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General comments
Introduction
Conexu is pleased to provide comment on the Communication Accessibility: 2016 and beyond Consultation Paper and is happy for the Department of Communications and the Arts to share the views expressed in this submission with the wider community.
Conexu is a national non-profit organisation with expertise in both technology and communication access. Our Vision: A connected community. Our Mission: To use technology to bridge the communication divide between hard of hearing, Deaf or speech impaired Australians, and the broader community.
Our organisation is unique in Australia as the go-to organisation for technology-based communication access linking Australians who are Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired and the broader community. We believe that communication barriers should never stop people from reaching their full potential and that technology is a great enabler for better communication.
Communication is an absolute necessity and increasingly recognised as a public entitlement, like power and water. Information and communication technologies are changing the way people interact with the world and everyone’s needs must be considered as society continues to transition to the digital world.
Through Conexu’s history, research and ongoing work with people who are Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired, educators, health professionals and business people, we have a deep knowledge of the communication barriers that exist as people move through different stages of their life. 
We work with the community to break down these barriers through our technology programs, face-to-face workshops, our online initiative techfinder.org.au, social media channels and our research projects including our biennial stakeholder survey into technology use – the National Users Needs Analysis (NUNA). Conexu receives and understands the broad range of views and opinions within its stakeholder community and works hard to bring the most practical and valued communication ideas and innovations to Australia.
Overview
The National Relay Service (NRS) is an essential part of ensuring non-discriminatory and equivalent access to the telephone. It allows people who are Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired to use a telephone to communicate in a way that most Australians take for granted, and the Federal Government is to be commended on the success of this policy direction. 
Conexu’s community engagement activities show the NRS is a well-trusted and much needed service that meets community need and should be appropriately funded. Broadly, those who greatly benefit from the NRS are, on average, socially-disadvantaged, in poorer mental health and have lower incomes than the general Australian population. It is not surprising that there is increasing demand for the NRS, given technological developments and the growing number of people with hearing loss. The growth of the NRS shows that previously unmet need is now being met, leading to improved productivity and health and well-being in the community. As more people work later in life and want to retain their independence and connection post-retirement, the NRS will continue to play an important role. 
In the United States, for example the prevalence of hearing loss is estimated to grow 40% between 2010 and 2025[endnoteRef:1]. This trend is reflected in Australia by the 38.5% growth of services provided by Australian Hearing between 2002‐03 and 2008‐09[endnoteRef:2].  [1:  Bowe 2005 in United States National Council on Disability 2010]  [2:  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2010] 

Alongside this growth in potential users of the NRS, however, is the knowledge that, Deaf, hard of hearing and speech impaired people will always choose to communicate directly, rather than going via a relay service, whenever such direct communication is viable and feasible to both the calling and called parties.
The role of the NRS in Australia reflects broad community needs and trends regarding the use of the telephone. There is an undeniable global expectation that people are able to conveniently access a phone to conduct all aspects of living – from ordering takeaway to calling Triple Zero. The NRS is the bridge that allows people who are Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired to meet that expectation. Mobile phone popularity continues on an upward trajectory (31 million active accounts in Australia; up 2.5% from 2014-2015) and there are still nine million fixed-line phones being used in Australia. It should be noted that Australia has among the highest smartphone penetration in the world[endnoteRef:3] and most people rely on their telephone to work, study, raise families, make appointments, buy goods, pay bills, deal with government and maintain relationships – people who are Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired do too. As such, any changes to the NRS should acknowledge that the vast majority of people need to use a phone to have a productive, healthy, and safe life. [3:  Australian Communications and Media Authority (2013), Communications report 2012–13, 22. ] 

Conexu is excited about the unprecedented opportunity presented by the rollout of major initiatives such as the National Broadband Network (NBN) and National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) to reduce the communication and digital divide, and to enable more people to know about and try new technology. However, these initiatives are in their early stages and their role in providing different and more effective options that are equivalent to voice telephony is unknown. The NBN, NDIS and Digital Transformation Office (DTO) may ultimately provide avenues for different and more effective options that are equivalent to the telephone, however their final impact is still unknown and some of the assumptions underpinning options in this consultation paper may be premature. 
Software and hardware innovations are also providing exciting possibilities to connect people who are Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired and the broader community and, for those who can afford them, these apps and devices have been embraced by early adopters and progressively shared with other people in their networks. Glide is an excellent example of a video messaging app that has been embraced by the Deaf community. It should be noted that many of these developments are ‘message’ service innovations and do not replicate real time telephone call services. 
As a further example, in 2015 Conexu was the first organisation in the world to launch a national technology trial for people who are Deafblind, to access the telephone using their own voice. The caption to braille technology has the potential to give people who are Deafblind access to the telephone through a captioned telephone handset and braille display. In conjunction with our partner, Able Australia, Conexu is working with five trial participants to explore the possibilities of this new technology and assess subsequent improvements in quality of life.
Work and health Benefits
As you will see from the very passionate views of some of our stakeholders, included in this submission, it is difficult to imagine how access to a telephone service could be restricted in the modern communications environment without causing significant disadvantage and disaffection. There are many reports and stories that clearly show how access to information and services is severely restricted without a telephone. At best, this is frustrating and time-consuming. At worst, it limits employment opportunities, causes depression and, in some cases, is life threatening. 
With the number of hard of hearing, Deaf or speech impaired Australians expected to reach 10 million by 2050[endnoteRef:4], it is important to note Professor Luke Connelly’s research on some of the costs and benefits of accessible telecommunications in Australia[endnoteRef:5]: [4:  Access Economics (2006), Listen Hear!, 5; Speech Pathology Australia (2013) Communication impairment in Australia, retrieved from http://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/ library/2013Factsheets/Factsheet_Communication_Impairment_in_Australia.pdf; Australian Bureau of Statistics (2012) Population Projections, Australia, 2012 (base) to 2101, retrieved from http://www.abs.gov.au/ ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/3222.0main+features52012%20(base)%20to%202101.]  [5:  The Australian Captioned Telephone Study. Prof Luke Connelly, Director of Australian Centre for Economic Research on Health, UQ and the Australian National University.] 

· The NRS provides one mechanism to meet labour force participation targets for older Australians.

· 87% of individuals who used a captioned telephone for work believed that the availability of this service would allow them to retire later than would otherwise be possible, due to their disability.

· Lack of easy access to the telephone is a risk factor for a loss of independence, greater dependence on paid assistance in the home, greater costs for relatives and the economy, and admission to residential aged care facilities.  

· Even under very pessimistic assumptions about the effect of the NRS on users’ quality of life, the NRS would pass the cost‐effectiveness test applied to assess the efficiency of new and extant listings on the PBS and MBS.
As the Connelly report notes: “The consequences for the health sector [of inaccessible telecommunication] also should not be underestimated. Many older Australians have more than one chronic condition, and an inability to communicate properly also presents a risk factor for the proper management of those conditions. For instance, for Australians who live in rural and remote localities, inability to communicate via the web or telephone may diminish their capacity to use the telehealth initiatives that are now considered a central, and growing, part of clinical practice in Australia. While telehealth is, itself, an area of considerable expenditure growth, the expenditure alternatives to well managed chronic diseases (such as Type II Diabetes), are often hospital admissions, which generally result in much greater health sector expenditures, and poorer health outcomes (e.g. preventable amputations).”

Response
1. Increase the funding allocation available for the National Relay Service to sustain its delivery over the life of the current contracts
Issues for consideration
Should a specific funding allocation from the TIL available for the delivery of the NRS be removed – i.e. funding from the TIL to be used on a fully cost recovery basis, reflecting the actual level of use of the NRS in each financial year?
Should a specific funding allocation from the TIL available for the delivery of the NRS be increased by a set amount? If so, what amount?
Should changes to the current $20 million allocation (excluding GST) available for the delivery provision of the NRS from the TIL be allocated for specific purposes? I.e. for delivery of specific service options.
Conexu response
The Universal Service Obligation (USO), as specified in Part 2 of the Telecommunications (Consumer Protection and Service Standards) Act 1999, requires the Primary Universal Service Provider (currently Telstra) to ensure standard telephone services (STS), payphones and prescribed carriage services are reasonably accessible to all people in Australia on an equitable basis.
For millions of Australian who are Deaf or have a hearing or speech impairment, an alternative form of communication such as the National Relay Service (NRS) is considered to be equivalent to voice telephony and the USO requirement exists irrespective of the cost of providing that in particular geographic areas or to particular consumer sectors.
The NRS is an essential service and, as such, NRS funding should be allocated in a manner that does not limit access or discriminate against people with otherwise unmet communication needs. Funding must reflect the actual level of NRS use each year and be delivered as efficiently and cost-effectively as possible, exploiting the latest technologies/techniques (as promoted through Conexu’s techfinder.org.au website).
NRS funding should weigh up a range of factors such as demographic changes and changing consumer behaviour. A level of indexing would seem more appropriate than a fixed budget that does not reflect actual need or requirements under the USO. 
We therefore fully support the cost recovery model as a fair and equitable representation of telephone access for all.
Conexu community feedback
“When I was introduced to the NRS, my life changed dramatically. I need the NRS to make calls as a matter of urgency or great need. I have tried other technologies and assure you that the NRS is the best option for my communication needs.”  (Jim)
“I use the NRS every day when I’m at work. I couldn’t do my job without it. NRS should be unlimited until all businesses accept other ways to communicate with people, like live chat. Until then, we need the NRS.” (Sophie) 
“Already, our society ‘short-changes’ deaf and HI people in regard to support, because we are so ‘invisible’.  People like me – late deaf who are not part of the Deaf Community and don’t use Auslan – are even more disadvantaged with communication access – think medical and other essential meeting interpreters. So, we are a group in the community who already only get a very ‘basic’ level of support and, being primarily funded by telecommunications companies that make mind boggling profits e.g. Telstra, it surely isn’t too much to ask! No one likes to have their service reduced and if, as I presume, the Government is hoping to cover rising costs by reducing services, then that’s blatant discrimination of deaf and HI people, especially those with no Auslan.” (Lyn)
“When I was introduced to the NRS, my life changed dramatically. I need the NRS to make calls as a matter of urgency or great need. I have tried other technologies and assure you that the NRS is the best option for my communication needs.”  (Jim)
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Introduce measures to manage demand for NRS services
Issues for consideration
Should capping arrangements be put in place for one or more service access options delivered through the NRS?
Which service access options could be capped (while maintaining access to calls to emergency services on a 24/7/365 basis) for users of the NRS?
Should limited hours of operation be put in place for any other service access options delivered through the NRS, apart from the current arrangements in place for video relay?
Which service access options could have limited hours of operation (while maintaining access to calls to emergency services on a 24/7/365 basis) for users of the NRS?
Should caps be considered on a per-user basis as part of ‘fair use’ controls?
Conexu response
The number of hard of hearing, Deaf or speech impaired Australians is expected to reach 10 million by 2050, which means the challenge of providing equitable communication is not going to go away. 
However, different services are used in different ways, for different reasons. There is no one-size-fits-all because consumers choose their service based on what gives them the best experience and this will depend on their personal situation, the nature of the call and the person they’re calling.
Maintaining emergency access is an important consideration. Conexu’s stakeholders have reported a number of times when 1800, 24 hour hotlines have also been used such as the Poison Hotline, other health hotlines, and mental health services. Consideration must also be given to how access to essential information and support services such as these would be maintained.
Capping minutes/calls, limiting hours or restricting access to the NRS would mean the service is no longer equivalent to the STS and users would no longer have 24/7 STS access/connectivity as required under the USO. It is highly unlikely that this would ever be imposed on people using telephones unassisted.
Caps, limitations or restrictions only on specific NRS service types, such as TTY and captioned telephony that are accessed via specialised equipment, would have particularly significant ramifications, as some users won’t have the facilities or capability to access alternative services.
For example, many businesses offer people no other option than to use the telephone to contact customer service. Without a phone number you simply cannot communicate with the business. Conexu stakeholders have requested from government departments and agencies such as Telstra that they be allowed to speak to a representative via email but typically they do not get a response. A task such as setting up a small business becomes insurmountable when the resources and information are available through a free call number, which requires you to leave a phone number for call-back. Options such as online video chat and live messaging obviate this problem but are not widely available on business/government websites.
There is significant anecdotal evidence that video relay has serious queuing issues due to demand exceeding supply because it is a limited hours’ service. This is a source of deep frustration and anxiety for this sector of the community who want access to the people they call 24/7.
Again, requiring people who are speech impaired, hard of hearing or Deaf to use one phone service while it operated and another service at different times would demand more training and information for consumers. This is not a common experience for people who use the telephone unassisted.
It should be noted that consideration of ‘fair use’ controls requires the assumption that ‘fair use’ of the NRS needs to be controlled. In fact, there is no definition of fair use for people using voice telephony unassisted and the imposition of ‘fair use’ controls on people who are Deaf or hard of hearing should be considered discriminatory and in contravention of the spirit and intent of the USO.
Conexu community feedback
“Can you imagine the uproar if ‘normal’ people’s access to communication was limited in this way!!” (Lyn) 
“When I was pregnant I had some concerns so I used the NRS to ring the 24 hour helpline and spoke to a nurse. The nurse told me I needed to go straight to the hospital. Can you imagine what would happen if I hadn’t made that call. It’s risky.” (Sigrid)
“I have met lots of clients who are Deaf and some have mental health issues. They need to use the Relay Service at different hours and maybe on weekends to contact their mental health services and this capped or limited service to relay services is going to impact Australian Deaf citizens.” (Emma)
“Emergency is my biggest gripe. You can’t text to and fro if a person has passed out on the floor and you don’t know how to help them.” (Bill)
“I was overseas and needed to ring one of the government departments in the middle of the night. I used the NRS because it was the only way I could communicate. They wouldn’t be able to understand me if I tried to speak to them directly.” (Thomas)
“The limited hours for VRS mean I can’t even say happy birthday and Merry Christmas. I can’t talk to family when I want to if it’s after hours. I’m isolated and stuck. Why do they think Deaf people don’t want to contact people after 6pm and on weekends?” (Bill)
“The impact (of capping or limiting) would be huge as I rely on the NRS to make work-related calls, as well as make appointments with my GP or my local hair salon, etc. The NRS should be a 24 hour service so that I can make these calls anytime.” (Irena)
“Any limitation on the services provided by NRS would have a great impact on me. If this was to happen I would be forced to use SMS not knowing if the other party had received my message or not, and in cases of emergency I would need to get a hearing person to call for me. I would happily pay for all calls I make through the NRS to keep it operational 24/7.” (Jim)
“I use this service to make all my appointments – medical, dentist etc. and to call my internet service provider after hours. If the hours were to be limited on this service I would not be able to chat with my family at all as evenings and weekends are the only time I can speak with them. I cannot make personal calls during business hours, as I work full time.” (Fleur)
“I am profoundly deaf and rely on the NRS and desktop computer to make appointments. I use the NRS to contact Centrelink and the waiting can be more than half an hour, so capping the service would be detrimental.”(Jessica)“When I was pregnant I had some concerns so I used the NRS to ring the 24 hour helpline and spoke to a nurse. The nurse told me I needed to go straight to the hospital. Can you imagine what would happen if I hadn’t made that call. It’s risky.” (Sigrid)
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Figure 1“For millions of Australian who are Deaf or have a hearing or speech impairment, an alternative form of communication such as the National Relay Service (NRS) is considered to be equivalent to voice telephony.”





Introduce more specific requirements to support access to the National Relay Service, including greater enforcement of fair use policies
Issues for consideration
Should account or compulsory registration requirements be expanded to cover access to all service options available through the NRS?
Should the establishment of any account or registration process require appropriate independent confirmation of the disability which requires the account holder to use the service?
Should the establishment of any account or registration process require account holders to appropriately self-declare the disability which requires them to use the service?
Should appropriate fair use policies be introduced for account holders with the NRS?
Should the current follow-on call options available for some types of inbound connections to the NRS be removed?
Conexu response
As noted in Option 3, enforcement of ‘fair use’ controls requires the assumption that ‘fair use’ of the NRS needs to be controlled. In fact, there is no requirement for fair use by people using the telephone unassisted and the imposition of fair use controls – such as account registration - on people who are Deaf or hard of hearing should be considered discriminatory and in contravention of the spirit and intent of the USO.
Nevertheless, Conexu’s community consultation has found that many people would be happy to consider registering an account, with/without professional verification, if it allowed continued access to the NRS. Consumers such as Sigrid in Lismore, NSW depend on the NRS for access to health hotlines. Sigrid had pregnancy issues and used the NRS to speak to a nurse, who advised her to go straight to hospital. 
While we note that a significant consultation process needs to occur to assess the feasibility of a registration scheme, there are some benefits to doing so including closer links between NRS users and the outreach programme.
Conexu community feedback
“I would be happy to register to prove I’m Deaf. I’d be happy to do anything to keep VRS going. I need this service desperately.” (Bill) 
“Most definitely! Not a problem.” (Jim)
“Yes, I would. I don’t see a problem with that.” (Lyn)
“If the relay service were to be capped or reduced, the communication I need to get across will be delayed and much more difficult which is like setting me back to the cave age. This is 2016. We should have the right to make calls at any time and on any day or night of the week as we should be equal.” (Emma)

Refocus the existing National Relay Service outreach programme
Issues for consideration
How could the NRS outreach programme be refocussed to assist in broadening awareness of service options and aiding the sustainability of the NRS?
Conexu response
Conexu’s experience in teaching and training people about communication technology shows that they most certainly are interested and keen to learn about new options that will improve their way of life. Ultimately though the individual will choose whichever technology best fits them in different circumstances and in a number of situations the quickest, most appropriate communication method is the phone. It should not be presumed that there is always a suitable alternative to connect a person who uses the NRS and the broader community. As an example, the Deaf community has embraced Skype and Glide, which are video-based communications options. These are extensively used to speak to other people in Auslan but cannot be used with people who do not use Auslan. 
While the NDIS is still in its early stages and tier two -- Information, Linkages and Capacity-building (ILC) -- funding is not expected until 2019, there may be opportunities to incorporate the promotion and training aspects of the NRS outreach programme under an ILC umbrella, either as an alternative to a separate programme or as a complementary programme. There are some limitations to this approach that should be considered. Firstly, it is unlikely that ILC could be used for general NRS helpdesk enquiries. Secondly, many current NRS users would not naturally seek information via NDIS channels e.g. those over 65 years or those who are not eligible for NDIS funding, and it is possible that this would present a barrier to broadening awareness of the service. 
Conexu believes it would be worthwhile ensuring the NRS outreach programme links to other organisations and businesses which already provide broad technology training, to better leverage the cost of promoting the NRS as part of an overall communication mix. 
We recommend a review process to better understand the needs of current and potential NRS users in relation to information, training and outreach support. Consultation such as this has not occurred since 2006. It is understood from Conexu constituents that there are gaps in the outreach programme. For example, there is no direct training for school aged Deaf, hard of hearing of speech impaired; Deafblind people, speech and communication impaired people, Deaf people who use Auslan. There is an assumption that some of these community sectors already know about the NRS and have had direct training and information services in the past, however, our understanding is that this was prior to 2006. Our experience is that there is very low awareness of the service within some of these groups.
Conexu community feedback
“Not many businesses respond well to Skype, email or Facebook messages. Using the NRS enables me to contact these businesses directly for quicker responses.” (Irena)
“I don’t think the NRS is very active on social media. This is where young people are who need to know about the service. They need to work more with hospitals, audiologists and other people who already work with people who would use the NRS. I don’t think that happens.” (Sophie)
“I try to avoid giving out my mobile number to businesses as this results in voice calls I cannot answer. They need to be educated and not insist on compulsory phone fields on form, particularly on websites.”(Jessica)
“I didn’t know the NRS was for me. I thought it was for Deaf people. I ordered a pizza the other night and on the receipt they wrote ‘Deaf customer’. Need more awareness in the speech impaired community and in the community generally.” (Thomas)
“In the school system, we use Lyn communicator but 70% of schools do not know how to use it. I have to use the phone for my work.” (Jo)
“I didn’t know the NRS was for me. I thought it was for Deaf people. I ordered a pizza the other night and on the receipt they wrote ‘Deaf customer’. Need more awareness in the speech impaired community and in the community generally.” (Thomas)

[image: ]


Review the range of services options and technologies available to sustain delivery of the NRS in the future
Issues for consideration
What sort of transition process would be appropriate in phasing out legacy proprietary technologies such as the TTY access to the NRS?
Are there options such as limiting inbound connections generated by specific technologies that could be introduced?
What are the likely circumstances in which people may choose use the NRS over other communication options?
How can reliance on the NRS as a communication option be reduced?
Which are the service access options to favour when providing primary access to the NRS through non-proprietary mainstream technology options?
Conexu response
Conexu’s wide consultation shows that people who use the NRS have the same reasons for picking up the phone as the broader community; hence their reliance on the NRS reflects the broader community’s reliance on the phone for everyday living. 
Growth in the use of the NRS reflects general phone use and the essential nature of the telephone, even with improvements in other types of communication technology.
The reasons why consumers choose the NRS are broadly the same as the reasons why anyone chooses the phone to communicate i.e.:
· They need information immediately 
· For convenience
· The conversation is detailed or complex
· The phone is the only option provided 
· In an emergency
· The hearing person doesn’t use Auslan or can’t understand the person who is speech impaired
· To communicate with a person who prefers using the telephone.
As examples, Thomas is speech impaired and uses the NRS if he needs to quickly communicate with someone he doesn’t know well. David is speech impaired and uses SMS for simple questions but finds the NRS better when he needs more information.
Conexu’s most recent National User Needs Analysis found that the software applications and equipment identified as most useful to people who are Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired were those that provide fast, natural, immediate, person-to-person communication. While price may not be the major barrier, careful consideration should be given to accessibility of any future developments to ensure they remain cost-effective and accessible to as much of the community as possible. For example, the bandwidth requirements of software applications can lead to high data usage on mobile devices or need Wi-Fi to run, which can limit accessibility.
Every service under the NRS requires the consumer to purchase or access equipment (e.g. tablet, computer, smartphone, TTY, captioned telephone) and the choice of equipment they use will be based on what is most comfortable for them at that point in time. Mainstream technologies are often preferred however in some cases proprietary technology offers functionality and an experience that is easier, better, more reliable or more affordable for the individual. Consumers will choose the technology that best meets their needs.  
NRS consumers are also required to pay for a fixed line and/or a data plan to access these services. Without a more detailed understanding of the way people use different NRS services, and the limitations around other options, it is difficult to say whether some technologies, like the TTY, could be phased out to make way for new technologies. It is also unclear if this would provide any improvement in the costs of running the NRS, as consumers would still require access to the telephone. 
Many older Deaf and hard of hearing people continue to use the TTY because it is simple to use and they prefer not to get caught up with technology changes that challenge them.
Naturally, in reviewing the range of services and option available, it is paramount to prioritise individual and community safety and security. Some users of legacy technology are ageing or live in remote communities where devices such as the TTY currently provide the safest option.
Conexu community feedback
“Much as it galls me to pay Telstra monthly fee just in case I need to use my TTY I have no other means of quick contact in emergency. I live alone, I have a mobile and laptop but both take time to connect and the service is unreliable. I live in regional Victoria.” (Roberta)
“Many of the elderly Deaf and hard of hearing people only use the TTY and without the relay system they will be trapped and unable to communicate with others. They do not have mobile phones. Please keep the NRS going for TTYs. “(Father Paul)
“I am familiar with other technologies that provide an alternative means of communication, have tried them and most definitely assure that the NRS is the best option for my communications needs.” (Jim)
“Not everybody uses Facebook or Skype and email is slow if you need the answer instantly by phone.” (James)
“I need the NRS to be able to make calls as a matter of urgency or great need such as emergencies, family arrangements, support requests, and Government matters. I often use SMS for quick and brief communications. Skype is dependent on the other party being at their computer but I certainly use Skype for long discussion with friends instead of imposing on the NRS.” (Jim)
“Much as it galls me to pay Telstra monthly fee just in case I need to use my TTY I have no other means of quick contact in emergency. I live alone, I have a mobile and laptop but both take time to connect and the service is unreliable. I live in regional Victoria.” (Roberta)
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Remove specific telecommunication regulations in place for disability equipment programs
Issues for consideration
Should the Telecommunications (Equipment for the Disabled) Regulations 1998 be repealed?
If the regulations were repealed, would an additional safety net, beyond compliance with requirements of the Disability Discrimination Act, need to be implemented?
Conexu response
Any planned change to the Telecommunications (Equipment for the Disabled) regulations needs to provide the community with enhanced consumer choice from a range of appropriate equipment.
Feedback from equipment users to Conexu indicates that while communications options have radically expanded since the Disability Equipment Program (DEP) began operation, the choice of devices is still limited to volume control/large button handsets or TTY.
Conexu would expect that as other technologies become available that they should also be available as part of the DEP at the comparable cost of STS handset rental.  This range and choice of such devices needs to be constantly reviewed and updated to ensure the options available to the Deaf, hearing and speech impaired community remain equivalent to that which is offered to the hearing.  Anything less would be discriminatory in our view.

Encourage development of more affordable data-rich plans by retail service providers
Issues for consideration
Can more affordable data-rich plans be developed by restricting voice call allowances in such plans?
Can such plans be provided on both a pre-paid and post-paid basis?
Should plans of this nature be generally available to all communities?
What level of support is necessary to encourage the take up of devices and plans of this nature by people with disability?
What are options to consider in how to provide necessary support?
Conexu response
The cost of data in Australia is high and Conexu supports any move to make data more affordable. For a long time, people who are Deaf, hard of hearing and speech impaired have been seeking more affordable, data-only plans. There are currently very few telecommunications providers who offer a tailored plan to meet different communication needs, and these providers do not always offer a reliable service for regional and remote consumers leaving consumers with no option but to pay for services they don’t need.
Any discussion on affordability should note that people who use the NRS are already paying for a fixed line and/or a data plan to access the service. Some people pay for a fixed line just so they can access their TTY if there’s an emergency; others who rely on video relay must pay for data plans that allow heavy use of Skype. 
Those seeking a better data plan (pre- or post-paid) report that telco customer service staff are ill-equipped to assist people who are Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired and do not have the ability offer the tailored products. 
Trying to find appropriate data plans by phone is a long, laboured and expensive process, with the result that people must still pay for voice call allowances that they don’t need. 
Nevertheless, in Conexu’s experience, data considerations and affordability, while very important overall, are not a major factor in a consumer’s decision to use the NRS. The decision is based on whether or not an alternative communication option is fit-for-purpose (i.e. is accessible, convenient, quick). 
Conexu community feedback
“It’s not about data affordability; it’s that the NRS is a service that I need to use as I cannot make voice calls via my mobile.” (Irena) 
“The cost of data plans does not affect my decision to use NRS as I use data extensively anyway, as I would imagine most hearing impaired and deaf people would.” (Jim)
“I have not thought about the high cost of data, I just find NRS to be of excellent service.  For example I have communicated with NRMA, Telstra etc. where I get transferred from one department to the other department to gain important answers on issues.    I can’t see how the other mainstream technology can handle this.” (James)
“Ringing departments and call centres, like Telstra and Centrelink are all extremely long calls and my data depletes. I’ve argued this before. Deaf people need data. We don’t use phone calls but we need massive amounts of data. A hearing person can sit on the phone for 6 hours. We can’t and it’s not fair the way it is.” (Bill)
“The cost of data plans does not affect my decision to use NRS as I use data extensively anyway, as I would imagine most hearing impaired and deaf people would.” (Jim)
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Encourage initiatives to improve digital literacy and the availability of mainstream text and video-based communication option
Issues for consideration
What skills and support are needed to encourage people to use mainstream technologies?
Are there existing industry, government or community programmes which could be utilised?
How can the broadening of the availability and promotion of mainstream text- and video-based communication options by businesses and service providers be encouraged?
How can Australians with disability be supported to increase their use of direct text and video communication options?
Conexu response
Conexu actively supports and promotes the ongoing development of mainstream communication technology: their widespread availability, mobility, the reduced stigma and the native accessibility features can only benefit the population of Australians who are Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired. We believe that the NRS, while one part of an overall communication mix, is a critical one for many people right now. 
In Conexu’s experience, the same challenges apply to our stakeholders as would apply in the broader community when it comes to technology adoption - people need to know what’s available, they need to be shown how to use the technology, they need support to adapt the technology to their needs, and they need encouragement to gain confidence in using the technology.
Through a variety of face-to-face and online channels, Conexu teaches people how to explore and confidently use a range of new technologies but there is no one-option-fits-all – during the course of a day an average person may use a range of text, video and phone options.  They may Facetime their partner who’s inter-state, phone the doctor to make an appointment, and SMS their child the time of the bus home. People who access the NRS are the same. 
To reduce reliance on the NRS, businesses, government, support organisations, departments, clients, and every day people would all need to stop using the telephone as their preferred communication option. It is often when people who are Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired want to speak to someone in the broader community of non-Auslan users or to people who can’t understand them if they are speech impaired, that the NRS becomes so important. Direct text- and video-based options would not help in these cases.
One member of the community, for example, is Deaf and has a cochlear. Auslan is her preferred language. She would prefer to use VRS because it is more natural for her but, because there is always a long queue to use the service, she feels guilty if she’s using it on a long call (like trying to speak to a Government department where she is placed on hold), so she uses speech to text calls for dealing with departments. She would like to use captioned relay but finds that the people on the other end don’t understand how to have a conversation that way (i.e. managing the time lag). Sophie uses Glide/Skype with people who use Auslan, messaging apps with family and friends, and the NRS at work to talk to people who are hearing.
Thomas is speech impaired and uses the NRS if he needs to quickly communicate with someone he doesn’t know very well. David is speech impaired and uses SMS for simple questions but finds the NRS better when he needs more information.
Another important consideration in the use of text-based options, is that these options require a level of English literacy skills that some people in the community don’t have. 
Conexu believes it would be worthwhile ensuring the NRS outreach programme reconnects with consumers of the NRS to develop appropriate training models; and links to other organisations and businesses which already provide technology training, to better leverage the cost of promoting the NRS. 
Where accessibility is concerned, many businesses and service providers will only broaden their access if it leads to improved efficiencies, new customers, or improved reputation and subsequent improvements to profits. Without a stronger, enforced Disability Discrimination Act in Australia, businesses are not currently compelled to incur costs if they cannot see an improvement for their business that makes the exercise cost neutral.  
Conexu community feedback
“I can never see a time when I wouldn’t need to use the VRS. I like the professionalism – I’m sharing bank details, personal relationships – it must be confidential with trained people who know this.” (Bill)
“I would also be more open to using VRI if the technology becomes more available at no cost.” (Irena)
“In the education system, we cannot use other types of mainstream tech as it is not appropriate for us as teacher due to VIT regulations.” (Joanne)
“Text based options are ok if you have a very specific question and there’s a straightforward answer, but telephone calls can often be more free flowing and give you more information than what you thought you needed. It saves time and hassle.” (David) 
“I know how to use all other mainstream technologies and I find the NRS by far the best way to communicate.  I will definitely be at loss if NRS cease to exist and I hope that does not happen.” (James)
“Using the NRS is the most appropriate technology for me to communicate with clients direct (captioned telephony). I know how to use other technology. In the school system, we do use “Lync” communicator but 70 percent of schools do not know how to use it. If the education department could include Lync as part of training for staff, it would be good but not useful for communicating with clients outside the education system.” (Joanne)
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