CRTC proceedings on regulation of telephone products

July 15, 2003
ARCH has recently become a party to an application at the Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) relating to accessibility of telephone products. We hope that you will be able to assist us by sharing your experience, knowledge and insights.

Although there are several issues regarding process and statutory interpretation, the central substantive issue is whether and how the CRTC will regulate terminal equipment. In this application, we see a tremendous opportunity to comment upon the concerns of persons with disabilities and to bring an anti-discrimination and disability law perspective to these proceedings and to the CRTC.

The application has been brought by long-time blind activists, Mr. Chris Stark and Mrs. Marie Stark. The Starks are seeking to have the CRTC review and overturn a 1994 decision in which it decided not to regulate telecommunications terminal equipment, including telephones and their accessories. The result of the past decision meant that the CRTC had essentially opted not to impose regulation on the telecommunications industry relating to the sale, maintenance or lease of such equipment to the public. Left to their own devices, the telephone companies appear to thus far not have developed or marketed telephone terminals and equipment that respond to the needs of persons with disabilities. In their application to the CRTC, the Starks have set out many examples illustrating how such equipment is not accessible to persons who are blind.

The Starks also complained to the Canadian Human Rights Commission which referred their issues to the CRTC. In the current application the Starks are hoping to persuade the CRTC to abandon its policy of non-regulation in this area. The parties in this application are many of the large telecommunications companies, including Bell Canada, Aliant Telecom, MTS Telecommunications Inc., TELUS Communications Inc., Microcell, Saskatchewan Telecommunications and the Canadian Wireless Telecommunications Association. The companies oppose further CRTC regulation. ARCH and the CNIB have also been made parties to the application.

The application, which will be conducted entirely through written submissions and answers to questions posed by the CRTC to the parties, will take considerable time, but is already underway. The CRTC asks questions tailored to each party. In addition to responding to these questions, in writing, there is an opportunity to make general submissions. The deadline for the first stage in the process is September 5, 2003.

Currently, the questions posed relate primarily to technical aspects of telephone accessibility for persons who are blind and to procedural matters. ARCH has also been asked to comment more broadly on the legal interpretation of various sections of the Telecommunications Act from an anti-discrimination perspective. We also hope to make submissions addressing broader issues on behalf of the community of persons with disabilities. We are particularly interested in how telephone equipment design can enhance the participation of persons with disabilities including those with other than a visual impairment. 

We look forward to hearing from you in order to better inform the position ARCH takes at the CRTC. We welcome your participation and advice. If you are able to make yourself available to discuss your views please contact either Darren Thorne or Lana Kerzner as soon as possible to schedule an in-depth conversation.

Darren and Lana can be reached at ARCH at:

	
	Tel:
	416-482-8255
	1-866-482-2724

	
	TTY:
	416-482-1254
	1-866-482-2728

	
	Fax:
	416-482-2981
	1-866-881-2723


Darren can also be reached via email at stonek@lao.on.ca while Lana can be reached via email at kerznel@lao.on.ca.

If you want to learn more about this CRTC application you may consult the CRTC web site at:
http://www.crtc.gc.ca/PartVII/eng/2001/8662/S49-01.htm
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