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Dear Anne

Thank you for your letter of 19 June (attached). I will firstly address your query about copying other parties.  We see no good reason to keep correspondence on this matter of public interest just between CA and APF.  The matters we raise are relevant to the wider and highly topical issue of consumer representation arrangements in the telecommunications sector, and to the wider question of the adequacy of telecommunications privacy regulation.  The other parties to whom I am copying our correspondence are stakeholders in one or both of these wider policy areas.   I believe it is clear from my use of cc: that our intention was to copy for information – although we would be pleased to hear the views of any of the other parties – as you would expect given their role we have already discussed the issues with CTN. Copying correspondence to interested parties is a much more efficient way of communicating than relying on partial second-hand bilateral contacts, and we encourage you to join us in copying your response to this letter to all relevant parties.

You rightly raise the issue of the proposed new peak consumer representative body.  While we welcome the Minister's initiative and rapid development of new arrangements, the exact nature and role of the new body remains unclear at this stage.  We would certainly not expect the new body to be the sole mechanism for consumer input on telecommunications policy and regulatory issues – there will need to be provision for participation by relevant NGOs (such as APF,  Electronic Frontiers Australia, and the Councils for Civil Liberties) both on an ad hoc or continuing basis, as required, where issues of interest to them are being discussed.  Because these organisations are not restricted to the telecommunications sector, they are unlikely to be recipients of s.593 grants or form part of the main constituency of the new peak body.

I note Minister Conroy's acknowledgement of privacy issues and of the importance of diverse input from civil society in his address to the recent OECD meetings on the Future of the Internet Economy, in which I had the privilege of participating as a member of the Public Voice Coalition
Your letter does not address the reasons for the effective demise of your former Privacy Advisory Group, and the gaps which this has left in mechanisms for civil society input to CA on key privacy issues – of which I gave two specific recent examples – discussion of blocking of SIM-less calls from mobile phones, and the formation of a new working group on data retention.  

I don't think it is surprising that we reached the conclusion that there had been a conscious decision to reduce the opportunities for specialist privacy advocate input.  We are pleased to receive your assurance that privacy issues have not been 'deliberately excluded' but would like to see more evidence of CA's willingness to engage with us, and other interested civil society NGOs, on these issues.

We repeat our suggestion that a reconvened Privacy Advisory Group would be an appropriate  mechanism for CA to respond to current and future privacy issues in telecommunications, and a useful demonstration of your commitment to multi-stakeholder  input.  The new federated peak organisation will obviously be an important vehicle for that input, but should not be the only one.

My colleagues and I would be happy to meet with you and other representatives of CA if you would find this helpful.

Yours sincerely

Nigel Waters

Board Member, APF

