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Executive Summary

Australian Communication Exchange (ACE) commends the Commonwealth Government for initiating this important inquiry and strongly urges that the very specific communication needs of people with a disability become a key consideration in deliberations and recommendations in relation to competition in broadband services. 

ACE is a strong believer in innovation and looks forward to sharing the benefits of competition in broadband technologies. 

International developments have revealed that innovative services for people with disabilities can be deployed on alternative information-rich media. ACE foresees that the widespread availability of high quality affordable broadband services will equally benefit Australians with a disability. 

The challenge is to maximize the capacity and use of existing broadband infrastructure to the benefit of Australians with a disability.

ACE recommends an extensive consumer consultation process to identify needs and identify solutions at the earliest possible opportunity. 

As a significant service provider in the area of communications access for people with a disability, ACE is keen to contribute and participate in such a process. 

Introduction

In 1995, Australians who are Deaf or who have a speech or hearing impairment rejoiced with the introduction of the National Relay Service (NRS)
. This service offered long-awaited access to the broad range of telecommunications services enjoyed by other Australians. In December 2000 this was further enhanced by the introduction of the world’s first dedicated text emergency call service using the number 106
.

Unfortunately these wins were short lived. 

The elimination of the AMPS network meant that text telephony from mobile devices was no longer available. The existing digital mobile networks do not currently support the textphones used by people with a disability. The “equivalent access” safety net has a significant hole in it. While these technologies may be used to transmit text in proprietary or other protocols, they are unable to communicate with the extensive installed-base of textphone technologies in common use.

To put this in perspective, it would be unacceptable if, before you could make a voice call, you had to know what network is used by the person you wished to call, and what telephone customer premises equipment (CPE) they used before you were sure you could hold a conversation. 

Australian Communications Industry Forum (ACIF) is currently hosting an Any-to-Any Text Connectivity Options Working Group whereby industry, government, the National Relay Service provider and consumers are working co-operatively to identify solutions that will enable mobile text communications as well as identifying a suitable migration path to allow the deployment of new network technologies. 

Advances in communications technology create new barriers and challenges for people with a disability, and they can also offer solutions if deployed thoughtfully. This is very much the case for video conferencing. Broadband video conferencing offers exciting and enabling opportunities for people who use Sign language, who rely on lip reading or who could benefit from the use of facial expressions and gestures while communicating. 

The greatest benefits for people with a disability will be if their needs are considered at the time technology is implemented – during the planning and development stages and certainly before wide spread deployment. 

1.0
Any-to-Any Connectivity

The concept of any-to-any connectivity is well understood by the telecommunications industry in terms of designing voice telephone services. The result of any-to-any voice connectivity is that anyone in Australia can make a real-time voice call using a mobile phone, home phone, neighbour’s phone, public phone box, motel’s phone, etc. The individual who makes the phone call does not need to know what underlying networks are used for a successful voice connection eg. POTS, ISDN, GSM, CDMA, voice over IP, WLL, etc. 

The concept of any-to-any voice connectivity needs to be extended to “any-to-any text connectivity for everyone” and “any-to-any video connectivity for everyone”. Many Deaf people and people with a hearing or speech impairment cannot use the telephone using voice alone. These individuals currently rely on: 

· text (typing and reading) if they are Deaf; or 

· a combination of text and voice - listening and typing if they have a speech impairment; or

· a combination of text and voice – reading and speaking if they have a hearing impairment.

Broadband technologies may make the transmission and reception of text more accessible. 

Broadband technologies may also make the transmission and reception of high quality video images a viable communication channel. Visual communications via video conferencing may provide the vital link for many people for whom conventional voice telephony is inadequate, and typing conversations in text either not practical or not effective, for example:

· For Deaf people who use Sign language as their first language, and for whom typed English may not be viable;

· For Deaf people who use Sign language, but are in rural or remote areas and cannot access the Sign language interpreting services required for health and other key services due to their isolation. Video conferencing could offer a cost effective method of delivering such services (referred to as Video Remote Interpreting);

· For people with some residual hearing, but who require the addition of lip reading to complete their receptive communications access. This will become increasingly significant as hearing loss becomes a major issue with the ageing population;

· For people with a speech impairment to support their natural spoken language with gestures and facial expressions to make their communications more understandable to others.

Consideration needs to the given to the size of uphill and downhill bandwidth to ensure that it is large enough to send and receive video images at a quality suitable for communicating fluently in Sign language. Our research has shown that for effective Sign language or other visual  communication via real-time video a bandwidth of at least128K (eg. for a social chat between two Deaf people), and preferably 384K (eg. for video interpreting), is required.

Any-to-any connectivity for text and video needs to be incorporated in the regulatory framework for wireless broadband technologies. That way, Deaf people and people with a hearing or speech impairment will be able to make a text or video real-time call using a mobile phone, home phone, neighbour’s phone, public phone box, motel’s phone, etc assuming that they have with them a suitable device capable of generating and receiving text or video. The individual who makes the text or video telephone call will not need to know what underlying networks are used for a successful connection eg. POTS, ISDN, GSM, CDMA, 3G, IP, WLL, WiFi, etc.

The concept of any-to-any connectivity for everyone for voice, text and video is a significant challenge that needs to be addressed at the standards making, regulatory and planning stage. 

Without such consideration many Australians with a disability may have inconsistent and inadequate access to telecommunications access. 

As senior Australians and people with a disability are often heavily reliant on emergency services it would be unacceptable to allow the implementation of emerging technologies to degrade the standards of care and support offered through emergency services access. This is a real risk if these issues are not addressed immediately.

The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) does offer recourse through litigation where services have been eroded and access to basic services denied. However, that approach is resource intensive and can result in industry-wide issues being addressed slowly on an adhoc case-by-case basis. Likewise the community could wait for a fatality or catastrophe to force action through legislation. A preferable approach is to protect people’s rights, and to give surety to Carriers and CSPs via systemic industry-wide regulatory changes.

2.0 
International Developments
In the USA, the availability of broadband services, has permitted the development of the following innovative relay and access options for people who are deaf or have a hearing or speech impairment:

· IP Relay – people can access relay via a web interface. The web interface provides the ‘front door’ to the relay service. By using IP Relay a person does not need to use a telephone to make a telephone call. A computer screen at work or home can be used to make a real-time text call via the relay service to a hearing person. As there are many Internet terminals available in the wider community, almost any Internet terminal becomes an access device for relay.

IP Relay was launched in the USA in November 2000. In 2002, the USA Federal Communications Commission (FCC) commenced reimbursing relay providers for IP Relay. 

· Video Relay Service (VRS) – Deaf people can use a videophone or web camera, a high speed internet connection and an interpreter to communicate with standard telephone users. Deaf people often prefer to sign in their natural Sign language instead of typing and reading written English. With VRS there is nearly no time lag between the spoken word and signed word. VRS calls are completed at a natural pace ie. more quickly than regular teletypewriter (TTY) calls. The tone of voice and body language is conveyed more accurately with VRS than trying to convey emotions using text only. VRS is more accessible to Deaf children as they can use the service as soon as they can sign ie. prior to learning to read and write. 

The first video relay experiments were conducted in the USA in 1995. In 2000, the USA Federal Communications Commission (FCC) commenced reimbursing relay providers for VRS. The first nationwide VRS was launched in the USA in 2002. In the first half of 2003, five more relay service providers launched their nationwide VRS offerings.

· Video Remote Interpreting – people in city, rural, regional and remote areas where Sign language interpreters may not be readily available can pre-book an interpreter for a meeting, job interview, medical appointment, etc. This improves access to, and utilization of limited interpreter resources, without the need for an interpreter to travel long distances for the appointment.     

As Australians look to international developments in relay and access services, some Australian consumers have already started demanding access to IP Relay and VRS.

3.0
A Way Forward

Some of the issues to be considered when designing broadband telecommunications access in a competitive environment for Deaf people and people with a hearing or speech impairment follow:

· Thorough consultation with consumer organizations who represent Deaf people and people with a hearing or speech impairment, for example the Australian Association of the Deaf (AAD), Better Hearing Australia (BHA), TEDICORE, Communication Aids Users Society (CAUS) etc;

· Any-to-any text and video connectivity at both the network and application level;

· Consideration of the size of the uphill and downhill bandwidths to ensure that they are large enough to send and receive video images at a quality suitable for communicating reliably and fluently in Sign language over a period of time;

· Access to suitable customer equipment for people with a disability including cost, practicality, ease of use, etc;

· Backward compatibility – there is a need for the person who uses text to be able to communicate with people in his/her social and support network eg. friend, family member, employer, etc who may have an “old” TTY using baudot code;

· Mobile text and/or video broadband communication options for people who are deaf or have a hearing or speech impairment;

· Compatibility with the National Relay Service (NRS), including the 106 text emergency call service;

· Carriage of the location and number identifiers in association with a text or video emergency call;

· The option to use text only, or a combination of voice and text eg. voice carry over (VCO) or hearing carry over (HCO). A VCO caller is hearing impaired and uses the phone by reading and speaking. An HCO caller is speech impaired and uses the phone by listening and typing;

· Efficient use of existing broadband infrastructure in regional, rural and remote areas to improve access to Sign language interpreters;

· Be International Standards based. A significant body of work, particularly in Europe, has created ITU standards for dealing with text telephony and accessible video conferencing. All future technologies must be standards based to reduce the impact of non-standard CPE (such as the existing ‘legacy’ baudot based TTYs).

5.0
Conclusion

The National Relay Service and the 106 text emergency call service are part of the national telecommunications infrastructure provided to benefit the community. These services are provided by Australian Communication Exchange on behalf of the Commonwealth Government. As such, ACE is willing to work with consumers, industry and Government to offer expertise in identifying solutions to some of the telecommunications access issues raised in this submission. 

For further information please contact:

Len Bytheway

Chief Executive Officer

Australian Communication Exchange Limited

PO Box 473

Stones Corner QLD 4120

Voice (07) 3815 7600, TTY (07) 3815 7602

Len.Bytheway@aceinfo.net.au
� For more information about the National Relay Service, please see the Australian Communication Exchange website www.aceinfo.net.au


� For more information about the 106 Text Emergency Service, please see the Australian Communication Exchange website www.aceinfo.net.au
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