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1. Executive Summary

The telephone is an important part of everyone’s life. We need it everyday. 

Australia uses a very old fashioned TTY system. No other country in the world uses the same system as Australia.

New telephone systems don’t work with TTYs. People who are Deaf or have a disability have less telephone access than they did before 2000.

ACE suggests a new system to improve telephone access called the “Communications Hub”. The Communications Hub will allow old TTYs and new modern equipment to communicate with each other. That way people can gradually move to the new system and still communicate with everyone.  ACE would plan to introduce the new system in stages.

To introduce the Communication Hub we need to share ideas and consult with everyone involved. This includes the telephone industry, consumers and the government. If we do nothing things will become much worse very soon.

2. A Brief History of Textphones

The TTY used in Australia was originally developed in the USA. Deaf people adapted old teletype equipment that was thrown out by businesses because it was old technology. That old technology is only used in TTYs and not used by businesses anywhere in the world.

In Europe many different text telephone systems were developed for Deaf people. That means that TTYs and textphones from different countries do not communicate with each other.

The TTY system used in Australia now is very old technology. TTYs in the USA are a little different from Australian TTYs.. 

3. Things have Changed Since 2000

Before the year 2000, Australians who are Deaf or who have a disability had better telephone access than they do now. Here are some examples of the problems:

· The old analogue mobile phones worked with TTYs. That meant a person could connect a mobile phone to a TTY and make a call. In 2000, analogue mobile phones were replaced with new digital mobile phones. Digital mobile phones don’t work with TTYs. Now it is not possible to connect a mobile phone to a TTY. There are more mobile phones than plain telephones in Australia now.

· A new technology called wireless local loop (WLL) will be used to connect some houses in some areas. This system will not work with TTYs.

· Modern office phone systems use digital phones lines. You cannot direct connect a TTY to a digital phone line. Not all TTYs have rubber cups for the handset, so they cannot work with modern phone systems

· There is a new type of voice telephone that works over private Internet connections. These Internet phones will not work with TTYs. It is possible that whole universities will use this new system. That means that the phones in many universities may not work with TTYs.

· There are many new telephone services that we can expect over the next few years. Almost all of those technologies will not work with TTYs. That means the problem will become worse.

· ACE provides a text emergency call service to allow TTY users to call Police Fire and Ambulance using the number 106. Because of all these problems it means there will be many places in Australia where a TTY user can’t call 106 to get help.

When we look at all these problems with TTYs it is a great concern for the future.

The Telecommunications Companies find it hard to support Disability Equipment and access programs when they are under pressure to keep providing new services to the broad community and keep their costs down.

4. The Communication Hub - A Better System

ACE is very concerned that Deaf and people with disabilities need a better communication system for the future. ACE has put together an idea for an improved system for people who use text to communicate. The new system is designed to pick out the best new technologies being used in other countries. Some of these technologies include:

4.1. The UK - TextDirect

TextDirect in the UK allows people who have different type of textphones to communicate with each other. Without TextDirect, these textphones could not talk with each other.

To make a call through TextDirect you put a short number in front of the number you want to call. Your call then goes through a special computer system that automatically converts between different types of textphones. This uses a system called V.18.

V.18 is also being used in Europe to improve communications.

4.2. The USA - Internet and Relay

In America, the government has approved a new relay service that uses the Internet. It means that anyone with a computer and an Internet connection doesn’t need a TTY to call the relay service. You can use the browser on any computer to call through the Internet.

The same idea could be adapted to let callers use the Internet to talk with TTY users too.

4.3. The USA – Internet and Video Relay

The USA government has also approved a new relay service that uses sign language and video to relay a call. If you have a computer with a camera and you are connected to a very fast internet service you can dial into the Video relay service (VRS). That way you communicate in Auslan and don’t need a TTY. To use this service you must have a good quality computer and a broadband (very fast) Internet service such as Optus’ Cable or Telstra’s ADSL broadband.

5. A Model for Australia

ACE suggests that we combine the systems from the UK, the USA and Europe to build a better system for Australia. 

Some things that a new system must have include:

5.1. The new system must work with the old TTYs that people are using now. This means that everyone doesn’t need to change straight away.

5.2. It must use international standards, so that Australians can communicate with people around the world.

5.3. Where possible the new system should use the same telephone or computer equipment as everyone else uses.

5.4. The new system needs to be flexible. The system needs to be able to work with old equipment when new technologies are introduced.

5.5. As we develop the new system we need to work closely with telephone companies.

5.6. The new system should not cost any more to use.

5.7. It should be simple and easy to use.

5.8. There should be training and support to use the new system.

5.9. Deaf people and people with disabilities should be involved in the design and testing of the new system.
6. How can we make this happen?

ACE believes that we should introduce the new system in stages. We can improve the existing relay service then gradually improve other things. We need to make sure that each step involves people who will use the service to make sure we get the design right.

The government and telephone companies need to make sure that the equipment programs for people with disabilities provide modern equipment. 

These changes will take a long time, and so it is important that we get started soon.

7. Conclusion

From the discussions in this paper it is clear that there is a real problem. Our old TTYs have worked well for many years, but now they do not work in over half the telephone network. The problem can only get worse. ACE believes there are three possible options: 

Leave things as they are now and do nothing. This means that people will get less and less telephone access as time goes on;

The government could try to force all telephone companies to make all new telephone technologies work with the old TTYs. This would be very difficult and very expensive;

Introduce a new system as described in this paper. This would let people keep their old equipment as well as have the choice to move to better technologies.

ACE believes the third option is the only one that will make sure Australians who are Deaf or who have a disability will continue to improve their access to telephone services. At the same time, it allows telephone companies to introduce new and exciting services to benefit the whole community.

The Communications Hub idea suggested by ACE should improve communications and help the telecommunications industry manage its costs.
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