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I.
INTRODUCTION: VISIONARY LEADERSHIP FOR UNIVERSAL


TELECOMMUNICATIONS


The Greenlining Institute is pleased that the California Public Utilities Commission staff has crafted visionary leadership questions with a clear effort to make California Lifeline and other universal service public policy programs relevant to twenty-first century needs of all California communities.  The leadership exhibited by the CPUC has the potential to increase access to technology, as well as spur research to bridge the digital divide, however it is defined.  For example, if the CPUC were to say that wireless should be part of the technology examination in this proceeding, telecommunications companies could adjust their plans accordingly.  To date, no company in the nation has completed a study that would provide data on low income customer access and usage of new technology.


Since the introduction of the Internet, the nature of telephone service has radically changed and Greenlining strives to address these dynamic changes in our policy recommendations.  The offering of nineteenth century “horseback riding” telecommunications technology in the twenty-first century no longer serves the needs of California Lifeline customers.  Low income and minority communities increasingly want and need full access to new technology options.  Furthermore, subsidies should be directed to advance accessible and affordable technology to prevent low income customers from being left behind. And, to prevent Californians and Americans from being left behind of other “digital” countries, like South Korea which leads the world in Internet broadband access penetration, regulators and industry leaders must make accessible and affordable technology a policy priority.


Greenlining's initial comments on the Staff Report on the Universal Service Public Policy Programs will include discussion on the following:

1. Greenlining's Low Income Twenty-first Century Technology Study

2. Meeting the Needs of Low Income Customers with Technology Options

3. Informational Hearing: Circumscribing Jurisdiction Questions

II.
OTHER PUBLIC POLICY PROGRAMS

Although Greenlining would like the opportunity to comment on all public policy programs relevant to the proceeding on universal service, our legal team was limited to research on the California Lifeline portion.  Our annual summit and largest fundraiser takes place Thursday, April 20, 2006. In retrospect, the CPUC made the staff report available on Friday, April 14, giving us only four working days total to prepare our initial comments.  Greenlining plans to contribute to other portions of the proceeding in the subsequent workshops, filings and hearings.

III.
MEETING THE NEEDS OF LOW INCOME CUSTOMERS WITH


TECHNOLOGY OPTIONS


The current California Lifeline program is insufficient to the needs of California Lifeline customers.  Low income customers generally lack knowledge about up-to-date telecommunications technology. While many low income customers may know that services exist, they may not actually have knowledge of how to access them and what benefits the services might have.  Greenlining does not assert that all low income people should have access to all new technologies.  However, Greenlining believes that any low income household that needs access to technology for emergency, educational and/or professional purposes should have affordable and accessible technologies available to them as an option.

Greenlining Low Income Technology Study


Greenlining has prepared a preliminary Low Income Twenty-first Century Technology Study, probably the first of the state that aims to determine whether or not California Lifeline serves the technological and social needs of low income customers across the state.  In the subsequent weeks, Greenlining will submit a report on our study, along with suggestions on how major regulated and smaller non regulated telecommunications companies can join with the CPUC to conduct a representative study of California's low income and minority communities. We hypothesize that the Low Income Twenty-first Century Technology Study will yield the following results:

1. Low income customers will show interest in discounted cell phone and/or Internet services, although they currently do not have cell phone or Internet access.

2. Low income customers will lack knowledge of broadband DSL, cable broadband Internet and VoIP services.

It is our hope that the results of our study will assist in the revamping of the California Lifeline program, and that the needs of 21st century customers will be addressed with sound policy changes.

CPUC Must Broaden the Scope of Basic Service


The current California Lifeline program does not provide customers with options to meet their telecommunication needs. Currently, a copper landline phone is the only option for customers who have limited income.  A copper landline allows a customer to get access to dial-up Internet access but not hi-speed broadband Internet access.  Hi-speed broadband Internet access should be considered a necessity in an ever-increasing digital society.  Congress recently mandated a 2009 deadline for a complete switch from analog to digital television nationwide. The CPUC itself has placed emphasis on broadband access by creating a Broadband Taskforce in the Verizon-MCI and SBC-AT&T merger decisions. Based on the precedent set by these decisions, broadband access should also be a key component in the reevaluation of universal service public policy programs.  Henceforth, Greenlining asserts that broadband Internet access should be included in the definition of basic service.  Broadband Internet access should be an accessible and affordable technology option for California Lifeline customers.

Technology Options: Cellular Phones and VoIP


Within the last decade, cellular phone access has gone from being a luxury to a necessity for many people.  Telecommunication customers today, low income customers included, use a cell phone only and do not have a landline in their household.  This is very common for recent immigrants who are forced to move more frequently, due to the scarcity of affordable housing in California.  This is an example of a low income population exhibiting the need for cellular phones to be included as a technology option in the California Lifeline program.


While VoIP has become a technology option for many Californians, VoIP is not an accessible or affordable technology option for low income customers.  Despite reasonable monthly service rates, the combined cost of equipment and hi-speed Internet access prevent VoIP from being an affordable option.  Greenlining to date has dedicated a huge amount of resources to the VoIP proceeding, which has not yet been decided. We hope that in further discussions on VoIP, the reality of VoIP in low income communities is taken into consideration. Even if VoIP is included in the definition of basic service, what will the telecommunications industry and government do to ensure that the service is truly affordable and accessible for low income customers?  If the telecommunications industry, government and/or taxpayers are not willing to dedicate resources to consumer education and subsidies for both VoIP service and hi-speed Internet access, VoIP cannot be a realistic technology option for low income customers today.


Instead of allowing California Lifeline services to be bundled with other telecommunication services, Greenlining prefers that a revamped California Lifeline program provide discounted technology choices, including copper landline phone access, cellular phone access, broadband Internet access and affordable VoIP access, and the option of having a discounted bundle of two or more of the aforementioned services.

IV.
INFORMATIONAL HEARING: CIRCUMSCRIBING JURISDICTION


QUESTIONS


Because questions exist in regards to jurisdiction over wireless and Internet services, Greenlining finds it imperative that the CPUC address technology options in reforming the California Lifeline program.  This would result in marginalization of the twenty-first century needs of low income customers.  We suggest that the CPUC clarifies its jurisdictional authority questions by holding an informational hearing.  By inviting all players to collaboratively discuss these issues, Greenlining believes that the visionary leadership of the five Commissioners combined with industry commitments, like those of AT&T and Verizon, and the knowledge of the members of the Broadband Taskforce will result in an extremely effective hearing.  Additionally, because the Greenlining Low Income Twenty-first Century Technology Study will be available long before the proposed hearing, Greenlining urges the CPUC to sanction a more comprehensive study to initiate the hearing.

V.
CONCLUSION


Greenlining respectfully requests that the CPUC consider Greenlining's analysis on universal service and the California Lifeline program to craft an OIR that revitalizes universal service public policy programs.  In anticipation for the Greenlining Low Income Twenty-first Century Technology Study, Greenlining further requests that the CPUC plan for a hearing; it is vital that the key players have the opportunity to collaborate and provide policy recommendations.  The collaboration of key industry players will circumscribe jurisdiction questions, taking a huge step toward bridging the digital divide in California.


For all the foregoing reasons, Greenlining respectfully requests this Commission to adopt our recommendations to the subsequent steps in this proceeding.
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