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Dear Sean 
 
Review of Telstra's price control arrangements - an ACCC draft report: submission 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Review of Telstra's price control 
arrangements - an ACCC draft report, dated November 2004 (the Draft Report).   
 
The Consumer Law Centre Victoria (CLCV) is a consumer organisation and casework 
agency with considerable expertise and experience in consumer law and policy, including 
telecommunications, credit, utilities, banking, fair trading and competitive market 
frameworks.  Through our combined policy and casework experience we have a detailed 
understanding of the issues facing consumers, especially low-income and vulnerable 
consumers, in the telecommunications market in Australia. 
 
Due to time constraints, we are unable to make detailed comments about all of the 
recommendations in the Draft Report.  However, generally speaking, the CLCV supports the 
recommendations.  
 
Specifically, we note and support the comments made by the ACCC in Part 9 of the Draft 
Report in relation to the protection of potentially disadvantaged customers.  We agree that, 
while the current package of measures to deliver benefits to these customers is a good 
initiative, there is considerable scope for improvement of current arrangements.  In particular, 
we agree with the ACCC that the measures offered by Telstra do not always deliver benefits 
and some customers may, in fact, be worse off.  
 
In addition, we are also concerned that there are no measures provided by Telstra to assist 
customers who have payment difficulties arising from financial hardship.  Customers 
suffering from financial hardship who cannot pay their bill on time may be penalised with a 
late payment fee or be disconnected, resulting in further costs to be reconnected or other 
“fees” associated with debt recovery.  In our view, any measures to deal with maintaining 
affordable access to telecommunications services for low-income customers must address this 
fundamental issue.   
 
We note the existence of the 'In Contact' service that is provided by Telstra, which offers no 
monthly access charges and allows the customer to receive incoming calls and make outgoing 

mailto:sean.riordan@accc.gov.au


calls only to the emergency 000 number.  This service is preferable to disconnection but it 
should not be promoted as an appropriate alternative to a full telephone service for low-
income customers.  It is the experience of the CLCV that customers who are unable to pay 
their bills are placed onto the In Contact service without any further consideration by Telstra 
of other options to address payment difficulties.   
 
We note further that the 'Telstra Bill Assistance Program' is not an adequate measure to 
address financial difficulties suffered by customers.  This program provides $25 certificates to 
community welfare agencies for distribution to clients of those agencies and leaves the 
agencies to determine who receives the certificates and how many.   This means that Telstra 
does not provide a mechanism to deal with these customers if they contact Telstra directly nor 
take responsibility for providing adequate measures to protect these customers from 
disconnection or other credit management steps.  
 
We understand that Telstra is currently working on developing a financial hardship policy, in 
consultation with a number of community agencies.  However, we are not aware of any 
publicly available information about the proposed policy.  We are of the view that as part of 
its obligation to provide arrangements for low-income customers, Telstra should be required 
to implement a formal financial hardship policy that meets specified minimum standards.  
Such a policy should create obligations to deal sensitively with customers who are identified 
as suffering from either long term or short term financial hardship, offer affordable repayment 
plans for debts and assist customers who do not have the capacity to pay.  Such a policy 
should also protect customers suffering from financial hardship from the usual credit 
management steps, including disconnection, while the debt is being repaid.  It should also be 
promoted publicly and be available to customers.      
 
In view of the above, we are also supportive of changes recommended by the ACCC in Part 9 
of the Draft Report to the regulatory framework.    
 
If you have any questions please contact Eliza Collier by telephone on (03) 9629 6300 or by 
email on eliza@clcv.net.au. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Eliza Collier 
Senior Solicitor  
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