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NEWS RELEASE

LEADING TELECOMMUNICATIONS PROVIDERS ANNOUNCE MOU TO TACKLE SUSPECTED MISUSE OF PREMIUM RATE NUMBERS

Thursday 26th May 2005, London - A group of leading telecommunications providers has today signed up to a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) to share information about suspected serious breaches of the ICSTIS Code of Practice. 

The purpose of the MOU is to protect consumers from harm arising from the misuse of premium rate numbers. Some recent examples of problems have involved consumers connecting to Internet sites using premium rate numbers without realising how their phone bills would be affected or the use of spam text messages or automatic calling equipment to induce consumers to dial premium rate numbers for non-existent prizes.  

Under the terms of the MOU, the telecommunications providers will alert each other immediately to any complaints about premium rate numbers that are suspected of being used in breach of the ICSTIS Code. In addition, ICSTIS will be informed, asked to investigate and, if appropriate, invoke emergency procedures. If a Code breach is confirmed, calls to the relevant premium rate number will be blocked forthwith and settlement payments suspended. The objective is that any serious code breaches can be detected and stopped within hours of the first reports being received. 

The background to the MOU is a report prepared by Ofcom for the DTI and published in December 2004. The report made 18 recommendations for improving the powers and procedures of ICSTIS to tackle breaches of their Code. The telecommunications providers support the recommendations and in publishing this MOU have discharged the responsibility that fell directly to them in Recommendation 1 - to share information in this way. 

Bryan Petch of Telewest, who convened the group, commented "The premium rate industry has grown substantially in recent years and is now a £1billion industry in the UK. Consumers find premium rate a very convenient way with which to pay for value added services such as traffic information, directories or mobile games. The vast majority of service providers operate legitimately under the ICSTIS Code. Unfortunately a few rotten apples have found ways of exploiting PRS for their own ends. In publishing this MOU, the communications providers involved are expressing their determination to stamp out abuses and allow consumers to continue to receive the benefits from genuine premium rate services."

In response to the publication of the MOU, E-Commerce Minister Alun Michael said: "This sends a strong signal from some of the leading telecoms companies that premium rate scams will not be tolerated. This approach is essential to restore public confidence in the industry and the Government is full-square behind it. A more effective early warning system will help the industry to spot scams and take quicker action against rogue companies and to prevent the distress and inconvenience they cause for consumers."

Notes to editors:

1] MOU signatories:  3, BT, Carphone Warehouse, Kingston Communications, ntl, O2, Onetel, Orange, T-Mobile, Telewest, Vodafone and Your Communications

 
2] Premium Rate Services are regulated by ICSTIS (www.icstis.org.uk) ICSTIS regulates the content, promotion and overall operation of premium rate services through its Code of Practice. It aims to prevent consumer harm by requiring clear and accurate pricing information, honest advertising and service content, and appropriate and targeted promotions.

Ofcom's report to the DTI can be found at: http://www.ofcom.org.uk/media/news/2004/12/nr_20041209#content 

A copy of the MOU can be found at www.icstis.org.uk.

3] The UK Competitive Telecommunications Association (UKCTA) is the trade association established to promote competition in the fixed-line telecommunications market. It represents companies that compete against BT, as well as each other, in both residential and business markets for voice and data (Internet) services. 

For further information about UKCTA, please visit www.ukcta.org.uk or contact:  
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