BEFORE THE PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION OF THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA
Comments of the California Coalition of Agencies

 Serving the Deaf and Hard of Hearing Regarding the Status of the Universal Service Public Policy Programs

_______________________________________________________________________ 
The California Coalition of Agencies Serving the Deaf and Hard of Hearing (CCASDHH or Coalition) hereby submits the following comments in response to the questions posed in the California Public Utilities Commission’s (CPUC or Commission) recent Staff Report on Public Policy Programs. 

The Coalition consists of eight community-based nonprofit agencies providing various social services to deaf and hard-of-hearing Californians and a statewide membership organization of deaf consumers.  CCASDHH’s members include NorCal Center on Deafness (Sacramento); Deaf and Hard of Hearing Service Center (Fresno); Deaf Counseling, Advocacy and Referral Agency (San Leandro); Greater Los Angeles Agency on Deafness; Orange County Deaf Equal Access Foundation; Center on Deafness – Inland Empire (Riverside), Tri-County GLAD (Ventura); Deaf Community Services of San Diego; and the California Association of the Deaf.

Outreach And Marketing Efforts For All Universal Service Programs Should Be Increased To Help Raise Participation Levels.
It is essential to the success of these programs that outreach and marketing efforts be increased so that the legislative goals can be reached and participation levels increased. 
The LifeLine program has had a consistent and effective marketing campaign which should continue.  Efforts to reach out to low-income individuals who are non-English speaking should increase. 

Both the Deaf and Disabled Telecommunications Program (DDTP) and the California Teleconnect Fund (CTF) need to concentrate greater efforts on raising awareness of their existence.  The increased marketing and outreach efforts made by the DDTP for the last few years have been shown to be effective and should continue.  The use of mass-media advertising in newspapers and on television and radio is essential.  More efforts are needed for outreach to youth through schools and the secondary and post-secondary levels and especially to individuals with disabilities who are non-English speaking.  
The CTF needs to dramatically increase marketing and outreach efforts to increase awareness of the program.  Awareness of this program is still at a very low level, particularly among Community Based Organizations. 
Efforts Need to Be Taken to Improve the Administration of the California Teleconnect Fund. 

The CPUC needs to address the failure of certain carriers, particularly AT&T (formerly SBC), to grant a discount on DSL services to qualified programs.  It is our understanding that AT&T has justified its refusal to provide the Commission mandated discounts with its concerns that participation in the program would lead to price regulation by the CPUC.  Despite the Commission’s attempt to belie this concern, AT&T’s reluctance continues.  Program beneficiaries continue to spend millions of dollars for DSL services in excess of what the Commission intends and others are deterred from participating due to the lack of a discount.  The Commission should take more aggressive action to insure that all carriers are offering discounts in accordance with program requirements.  Without such discounts, many small CBO’s may be financially unable to offer much needed technology training to their constituents. 

The Lifeline Program Should Be Expanded to Include Wireless and Broadband Services.
For most Americans basic communication service is no longer just a wireline phone.  Use of the Internet is widespread and cell phones and other wireless devices are ubiquitous in our society.  Dependency on these communication modes is growing and individuals without these services face disadvantages in access to education, employment, and other information and services.  For low-income Californians who are already facing a great number of hurdles it is essential that they have access to these services.  The availability of a wireless device is often essential for safety as the only available means of communication.  Without access to the Internet or e-mail, today’s job seeker is at an extreme disadvantage.  
Broadband access is of paramount importance to our low-income constituents who would benefit from the ability to communicate in their first language, American Sign Language, via videophone or computer video conferencing but cannot afford the costs of broadband access needed to use that technology.  There are service providers that distribute free videophones but the deaf consumer must find the way to pay for broadband access, the cost of which is out of reach for many. 

It is long past the time for the LifeLine program to catch up with current technology and include both wireless and broadband in the definition of “basic service.” Without this change, low-income Californians will face progressively higher hurdles to competing and succeeding in today’s fast paced society.   

The DDTP’s Equipment Program Should Be Expanded to Include Wireless Devices and Customer Premises Equipment Needed for Broadband-based Communication.
As a result of the DDTP’s failure to offer newer technology end user equipment in the DDTP’s equipment program as it becomes available, the program has become increasingly irrelevant to large portions of the disability community, including the deaf and hard-of-hearing community.  A large portion of the deaf community has migrated from TTY’s to the use of text e-mail pagers such as Blackberries and Sidekicks and other wireless text devices, as well as video phones or webcam equipped PC’s because these devices best serve their communication needs.  None of these devices are currently distributed by the DDTP.  In order to best serve consumers, it is crucial that the program monitor and keep up with changes in technology.  Wireless technology has been ubiquitous in our society for many years now and yet, has not made its way into the program.  The DDTP has only just recently started evaluating text pagers and specialized cellular phones.  Ever-growing numbers of deaf and hard-of-hearing people and others with disabilities are migrating to e-mail, instant messaging, video conferencing via PC’s and videophones for their primary means of telecommunication.  The DDTP as yet provides no direct support to those for whom these methods of communication provide greater access than traditional landline telecommunications.  
The DDTP’s equipment program should be immediately expanded to offer accessible wireless devices including text pagers for the deaf and cellular phones specially designed or equipped to serve blind and other disabled consumers.  The program should also include customer premises equipment such as videophones, computers, and webcams that are used in conjunction with broadband to access communication networks.
The DDTP Should Implement a Program to Provide Discounted Broadband Service to Californians Who Need Broadband For Functionally Equivalent Telecommunications Access.
Because there is a significant portion of the deaf and disabled communities who must have broadband access in order to obtain functionally equivalent telecommunica-tions access, the Commission should consider expanding the scope of the DDTP to provide discounted broadband service to these consumers.  For those who are deaf and communicate using sign language, videophones and video conferencing offer much greater functional equivalency than traditional landline text-based telecommunications.  Others who also have difficulty using traditional landline telecommunications due to their mobility, speech, or other impairments, derive greater benefit from the use of broadband-based communication through PC’s.  This expanded program would enable the DDTP to maintain progress in reaching its goal to allow deaf and disabled consumers access to all features of our nation’s telephone network without having to spending more on equipment and services because of their disability.
The Commission Should Consider Establishing a Program To Provide Discounted Broadband Service To Disabled Californians.
In addition to those who require broadband as a means to access the telephone network, there is also a larger segment of Californians who, due to the severity of their disabilities, needs access to broadband to escape isolation and dependency and obtain and maintain integration with the rest of our society, particularly with respect to employment, education, information services and communication with others. 

As shown in the Commission’s Report on Broadband Deployment in California, adopted May 5, 2005, there is a huge disparity in the rates of Internet use between the disabled and non-disabled populations.  A federal study reported that in 2003, only 26 percent of the disabled population had access to the Internet compared to 57 percent of the non-disabled population and 37 percent of low-income persons.  Another study reported that in 2001, the rate of Internet use for low-income persons with disabilities was shockingly low, at only 5 percent, whereas the rate for low-income people overall was more than three times higher, at 19 percent.

The Commission should consider establishing a program to provide discounted broadband access to Californians who, due to the severity of their disability, have difficulty connecting with people and services outside of their homes.  

The CPUC Should Adopt the Recommendations of the DDTP Administrative Contract Workgroup as Outlined in the Strategic Plan.
The Coalition supports the adoption of the recommendations made by the Administrative Contract Workgroup regarding the restructuring of the DDTP.  We believe the recommendations in the Plan would foster a more consumer-oriented and more efficient administration of the program. 

The use of a master services-rendered contract as opposed to the existing administrative contract coupled with 70 or more separate contracts would streamline and simplify Commission administration of the program. Additionally, with one contractor responsible for running the entire program, administration would be more transparent. 
The creation of a unit within the Commission dedicated solely to the administration of the DDTP should help raise the program’s visibility within the Commission and ensure that a sufficient level of awareness, consideration and support of disability issues in general and DDTP issues in particular are maintained.  We believe that it is important to the long-term success of the program that there be staff within the CPUC dedicated specifically to driving policy in a direction which will benefit the program and its constituents.  This permanent staff will have, or will acquire, the knowledge and expertise necessary to help the program succeed and ensure that the program remains a priority for the Commission. 

The Coalition also supports the exploration of the use of a hybridized equipment distribution program to include the establishment of a voucher program to allow consumers to purchase their own equipment.  We believe an appropriately designed voucher program will increase consumer choice reduce warehousing and distribution costs with potential overall cost savings to the DDTP.
Lastly, the Coalition supports the recommendation to incorporate the existing TADDAC advisory committees, the Equipment Program Advisory Committee and the California Relay Service Advisory Committee, into the existing TADDAC to promote efficiency and to allow the consumers and advocates to speak with one unified and stronger voice. 

The CPUC Should Consider Creating a Committee to Monitor Advances in Technology That Affect the Public Purpose Programs.
Because the Public Purpose Programs are not adapting as fast as they should to the development of new technology, the Commission should consider the creation of a joint committee devoted exclusively to monitoring these changes and how they affect intended beneficiaries of the Public Purpose Programs.  The committee might be made up of representatives of the Public Purpose Programs and submit periodic reports to the Telecommunications Division as well as the three Public Purpose Program administrative committees.  Such a committee should help ensure that the impact of technological advances remains a top priority of the Public Purpose Programs.
Conclusion

The Coalition stresses the importance of striving for excellence in all three of the Public Purpose Programs.  It is essential to the safety, well-being and advancement of deaf, deaf-blind and hard-of-hearing communities that these programs continue to grow and adapt to current technology.  The programs have all come a long way since their inception; however, we are now at point where a renewed commitment is needed to adapt the programs to today’s technological realities and consumer needs.
Dated: April 20, 2006
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