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SECTION 593 GRANTS PROGRAM

Recommendation 6: Expansion of section 593 consumer grants program

That HREOC should consider holding discussions with DCITA towards achieving an expanded telecommunications consumer representation grants program.  The expansion should focus on: greater support for the main recipient organisations, rather than spreading the funds more thinly; a substantial increase in program funds; and a three-year funding cycle with annual acquittals to give greater security to recipient organisations.

Legislative framework

Section 593 of the Telecommunications Act 1997 (the Act) provides that the Minister may, on behalf of the Commonwealth, make a grant of financial assistance to:

· a consumer body for representation of the interests of consumers in relation to telecommunications issues; and/or 

· a person or body for purposes in connection with research into the social, economic, environmental or technological implications of developments relating to telecommunications.

Under section 15 of the Telecommunications (Carrier Licence Charges) Act 1997, the annual estimate of grants made under section 593 of the Act may be recouped from licensed telecommunications carriers under a determination made by the Australian Communications Authority (ACA).  In practice, the ACA has fully recovered all grants expected to be made in each year of the program.  Amounts recovered are returned to consolidated revenue.

Funding process

In April 1998, the Government allocated $3.0m over 4 years for grants under section 593.  In May 2001 the Government allocated a further $3.4m over 4 years, of which $0.2m was for administration costs.  

Allocation of these funds between consumer representation grants (CRG) and research has been a matter for the Minister to determine.  Generally, around 12.5% of funds has been allocated for research and about 87.5% for consumer representation. 

CRGs have been allocated on an annual basis, with funding provided for one year.  Applications for funding are invited annually through advertisements in the major national dailies, and applicants are expected to address suitability criteria set out in the CRG Program Guidelines.

Allocation of CRGs among bodies has been decided by the Minister on the basis of recommendations made by a panel of three persons, generally, drawn from within the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts and relevant external organisations, such as the Australian Communications Industry Forum (ACIF).  Generally, the total funds sought by applicants has far exceeded the funds available for allocation.  In most years of the Program, therefore, some applicants did not receive funding and most applicants received less funds than sought, resulting in an adjustment to the proposed project or work program.

Distribution of funding

A large proportion of the funds have been provided to two peak bodies, the Consumer Telecommunications Network (CTN), representing residential consumers, and the Small Enterprise Telecommunications Centre (SETEL), representing small business consumers.  A substantial and growing proportion of funding has been provided for organisations specifically representing PWD.  

Full details of annual funding from 1998-99 to 2003-04 are shown in Table 1.

In September 2000, the Telecommunications Service Inquiry (TSI) (also known as the Besley) report recommended:

That funding for representation of consumers be extended beyond the current budget allocation, and consideration given to providing funding on a longer term basis than the existing annual cycle to ensure greater stability for consumer organisations.  Provision should also be made for additional resources to assist people with disabilities participate in industry processes and conduct awareness raising activities.

In May 2001, the Government responded to this recommendation, announcing that it would make a further allocation of $3.4 million over 4 years from 2002-03, for consumer representation and telecommunications research. Any further increase in the size of the CRG and research program would need to be determined by the Government through the budget process.

The Government also amended the Program Guidelines for the 2002-03 CRG round to provide that ‘it is a specific priority of the Government that people with disabilities and consumers from regional, rural and remote Australia have adequate representation’. 

Within the existing budget allocation, the Minister has discretion to give greater priority to funding of consumer representation and less priority to funding of research
, and/or to give greater priority to funding of representation for PWD within the CRG Program. 

Funding assistance for representation of PWD has been provided both through funding of the peak body CTN, whose membership includes organisations representing PWD, as well as through direct funding of disability-specific representative organisations.  It is not possible to estimate the amount of funding assistance to CTN that has benefited PWD specifically, because CTN has not been required to report separately to the Government on its representative activities for PWD.  Funding of disability-specific organisations has, however, increased as a proportion of total CRGs from 17% in 1998-99 to 26% in 2003-04.

The increase in the number of relatively small grants to disability-specific organisations in 2003-04 reflects the Minister’s decision to agree to provide funding assistance for sitting fees for meetings of the ACIF Consumer Advisory Committee and Disability Advisory Board.  Without this assistance, representation of disability organisations on these important ACIF committees could diminish.

Length of funding cycle

The TSI recommended that consideration be given to a longer funding cycle, to provide recipients of CRGs with greater planning certainty and funding stability. 

The Government considered, but did not accept, this recommendation.

The annual funding cycle enables greater flexibility, by ensuring that the Government can direct funding to areas of greatest need as different issues and priorities emerge each year.  Annual funding also enables greater competition for the available funds, by allowing new organisations to apply for funding each year as needs emerge.

Table 1:  Recipients of Consumer Representation Grants, 1998-99 to 2003-04

	Grant Recipient
	Amount of Grant

$

	
	98-99
	99-00
	00-01
	01-02
	02-03
	03-04

	Consumers’ Telecommunications Network
	$300,000
	$300,000
	$300,000
	$280,000
	$245,000
	$253,575

	Small Enterprise Telecommunications Centre (SETEL)
	$180,000
	$220,000
	$220,000
	$198,000
	$160,000
	$165,600

	Blind Citizens Australia (TEDICORE)
	$100,000
	$100,000
	$100,000
	$90,000
	$95,000
	$98,325

	Women With Disabilities Australia
	
	$5,000
	$6,500
	$7,440
	$10,700
	$11,075

	Consumer Aid User Society Incorporated
	
	$5,000
	
	$10,000
	$5,600
	$5,880

	Australian Association of the Deaf
	
	
	
	$60,329
	$46,500
	$48,120

	Deafness Forum of Australia
	
	
	
	
	$5,600
	$5,880

	National Council of Intellectual Disability/Australian Federation of Disability Organisations
	
	
	
	
	$2,800
	$7,105

	Physical Disability Council of Australia
	
	
	
	
	$2,000
	$2,100

	Internet Society of Australia
	
	
	
	
	$25,000
	$25,870

	Queensland Rural Women’s Network
	
	
	
	
	$87,600
	$2,625

	Communications Law centre
	
	
	
	
	$10,200
	$11,970

	Blind Citizens Australia
	
	
	
	
	$2,000
	$2,100

	Crippled Children’s Association of South Australia
	
	
	
	
	$2,000
	$2,100

	Broome Aboriginal Media Association
	
	
	
	
	
	$2,625

	Telecommunications Consumer Group – South Australia
	
	
	
	
	
	$2,625

	Youth Legal Service
	
	
	
	
	
	$10,000


	Grant Recipient
	Amount of Grant

$

	
	98-99
	99-00
	00-01
	01-02
	02-03
	03-04

	Collective of Self Help Groups
	
	
	
	
	
	$8,000

	Online Access Centre of Tasmania
	
	
	
	
	
	$17,300

	Electromagnetic Radiation Association of Australia
	
	
	
	
	
	$2,625

	Ngaanyatjarra Council
	
	
	
	
	
	$10,000

	Gulf Savannah Development
	
	
	
	
	
	$4,500

	TOTAL
	$580,000
	$630,000
	$626,500
	$647,769
	$700,000
	$700,000


� Funds have been provided to a number of organisations under the s.593 Research Grants Program for research into issues related to access by PWD to telecommunications services.
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