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Introduction
The Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand welcomes the opportunity to make comment on telecommunications issues facing the blind and vision impaired.

The Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand, founded in 1945, is the oldest advocacy organisation in the disability sector. We advocate on behalf of our members to service providers and Government on issues of relevance to the blind community.

We hope the Government will take the following issues of concern into account when formulating regulations pertaining to the telecommunications sector.

Directory Assistance
When Telecom introduced charging for Directory Assistance around four years ago, a scheme was devised by Telecom, which exempted print disabled residential customers from the charges. This scheme was the cause of a number of concerns. Firstly, service delivery organisations in the disability sector were expected to assess eligibility of clients for the scheme. Telecom in no way met the expenses in terms of staff time for this service. It was widely felt by organisations within the disability sector that Telecom was taking advantage of the charitable ethos of the sector, and that when Telecom contract out other functions like this in the commercial world, they do not expect commercial organisations to provide these services at no cost to one of New Zealand's wealthiest companies.

A second issue of concern to the blind community was portability of the exemption. Sighted people have access to telephone books pretty much everywhere they go, be it in their place of employment, an hotel, etc. The Association felt strongly that blind people were entitled to the same degree of access to Directory Assistance information. Our view was, and still is, that Telecom must devise systems to provide free access to Directory Assistance anywhere a print disabled person requires this access.

Eventually, a system was devised by this Association, and funded by Telecom, where users of an Interactive Voice Response service operated by the Royal New Zealand Foundation for the Blind can apply for a user number and PIN to access directory Assistance from anywhere. This solution is not perfect. Firstly, it requires those who wish to use the service to be registered with the Foundation for the Blind. Secondly, the process of accessing Directory Assistance free of charge from anywhere but one's home phone involves calling the Foundation's Service via a local or toll free number, choosing the menu option for Directory Assistance, and then entering their seven digit user number followed by a 5 digit PIN.

We note that in the United Kingdom, accessing Directory Assistance free of charge for the print disabled from anywhere is a simple matter of dialling a short, special number, and quoting a PIN.

We believe that such a system should be available in this country. It should also be available from all telecommunications networks. For example, customers on Telstra Saturn in Wellington and Christchurch are unable to have their home phone numbers exempt from Directory Assistance charges, although they can of course use the Foundation for the Blind's service. Similarly, while sighted people have access to portable print directories, personal data assistants, or the phone book features of their cell phones, most blind people do not have access to portable means of retrieving phone number information. With the proliferation of telecommunications providers, perhaps there could be a levy on carriers to fund this service.

Billing
Sadly, New Zealand lags far behind in terms of access to billing information from telecommunications carriers in Braille. Australia, Britain, the United States, Ireland and a number of other countries provide phone billing in Braille. Following discussions at Telecom's Special Needs Advisory Panel, (an initiative for which Telecom should warmly be congratulated), investigations were conducted by Telecom into providing Braille billing. It is our understanding that Telecom has decided against this, despite the majority of those who responded to a survey indicating that they would be interested in receiving Braille billing. We do not believe it is an unreasonable accommodation for a company with the financial means of Telecom to be required to provide billing in Braille. This should not be seen as a discretionary matter. If Telecom wants its customers to pay its bills, it should make billing information available in a form customers can access. This also includes large print. While Telecom may argue that their IVR system, Telecom Service Express, provides balance information, this is no substitute for being able to keep a record in accessible form of itemised accounts. While other Telecommunications carriers may have a stronger argument that providing billing in an accessible format would be an unreasonable accommodation, we are sceptical as to whether this argument would stand up to financial analysis.

Accessibility of Services and Hardware
In the United States, the Federal Communications Commission is responsible for the enforcement of Section 255 of the Telecommunications Act, and in 1999 implemented rules pursuant to that Section. The Rules require telecommunications hardware manufacturers and carriers to make services and hardware universally accessible accept in rigidly prescribed exceptional circumstances. While these regulations are taking some time to filter through to hardware that is on the market, it is encouraging to see that work is already being carried out by cellular phone manufacturers to make their handsets accessible. Blind people rarely have access to services such as the phone books, caller ID, and general configuration features of a particular phone. Blind people can generally not use text messaging, nor can we use WAP features, which soon would be able to provide us with very useful information like the proximity of restaurants and shops. The sensible implementation of voice synthesis technology into handsets would easily overcome these barriers. We unreservedly accept that New Zealand has little influence in the area of the manufacture of accessible hardware, and we are hopeful that section 255 of the US Telecommunications Act will have a "trickle down" effect here. However, we do believe it is reasonable to require telecommunications carriers to give priority to the promotion of accessible products for use on their networks.

An area where we feel telecommunications networks have a lot more control is the accessibility of network services. Telecom, for example, runs some services on its cellular networks, which are of immense benefit to people with disabilities. The Voice Dial service allows blind people and others who can not access the phone hook features of their phones to store commonly used numbers for retrieval by voice. Telecom's new Word Up service gives access to a range of useful information by voice, as well as voice read-out of e-mail over a cell phone. Vodafone's features on the other hand have been extremely visual.

We believe that telecommunications carriers can and should be required to do more to make network features accessible. For example, the migration of Voice Dial onto the land line network would allow those unable to dial or remember phone numbers to gain assistance when then need it. Telecom's card phones could be made a lot more accessible if a network service could tell a blind person the balance remaining on their card. Caller display on cell phones and landline phones could be more accessible if a network service spoke the number of the caller when you answered the call.

Conclusion
People with disabilities are not yet a powerful enough group to facilitate equitable access to telecommunications services through market forces. We therefore hope that the new telecommunications regime will see the Government being much more proactive about giving people with disabilities more equitable access to telecommunications services.
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