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8 July 2011

Mr Chris Chapman

Chairman

Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA)

PO Box Q500

Queen Victoria Building

NSW 1230

By email: Numbering.Manager@acma.org.au

Dear Mr Chapman,

RE: Submission on Numbering, ACMA Consultation Paper 4

The National Welfare Rights Network (NWRN) is a network of community legal centres throughout Australia which specialise in Social Security law and its administration by Centrelink. 

NWRN members provide casework assistance to their clients and others in the community sector, in the form of information, advice, referral and representation. NWRN members also conduct training and education for community workers, produce publications to help social security recipients and community organisations understand the system and maximise their clients’ entitlements, undertake research and policy advocacy and support the NWRN in raising these issues at the national level.

The NWRN welcomes the opportunity to make some brief comments on the Australian Communications and Media Authority Numbering Consultation Paper 4 as it relates to the Telecommunications Numbering Plan 1997.

NWRN endorses the submission and recommendations by the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN). We also note and concur with the matters raised in Appendix 2 of the ACCAN submission by Alan Kirkland, Chair of the NSW Legal Assistance Forum.  In that respect we would add that Welfare Rights Centres are specialist Community Legal Centres and many of them offer a 1800 service.

Welfare Rights Centres across Australia provide mainly telephone-based legal advice and information to thousands of low income and disadvantaged Australians in fourteen locations. While our Centres offer call-back to clients calling from mobile phones, the costs to individuals who call us and our services’ reciprocal call-back cost is considerable.

Service delivery changes

Major changes are occurring in the delivery of Government services, with increased reliance on telephone and online services, which can be convenient, more cost-effective for Government, but may have significant implications for low income and disadvantaged Australians.
The costs of contacting Centrelink via mobile calls using an 1800 or 1300 call is a growing yet unrecognised problem that is leaving many people out of pocket. 

Changes have taken place to Centrelink reporting requirements since 1 July 2010.  There are also increased obligations on people to contact their employment service provider in person and by telephone.  The mandated increased contact with Centrelink and Employment Service Australia providers imposes a cost burden on income support recipients.  These are the “hidden costs” of Centrelink’s participation, reporting and compliance requirements.  

Contact with Centrelink is increasingly by telephone in an environment where significant numbers of payment recipients rely heavily on mobile phones and may have limited or no access to landlines. Centrelink clients are actively encouraged to conduct their business via telephone or online. 

Centrelink provides access to their services via the use of 1800 and 13 numbers which provides for either free calls or the cost of a local call from a landline.  Calls to Centrelink and the Employment Services Hotlines are charged at a higher rate from mobile phones. Unfortunately, reduced or no access to a landline is common among people receiving Centrelink payments, with cost being a major reason why the use of home phones has fallen. 

Indigenous people and people who live in remote and rural locations may also have limited landline access. Calls to Centrelink can be lengthy and it is not uncommon to experience extremely long waiting times which further increase costs.  

Basics Card problems

NWRN draws ACMA’s attention to difficulties with the Basics Card issues by Centrelink to people who are subject to either compulsory or voluntary income management.   Calls to check balances via the Basics Card Hotline run by Centrelink are made on an 1800 or 13 number.   The calls are charged at mobile rates if a person does not have a landline.  There are only limited places where cardholders can swipe their card to obtain the balance before they make their purchase at the counter and therefore the Hotline is a critically important, but expensive service.   

With the planned extension of income management to five other locations outside of the Northern Territory from 1 July 2012, greater numbers of people receiving social security payments will experience the extra costs and inconvenience. 

Social exclusion

The high telephone costs associated with contacting Centrelink, Job Services Australia providers and other Government agencies are currently unavoidable for our client base.  These high costs highlight in a very practical way the growing disconnect between social policy and service delivery in Australia.   Improved technology can provide easier and extra ways for people to contact services but, in this case, also acts as a barrier creating more social exclusion.

Conclusion

The NWRN is concerned about the current pricing structure of telecommunications services, especially the high costs for making calls from mobile phones to 1800, 1300 and 13 numbers. We support reforms that would ensure that these numbers are charged at a low flat rate from mobile telephones. We support joint efforts by the telecommunications industry and Government to address these problems. Should no resolution be found, we urge ACMA to consider a regulatory solution.

Yours sincerely

Maree O’Halloran AM

President

National Welfare Rights Network

� National Welfare Rights Network, Submission to Discussion Paper: Better Dealings with Government: Innovation in Payments and Information Services, Department of Human Services, September 2009. 
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