: ensure consumer protection, price control and quality standards guarantees are in place before proceeding further with the sale of Telstra.





CTN called on the Minister, Senator Richard Alston, to deliver on his promises to Australian consumers before finalising the disposal of our interest in Telstra.





As reported in our May Newsletter, CTN has recommended that the following protections be mandated in legislation before the Telstra sale bill is passed:


A Universal Service Plan with shorter connection and repair times


A published and mandated payphone repair policy.


Price caps or equivalent affordability requirements,


Mandated local number portability and a published wholesale price for competitive to the local loop


Directing the ACA to be more active in ensuring industry compliance with codes and standards


Regulation to ensure that all Australians, no matter where they live, can have access to the benefits of an open competitive market.





We have approached the minister directly to seek:


Action to implement the disability provisions in the universal service plan


Legislation to force Telstra to share its facilities, especially the cable which connects households to their local exchange, so we can have choice and competition in services and providers without having resources wasted on duplicating the infrastructure,


Action to ensure that industry self-regulated codes and standards will reliably cover the whole industry, every provider and every kind of service, and that the penalties for non-compliance are effectively enforced


Extension of the customer service guarantee to include coverage of handsets and the fines for systemic failure to be paid directly to consumers in line rental rebates


Extension of regulatory and protective measures to include new technologies such as email and internet, to include varieties such as cordless and mobiles as well as standard phones, and to protect the interests of those in uncompetitive markets such as rural and remote consumers and consumers with disabilities as well as those in contestable markets


Assurance that global 'free trade' commitments will not impede the Australian government's ability to regulate telecommunications in the public interest after Telstra is completely sold.





We have seen the Australian Communication Authority's performance monitoring statistics from the March quarter which show:


For the third consecutive quarter, connection and fault repair times for residential consumers in most areas are getting worse,  


And that the gap between the quality of service offered to business and that provided to residential consumers, is widening.





If these are signs of the impact of privatising, deregulating, and introducing competition into telecommunications in Australia, we might expect further deterioration unless action is taken by the government to enforce better service standards.





We have also had price rises for STD national long distance calls, with the connection fee going from 12 cents to 15 cents from May 1.  While timed call charges may have declined in some areas for some consumers, for most residential users, the majority of phone call costs are fixed as in line rental or local calls, with relatively short distance calls forming the bulk of STD use.  So residential consumers are not the chief beneficiaries of price reductions or of competitive offerings in a market which obviously favours large volume business users.





So we have quality going down and prices going up.  That is what happened after the sale of one-third of Telstra. What might selling the rest of it bring?





We do not yet have the benefits we were promised flowing from the reforms as set out in the government's better communication policy.





We do not yet have the benefits we were promised. We expected we would get choice, quality of service, and cheaper prices. The competition is happening mostly for businesses, not for residential consumers.





Self-regulation is a project CTN is happy to participate in, but we still do not have a system in place  for enforcing industry agreed codes and standards. These carefully crafted statements of principle may turn out to be ignored in practice.





It is prudent to delay further disposal of Telstra until we have an assurance in practice that the privatised industry will meet our needs.





Notably the government has initiated a number of investigations and inquiries which are investigating how consumer outcomes can be improved or protected in the new regime.  These include:


ACA inquiry into digital data capability


ACCC Inquiry into competition in the local loop


DOCA Price Caps Review


ACIF code and administration and compliance scheme has not yet been implemented.





The outcomes of these inquiries might make a big difference to residential household experiences of telecommunications.





We would like to hear from the minister in response to our letters, and we would like to see the outcomes of these various inquiries.  Most importantly, we want consumer protection put into practice before any further sale of Telstra proceeds.
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