To: ecita.sen@aph.gov.au�


Dear Sir/Madam,





RE: INQUIRY INTO THE AUSTRALIAN TELECOMMUNICATIONS NETWORK





I write in a purely personal capacity and wish to provide the following submission to the above Senate Inquiry. 





This submission is definitely not the usual complaint about the lack of high speed broadband access in a particular country location, where it is invariably uneconomic to provide it from a commercial perspective. Instead, I wish to voice my concerns about a number of practices in the telecommunications industry that few people seem to be aware of, and that absolutely no one seems to be pursuing, even though they have gone on for years.





 My main concern relates to what I believe is a lack of clear, adequate and consistent reporting requirements on all carriers in regards to call failures due to network congestion or switching loss, and the apparent lack of any independent audit, testing or verification process relating thereto. I believe that this is currently resulting in a considerable understatement of lost call reporting by some carriers. At the moment, apparently only four carriers are supposed to report on their network and lost calls performance at all! One has to ask why?





This is obviously an unsatisfactory situation because it means that both business and residential consumers across Australia are receiving a lesser service than they have a right to expect, and worse still, they are not being kept properly informed. I believe that the government regulator, the Australian Communications Authority (ACA), is not performing satisfactorily in a number of areas, as outlined in this document, and that this works to the detriment of every telecommunications user.





There are 102 carriers operating in Australia, but currently I understand that only four (Telstra, Optus, AAPT and Primus) have been requested to advise the ACA when they have more than 1% failure in the various call types. This represents just 3.88% of the 102 carriers in Australia. The call types in question include national long distance, international, and fixed to mobile etc. I understand that the carriers who do not report exceptions are supposed to confirm that they are not exceeding this lost call limit for the various call types. 





I have searched the ACA website and I have been unable to find the following information. I suggest that the Inquiry definitely needs to direct some attention to the following questions and issues:





Why does the ACA not provide a chronological list of all such Network Performance exception reports since these records were first kept, showing the date (or Quarter), Carrier Name, Call Type, and the exact percentage of failed calls during the particular period?








To assist business and residential consumers to easily obtain information about network performance of all carriers, the ACA should be immediately required to provide and update a complete list of the above information in a single “Carrier Exception Report” document or pdf file, on their Internet site. Clearly this should be done for all carriers. 





(Currently this information is spread over numerous Quarterly Performance Bulletins on the ACA website - apparently for 4 carriers only -  and it is very difficult to track)





If companies hang out their shingle and call themselves carriers, then they should not be afraid for the performance of their networks to be the subject of regulatory monitoring or scrutiny. Health inspectors monitor shops and restaurants, vehicle inspectors examine our cars, but nobody (including the ACA) is effectively monitoring the technical network performance of Australian carriers across the board. Why not? This is long overdue and should be fixed immediately. 








Do all carriers currently have precise written definitions of what the ACA regards as call failure - in particular the terms “network loss” and “end-to-end connection setup failure” - in the context of the requested Network Performance exception reports?





(If these terms have not been properly defined then there is likely to be different interpretations and a general lack of reporting consistency. This would mean that the usefulness of the whole carrier reporting process would be seriously diminished)








What are the ACA’s relevant definitions of the above terms?








To explain, there is no longer a National Tone Plan which almost certainly means that consumers are being misled by some of the tones that are provided by individual carriers. The question that needs some serious consideration is whether some carriers are providing misleading “congestion” tones (similar to a fast busy tone) when their networks simply do not have the capacity to carry all attempted calls?





These situations occur from time to time, particularly during the busy mid morning and mid afternoon call periods of the business working day. When they do occur it is usually due to the carrier not having sufficient trunk circuits between the originating and terminating location of a call, or between two countries in the case of international calls. Another potential cause is that some of their telephone exchanges may not have the capacity to switch the amount of calls that are occasionally presented to them.





Currently there appears to be a “dogs breakfast” of different tones and recordings used by various carriers to indicate network congestion to the caller. There is not a lot of consistency. 





The real concern is that some of the tones that are being received, mislead the caller into thinking that the called party is actually engaged (busy) when this is not the case. 





Some “congestion tones” are not recognised as such by consumers. As a result they are (unknowingly) unable to make long distance calls simply due to a lack of carrier network capacity. What effect is this having on the overall productivity of the nation? I don’t think anyone knows the answer or, worse still, is even asking the question.





Would you stay with a doctor who loses one in ten patients, or fly with an airline where one in ten flights are cancelled? Of course not. So why not take steps to ensure that the public has access to complete and reliable information about the network performance of all individual carriers? Only then can the Australian public make some informed decisions - only when they definitely know what percentage of their attempted calls actually fail on a particular carrier’s network.





The Australian public has a clear right to know when their attempted calls have failed due to carrier network shortcomings. Are you going to pick up this important issue or is it going to continue to be ignored indefinitely?








Do all carriers that use a “fast” version of busy tone as their congestion tone, report these calls in their ACA Network Performance exception reports as network loss (ie. failed calls), or are they simply regarded as busy calls and are therefore not reported on at all?








Does the ACA have written assurances from all carriers on the above point? If not, will it seek one?








Why doesn’t the ACA introduce a consistent National Tone Plan applying to all carriers so that as an absolute minimum, consumers will immediately know whether their call has failed because of carrier network congestion, or whether it is simply a case of the called party being already engaged on a call?








Does the ACA undertake its own, or any third party, auditing or network testing to verify the accuracy and completeness of the carrier exception reports?








Is the ACA absolutely 100% confident about the accuracy and completeness of all carrier exception reports received so far?








If so, on what basis or reasoning is their confidence based?








Will the ACA carry out a network loss testing or verification process, either through its own resources or that of another organisation? If not why not?








The ACA’s website (www.aca.gov.au) says that “the ACA has requested carriers to report only if network loss exceeds one per cent”. Four questions arise from this:





(a) Is this reporting required under legislation/regulation or is it only a request?





(b) Are there any sanctions or penalties for non compliance, partial compliance or the provision of inaccurate or misleading information?  If not, why not?





(c) Is it correct that in fact only four out of about 90 carriers have been asked to report network loss, namely Telstra, Optus, AAPT, and Primus?





(d) The above website text implies that all carriers have been asked to report this information to the ACA. However if only four have been asked to do so, will the website be immediately amended to make it clear which carriers are supposed to be reporting their exceptions?








Why aren’t all voice carriers obliged to report on their network loss rate?





The object of the exercise is surely to ensure that consumers receive an acceptable grade of service and can make informed decisions - so why do we have a rule for only some carriers? Consumers should have a general right to this information across the board.





I have no doubt that the ACA would say that the largest four carriers carry the great bulk of the calls and that is no doubt correct. However there are still some reasonably sized carriers who are currently not subject to any scrutiny on their network loss whatsoever! Is this good management - I think not - it is no management. Why are they not subject to any scrutiny on their network performance, and are there any plans to change this?





And even if a particular carrier is small by comparison, why shouldn’t they be monitored, tested, and required to report? If they are big enough to get a carrier licence and carry calls, they are big enough to be scrutinised - end of story. Why should the interests of consumers who choose to go with these medium and small end carriers not be looked after? Don’t they count - are they second class citizens or something?








Why aren’t all data carriers required to report on the actual achieved availability rate of their various data networks? (ie. 99.98% end to end availability achieved for the last month or quarter, along with a 12 month rolling average figure)





If it is worth measuring and reporting on voice network loss, surely the ACA should have similar requirements on the ever increasing volume of data transmission?








There are instances of business customers being charged up to 23 cents (excluding GST) for national long distance, fixed to mobile, and international calls of zero duration (ie. zero minutes and zero seconds). Within the context of a large bill containing many thousands of itemised calls, this is something that is very difficult to detect. Is the ACA aware of this practice, and is it illegal or in breach of any ACA or other Australian standards? Finally, what is going to be done about it?








There are a number of differences in the local call boundaries between different carriers, with some carriers charging particular calls as untimed local calls, and other carriers charging the same calls as timed long distance calls. I believe that there are approximately 1,983 local call zones across Australia and therefore it can be seen that there is a huge potential for differences.





It is not known whether these differences are intentional or are the result of exchange programming errors by individual carriers. Either way, surely the public are entitled to consistency of local call zones and local call charging principles?





(a) Is the ACA aware of the above local call zone differences and resulting local call charging inconsistencies that this causes between carriers?





(b) Is this charging practice illegal or in breach of any ACA or other Australian standards and are there any sanctions or penalties for non compliance?





(c) Are local calls specifically defined by legislation, regulation or by other means, and if so do these requirements apply equally to all carriers?





(d) If any such definitions or requirements do not apply uniformly to all carriers, will this be changed in the near future?








Timed calls inevitably result in leftover amounts of a fraction of a cent:





(a) Is there any legislation or regulation governing the policy of carriers and service providers as to how they should round up or down the cost of individual timed calls? 





(b) Is the ACA aware that some phone companies appear to be rounding up every timed call? (This practice can easily add 2% or more onto the customer’s bottom line cost) 





(c) What is the ACA’s attitude or plans in regards to an exclusive rounding up policy?





(d) Is the ACA aware of the call cost rounding policy employed by individual carriers? If not are there any plans to ascertain them?





(e) Is there any intention to put a policy or requirement in place that is fair and protects the consumer’s interests?








Timed calls durations inevitably result in leftover amounts of a fraction of a second:





(a) Is there any legislation, regulation or other policy that governs how carriers round their call durations on timed calls - namely the process that they employ in either rounding up or down the duration of individual timed calls?  





(b) If not, is the ACA aware of the duration rounding policy employed by individual carriers or are there any plans to ascertain them?





(c) Is there any intention to put a policy or requirement in place that is fair and protects the consumer’s interests?








�
Individual carriers quote their particular long distance call rates to customers who then choose to sign up on the basis of such offers. It appears that some carriers are charging at least some of their customers different (higher) call rates if the long distance calls in question are not carried on their network. 





In other words, if the calls in question “overflow” to another carrier’s network due to a lack of capacity, then the caller may be charged at a higher (unquoted) rate. The full extent of this practice is unknown but certainly warrants further investigation. Assuming it is proven, then consumers should at the very least be entitled to a full refund right back to day one. I trust that this issue will be pursued.








The Way Forward


I feel sure that you will agree that there are really important issues of service, consistency and fairness, behind the above telecommunications industry issues and questions.  These issues need to be fully investigated and even if only some of these concerns ultimately prove correct, then the public and indeed the nation will ultimately benefit. 





One thing is for certain - there is room for improvement. We can do better than this on the issues that I have raised. I trust that you will not let the public down by failing to properly inquire into these matters. They have gone on for far too long already. 





Thank you for the opportunity to comment.





Yours faithfully,





Mr G Pike


4 Bantry Court, Kallaroo 6025


