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The Federal Council of the Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association of Australia, ICPA (Aust), welcomes the opportunity to have input into the discussion paper on the Retail Price Controls’ Review.
ICPA (Aust) is a voluntary parent body, dedicated to ensuring all geographically isolated students have equity of access to a continuing and appropriate education. It encompasses the education of children from early childhood through to tertiary. The member families of the Association reside in rural and remote Australia and all share a common goal of access to education for their children, and the provision of services required to achieve this. Our children are educated in small rural schools, rural high schools, at boarding school or by distance education and may have access to early childhood services. They may reside at home, at boarding school, a school term hostel, a university college or board privately to access their education.

Access, reliability, and affordability of service are the most pressing communication issues for our members residing in rural and remote Australia. Like all Australians, our members desire equity of access as a basic requirement in the provision of all telecommunication services. 
Historically, competition for the provision of telecommunications services in rural and remote Australia has been almost non-existent. For this reason it has been critical that safeguards have been in place to ensure some parity of pricing exists for products on offer to rural Australians. 
Lack of certainty over the outcome, if retail price controls were removed, makes it difficult to suggest that this take place. If there was assurance that increased competition to service rural Australia was the outcome of such action, this positive benefit would be welcome and is in fact desired by rural consumers. Pricing controls, while safeguarding retail prices on offer to customers, have also lead to a limited choice of products being available from single service providers.

Consumers residing in the Extended Zone areas have traditionally had retail pricing controls applied to products on offer via one provider. The positive aspect of this is that affordable telecommunication services have been able to be offered to these areas. Due to distance from major centres and generally low numbers of residents in the Extended Zones, these areas are probably the most vulnerable if pricing control is removed. 

All following comments relate to ‘Extended Zones’. 
Q1: To what extent are retail price controls beneficial to consumers? In what circumstances are they needed as a substitute for competitive market pressures? To what extent do they limit competition? 

Retail Price Controls are beneficial to consumers as they create national equity irrespective of location and social standing. 
Competition is important for telecommunications infrastructure and services in rural and remote areas in terms of providing affordable and reliable access for all. Equity of access to all telecommunications services has not yet been reached due to reliability and affordability issues. Relatively low numbers of customers will, in all likelihood, see this situation remain unchanged unless the government maintains a price control on services of significance to rural and remote customers.

Competition is needed to encourage companies to engage in the provision and upgrading of infrastructure and services in rural areas as they become available. With little or no competition, providers are not competing with their business rivals to provide improvements to service - hence the city versus country divide widens.

Q2: Once a more effective competitive market emerges via the NBN, will retail price controls still be necessary? 

There is no guarantee that a more competitive market via the NBN will emerge for customers living in the Extended Zones. Roll-out details for the NBN into rural and remote communities could take up to 10 years and no timeframe has been given for when these communities will be able to connect to the network. Until we have established consistency of access on, and reliability to the NBN, then ICPA believes that retail price controls are still necessary. 

ICPA is concerned that with the removal of current price controls customers residing in rural and remote areas would have no guarantee that pricing parity on local calls would remain. This is one of the key services that should be regulated. ICPA believes there is a greater chance that capped local calls would cease to exist and this would be a regressive step to attaining equity of access to communications for country people. 
Q5: If retail price controls are retained on the copper network, should they also be applied to services provided via the NBN fibre network? If not, why not?

Given the inherent utility nature of the NBN, it is feasible to suggest that like the lack of price regulation with mobile services and the resulting high level of price competition between providers, a similar outcome may result for NBN provided services. The number of customers residing in a particular static location is not relevant for mobile service pricing unlike the necessity to consider these factors in the provision of fixed line and internet services provided to Extended Zone customers.

Q6: If price controls continue in future, should they apply to all service providers? Would this restrict competition by smaller service providers?

The questions this concept raises are - do smaller companies want to service rural Australia? How long would it take the market place to find its natural level for pricing if control were removed and at what cost to the customer while the market is settling? These unknowns make the suggestion of removal of pricing controls difficult to promote. 

A capped price for all rural customers under the NBN would safeguard consumers; the hope would be that the capping provides an upper price limit and that competition between providers would still take place within the range below the cap to ensure truly competitive prices are on offer to consumers.
Q9: Is there a long-term need for a legislative obligation to have regulations or other arrangements in place to provide untimed calls within and between adjacent Extended Zones? 

.

Initiatives like the Extended Zone Agreement need to be maintained and extended to broadband services to ensure equity of access to communications services. Basic phone services are still required to be provided by fixed line services. Necessity of provision of fixed line services should not be underestimated.

· Many of our members rely on a fixed phone service for access to education. This means reliability and quality of fixed lines are high priorities.

· If access to a fixed line is required for education, a second phone line is almost a necessity for this purpose. Provision costs in rural and remote areas are prohibitive, and in some cases coupled with unsatisfactory wait times for supply of a second fixed phone service.

· Necessary to keep in contact with children who are living away from home to access education.

· Lack of mobile coverage means that landlines are the most reliable means of communication on a day-to-day basis as well as in the case of emergencies.
Q10: What is the best option for meeting this obligation?

For as long as most residents in Extended Zone areas have no alternative for a reliable phone facility other than to have a fixed-line service, measures need to be put in place to ensure that controls continue for the provision of subsidised calling costs to adjoining and adjacent Extended Zones. Continuing low customer numbers will likely mean that service providers are not interested in strongly competing to provide services to these areas in order to gain a greater market share.

In areas where low customer numbers do not make service provision profitable, the government should continue to ensure protection agreements are in place for all providers; this would enable customers, wherever they live, access to the same untimed local call rates on offer to metropolitan customers.

Q12: What transitional arrangements might be required should price control arrangements be changed?

Transitional requirements will need to be maintained while any change takes place. Service providers need to prove their ability to deliver a reliable service before the safeguard of price control is removed.
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