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The Government said yesterday it has no plans to tighten controls on

prepaid mobile phones despite concerns over their use by criminals and

terrorists.

Prepaid users do not have to provide identification when buying a

prepaid sim card or to register with phone companies.

A spokeswoman for the Ministry for Economic Development, which is

responsible for telecommunications legislation, told The Press there

were no plans to change the law despite stricter controls in other

countries.

But a change in the law could help police, who say the use of prepaid

mobile phones is common by criminals, especially in the drug trade.

Christchurch-based Detective Senior Sergeant John Rae said he would

definitely support a change in the law.

"Professionally, I certainly would. I can't see any reason not to do

it," he said.

Rae said the illegal drug trade, which often involved groups of people

working together, were known to use prepaid mobile phones.

"It's the necessity to communicate. With prepaid there's less chance of

being caught."

Innocent people had nothing to fear from a change in the law.

"There is really no good reason for not giving your details. It is only

if you have got something to hide. I guess that's why we have a lot of

the laws we have -- the law is trying to counter that, to catch the

baddy. We've got to keep doing that.

"People say it's an invasion of privacy, but if you've got nothing to

hide, who cares?"

A Ministry of Economic Development document, written in response to a

request for a law change by a member of the public, sets out the case

against tighter controls.

The ministry said "normal investigative techniques of law enforcement

agencies can often establish the identity of unregistered mobile phone

users, and a prosecution would typically require additional evidence".

Also a law change could be difficult to enforce because of the use

within New Zealand of unregistered mobile phones obtained overseas, and

registration could be made with a false or stolen identity.

Registering a prepaid mobile phone number is optional in New Zealand,

unlike in Australia where there are moves to introduce stricter identity

checks amid fears of their use by terrorist bombers and other criminals.

Chris Chapman, the chairman of Australian communications regulator, the

Australian Communications and Media Authority, said the move would be

beneficial to the public.

"It can help emergency service organisations respond quickly to time

critical emergencies and also identify people who make hoax calls to the

emergency services," he said.

"The identifying information can also be used to prosecute people who

make life- threatening calls and assist law enforcement and national

security agencies in their investigations of serious crime."
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