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INTERIM POLICY POSITION

ISSUE: Public Payphones for People who are Hearing Impaired or Deaf
The ability to communicate via public payphones is a fundamental public right. Public payphones are an important and, in some instances, essential telecommunications service in Australia, particularly for low-income earners, itinerant workers, and indigenous communities. Whilst the demand for public payphones has been significantly diminished, this does not mean that they are destined for extinction by any means.

Public payphones are as important to people who are hearing impaired or Deaf as they are to the remainder of the population. Those people have specific telecommunications needs that must be met, if they are not to be discriminated against.

Public payphones have a vital role in assisting the poorer sectors of society communicate. They also are invaluable for use in emergency or unexpected situations, as a backup for mobile phones, and for use by travellers.

Young people and the elderly often are particularly dependent upon public payphones.

Products such as prepaid phone cards and reverse charge call products have widened the scope for use of public payphones.

The low cost of public payphones makes them very attractive to people who are hearing impaired and Deaf people who may not be able to afford a mobile phone or, even, a home telephone.

Public payphones have always been particularly important to people with a hearing impairment as they can provide effective communication via the coil in the receiver, which enables a T-switch to be used.

People who are Deaf have begun to benefit from public payphones fitted with a text phone (TTY) capability. They may feel more vulnerable than the average citizen when away from home. They may need to communicate with others to reassure themselves or for practical reasons, such as checking that they hadn't misunderstood arrangements to meet friends, etc.

People who are hearing impaired or Deaf are more likely to be low-income earners, elderly, or simply not users of mobile phones. It may not be possible for a person with a hearing impairment to simply borrow someone else's mobile phone to make or receive a call, particularly if that mobile phone is a GSM phone. GSM phones create interference with the majority of hearing aids, which means they cannot be held close to the ear.

Because people who are hearing impaired or Deaf are spread throughout the community it would not be practical to simply say that public payphones should be restricted to specific types of locations. In fact it could be expected that there would be higher numbers of people with hearing impairments in rural and remote areas, because of the effects of occupation on causing hearing loss.

Indigenous people have a very high level of hearing loss and deafness, so accessible public payphones are very important to them as well.

Amplified public payphones would enable people with a mild-moderate hearing loss to use them more easily. These people often do not have T-switches on their hearing aids.

Users of public payphones who are hearing impaired or Deaf may be highly dependent on them. They may become distressed when their local public payphone is broken and out of order for a significant period of time.

Public payphone policy needs to reflect the particular needs of people who are hearing impaired or Deaf. It needs to ensure the provision of adequate text phone (TTY) capabilities and volume control facilities to reflect the populations of potential users who are hearing impaired or Deaf.

POLICY:
That:

1. 100% of payphones should have volume controls. Adequate volume control for the majority of hearing impaired people is 20 dB gain compared to a standard telephone as defined by telecommunications legislation. The minimum field strength for telecoil couplers on volume control phones should be 100mA/m.
2. 100% of payphones should have adequate noise cancelling ability, particularly those in noisy environments.

3. 100% of payphones located in population centres of less than 10,000 should have text phone (TTY) capabilities.

4. At least 10% of payphones located in population centres of 10,000 or more should have text phone (TTY) capabilities.

5. Wherever a payphone is located it should have text phone (TTY) capabilities if the next nearest one with text phone capabilities is further than 1000 metres away.

6. 100% of payphones located at critical locations (such as hospitals, courts and educational institutions) should have text phone (TTY) capabilities.

7. At least one of whatever payphones are located in any major shopping centre should have text phone (TTY) capabilities.

8. 100% of TTY-equipped payphones must be capable of communicating with all other TTYs sold in Australia and with the National Relay Service.

9. The Deafness Forum, as the peak national consumer-based body representing all people who are hearing impaired or Deaf, should be consulted regarding the proposed location of any new public payphone.

10. Up-to-date information regarding the locations of all public payphones with volume control or text phone (TTY) capabilities should be maintained and readily available to all members of the public.

COSTS OF POLICY:

The costs of providing the needed facilities in any one public payphone would depend on the total number of payphones fitted with those facilities by any particular provider, because of the economy that comes with greater volumes.

RESEARCH BASIS:

The availability of the necessary text phone (TTY) capabilities, volume control, and noise cancelling technology is known.

Of the first 223 respondents to a Hearing Access Standards Project survey conducted by the Deafness Forum in 2003, 76% indicated that they had used volume control on telephones and an even greater proportion, 81%, indicated that they thought volume control would be moderately or extremely useful to them. 34% have used a text phone (TTY) and 47% felt TTYs would be moderately or extremely useful to them. For those who need particular forms of hearing access assistance, the responses indicated that volume control on phones and TTYs are considered very important in both public premises and public transport (premises and conveyances).

APPROVED: Board, October 2003

REVIEWED: No review yet undertaken.

DATE OF NEXT SCHEDULED REVIEW: Being circulated to Deafness Sector for consideration and review during November 2003 so that a final Policy Position may be adopted.
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