
 

 

13 March 2018 

 

Mr Geoff Thorn 

Chief Executive Officer 

NZ Telecommunications Forum 

PO Box 302469, North Harbour 

Auckland 

 

By email: submissions@tcf.org.nz, geoff.thorn@tcf.org.nz 

Dear Geoff 

Commerce Commission’s comments on the TCF code for Information on 

International Roaming Services and Charges 

Summary  

1. We appreciate the opportunity to provide comments on the New Zealand 

Telecommunications Forum (TCF) Code for Information on International Roaming 

Services and Charges (the Code). As we noted in our 14 November 2017 letter to 

you, we agree that cooperation between the industry and the Commission is likely to 

deliver the best outcomes for telecommunications consumers. 

2. Part 7 of the Telecommunications (New Regulatory Framework) Amendment Bill (the 

Bill) proposes new consumer provisions in the Telecommunications Act 2001 

whereby the Commission may, at any time, review an industry retail service quality 

code (as defined in the Bill). Our comments in this letter are not a review of the Code 

against the proposed purpose of retail service quality codes. These comments do not 

preclude us from further reviews of the Code and other industry retail service quality 

codes if the Bill is enacted as law. 

3. Retail telecommunications remains a priority focus area for us, as do our efforts to 

provide consumers with information that helps them make informed purchasing 

decisions. We recognise that the Code sets minimum information requirements for 

consumers, so we may look to provide additional educational information to 

consumers on topics like International Mobile Roaming (IMR) in the future. 

4. Overall, we support the TCF’s initiative to specify minimum consumer information 

standards for outbound IMR and to standardise estimated average usage values for 

commonly used services. 
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Background section of the Code 

5. We welcome any measures to make information to consumers more transparent 

and more easily digestible. Improved information helps consumers avoid unexpected 

fees or bill shocks, which remain a significant proportion of the complaints we 

receive.  

6. The background section of the Code continues to imply that consumers’ increased 

usage of data while roaming reflects increased confidence in roaming services. We 

would advise caution when making this link. We consider that the changing usage 

habits of telecommunications consumers domestically since 2014 is equally as likely 

to have driven the increasing use of online services while travelling. Average retail 

mobile data consumption in New Zealand is increasing at a faster rate than ever 

recorded by the Commission.  

Objective and scope 

7. The objectives of the Code have not changed from the 2014 version, and remain 

appropriate. However, we would appreciate more information from the TCF as to 

why the Code is a self-regulated (voluntary) TCF code, rather than a mandatory TCF 

code. 

8. There is the potential for significant financial detriment to consumers who are 

unaware of the IMR charges they face, which are often “significantly different to 

those which the Customer pays when they are using their mobile phone in New 

Zealand”.1 Given this potential for financial detriment, we consider that the Code 

should be a mandatory code, which applies to all members of the TCF (that provide 

the services in the code), rather than just those that choose to sign up to the code. 

9. Making the Code a mandatory TCF code would prevent current signatories from 

leaving the Code if they chose not to comply with certain requirements. It would also 

then require current and future mobile virtual network operators that are not 

currently signatories to the Code, but are TCF members, to become signatories. 

Minimum information requirements 

10. Clause 8.1 and clause 11.4 both attempt to provide for Service Provider flexibility 

when providing information to consumers. We consider that these clauses should be 

re-worded to better emphasise that this information is the minimum standard 

required, and that Service Providers are free to provide information to consumers 

over and above the minimum standard. We recommend, therefore, that the 

sentence “The effort should be proportionate to the perceived needs of the relevant 

Customers” in clause 11.4, should be removed. 

                                                      
1
  New Zealand Telecommunications Forum Inc “Code for Information on International Mobile Roaming 

Services and Charges (“International Mobile Roaming Code”)”, February 2018, p.7. 
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11. Clause 8.2 should be re-worded to ensure that the onus is on Service Providers to 

provide the necessary information to consumers through means like the initial 

customer notification (clause 9), and the onus is not always on the consumer to 

research this information. While we acknowledge that it is important that the Code 

allows for Service Provider flexibility and innovative initiatives for providing 

information to consumers, clause 8.2 currently states that customers must request 

the tariff and IMR information. 

12. We are aware that a significant proportion of consumers now use Service Provider 

apps to monitor their mobile usage and recognise them as a useful addition to the 

consumer experience. Vodafone, Spark and 2Degrees all actively encourage 

consumers to use these apps to manage their accounts overseas and view their IMR 

usage. 2,3,4 This means that some consumers may only use the app provided by their 

Service Provider while overseas, and would not think to call the Service Provider’s 

contact centre or access its website. Tariff and IMR information should, therefore, be 

available on Service Providers’ apps and they should be added to the list of locations 

in clause 8.3 of the Code that are required to contain the information in clause 8.  

13. We support the initiatives in clause 12 to make information available to consumers 

before they leave New Zealand, for example in retail outlets, airports and travel 

agents. However, consumers are just as likely, if not more likely, to require the 

information in clause 8 when they are already overseas. Consumers should not have 

to pay for this information, or be penalised for not having the foresight to research 

potential IMR costs before they travel. We would therefore expect that calls to 

customer service or contact centres from overseas are free, and access to tariff or 

IMR information via a Service Provider’s website or app is zero-rated, so that no 

charges are incurred. 

14. As noted in paragraph 10, clause 8.2 currently puts the emphasis on customers to 

request information regarding IMR, so the Code would further protect consumers 

from unexpected charges if the zero-rating requirement was added, either to clause 

8.3 and/or clause 9. 

15. Our assumption is that websites and services that are zero-rated in New Zealand (eg, 

Facebook on Vodafone’s “Social Pass”) are not zero-rated when using IMR services. If 

this assumption is correct, then information to alert consumers to this should be 

included in clause 8. 

16. An addition to clause 8 that would improve the information available to consumers is 

the inclusion of information about how a Service Provider sets its daily charges. 

                                                      
2
  https://www.vodafone.co.nz/roaming/, viewed on 12 March 2018. 

3
  https://www.spark.co.nz/roaming, viewed on 12 March 2018. 

4
  https://www.2degreesmobile.co.nz/help-and-support/mobile/your-account/keeping-an-eye-on-your-

data-usage/, viewed on 12 March 2018. 
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Consumers that have paid for data with a daily restriction, or that have paid a daily 

rate to use their domestic data could accrue multiple charges within the same New 

Zealand day depending on the time zone of the country they are roaming in. For 

example, if a consumer uses their device at 10.30am in the morning in London and 

then again at 12.30pm on the same day in London, they would accrue two days’ 

worth of charges because it has passed midnight in New Zealand, and is therefore a 

new day in New Zealand. To avoid unexpected charges for consumers, this 

information should be more prominent than only being contained in the terms and 

conditions of the IMR deals. 

17. Alternatively, these types of offers could be calculated and billed using 24 hour 

periods rather than domestic days, but we understand that this could cause billing 

system complications for Service Providers. 

Initial customer notification when using IMR services 

18. Sending a consumer a SMS or similar notification when they first connect to an 

overseas network or first initiate a data session are useful ways of informing 

consumers about tariff and IMR information. 

19. The Code could go further to help consumers by requiring that a SMS is sent in both 

instances. Receiving the tariff and IMR information on arrival (when a consumer first 

connects to an overseas network) allows a consumer to turn off data roaming 

services, or at least consider their usage habits before any charge is accrued. 

Receiving a second SMS when they then first initiate a data session, which could 

occur long after the first connection to the network, would act as a useful reminder 

of the tariff and IMR information. 

Common metrics for explaining IMR data roaming usage 

20. We support the new clause 10.2.2 of the Code, which requires Service Providers to 

recommend that consumers monitor their domestic mobile data usage habits to 

better understand potential roaming costs. 

21. The Code could go further by requiring Service Providers to encourage consumers to 

track their IMR usage while overseas, via their Service Provider’s website or app. This 

is particularly relevant considering the advice in the additional guidance section of 

the TCF International Mobile Roaming Guide (the Guide), which notes that 

customers’ usage may change while they are overseas.  

22. We are aware that usage data is not always immediately updated, and notification of 

roaming charges in some countries may be delayed, but consumers should be given 

the opportunity to track their IMR spending as they go. Incorrect or delayed 

information creates consumer uncertainty and would reduce confidence in their 

ability to use IMR services. Ensuring the accuracy and timeliness of this information 

within the Code would further reduce the probability of unexpected charges and 
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would provide consumers with an opportunity to change their usage habits before 

large fees are accrued. 

23. Alternatively, Service Providers could encourage consumers who have the 

appropriate devices to use their in-built data usage trackers. Providing these are 

reset as the consumer enters the new country, they may prove to be a more 

accurate, up to date measure of how much IMR data is being consumed.  

24. Consumers would be further protected from unexpected fees if Service Providers 

were required to notify their customers when a significant amount of IMR data has 

been used, or a certain fee has been accrued. For example, once a customer has 

used 100MB, or spent $50 on IMR fees. This would allow customers to change their 

usage habits if desired, and reduce the risk of large, unexpected bills. 

Recommended parameters for data usage 

25. We continue to support the objective of the estimated average usage table in the 

Guide and consider that standardisation of the way that these metrics are presented 

to consumers will improve understanding and manage expectations of IMR charges.  

26. However, consumers now access a significant proportion of their mobile data via 4G 

networks. In New Zealand in the 2015/16 year, almost 40% of mobile data traffic was 

on a 4G network.5 

27. The Guide notes that data consumption using a 4G network could be more than 

double the amounts listed in the table. We acknowledge the additional message in 

the Guide that consumers should be aware that connecting to a faster network may 

use more data than connecting to a slower one. However, for the same reasons that 

the 3G estimated usage table was created, we suggest that a table for 4G usage is 

created and recommend that Service Providers use it when guiding consumers.  

28. Given the developments in social media content in recent years towards higher 

resolution images and HD videos, we wonder whether the social media estimates 

included in the table remain accurate. One hour of social media use on Snapchat, for 

example, could now equate to an hour of video streaming on YouTube. Therefore, 

informing customers that an hour of social media is only likely to use the same 

amount of data as web browsing could result in an underestimate of the data 

required and ultimately unexpected, high IMR charges. 

29. An alternative way of presenting estimated average usage values to consumers could 

be to report an average low, medium and high user data usage when roaming. This 

should be straightforward for Service Providers to calculate based on their existing 

customers’ IMR usage data. 

                                                      
5
  Commerce Commission, “Time series of Telecommunications industry questionnaire results – 2 August 

2017”.  



6 

30. We note that in practice, Service Providers appear to be using inconsistent data 

usage estimates when informing their customers. 2Degrees’ website suggests that 

48 seconds of YouTube equates to 1MB of data, which translates to 75MB of data in 

one hour.6 That is considerably less than the 240MB of data over the same time 

period that the table in the Guide suggests. Spark’s website suggests that 1 hour of 

standard resolution YouTube uses 70MB of mobile data, which is almost half what 

the Guide suggests.7  

31. The Guide is only useful if Service Providers ensure accuracy and consistency with 

the table if they have chosen to manage consumer expectations with these kinds of 

estimates. Arguably, incorrect or inconsistent IMR estimate data has even more 

potential to mislead consumers and cause unexpected charges, than no IMR 

information at all. 

32. If you would like to discuss any of the points we have raised, please email me: 

simon.thomson@comcom.govt.nz. 

 

Yours sincerely  

 

Simon Thomson 

Head of Telecommunications Regulation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
6
  https://www.2degreesmobile.co.nz/help-and-support/mobile/your-account/keeping-an-eye-on-your-

data-usage/, viewed on 12 March 2018. 
7
  https://www.spark.co.nz/help/mobile-data/manage/mobile-data-megabyte-guide.html, viewed on 

12 March 2018. 


