COMMENTS OF LATINO ISSUES FORUM ON THE STAFF REPORT

ON PUBLIC POLICY PROGRAMS
ENRIQUE GALLARDO

LATINO ISSUES FORUM
160 Pine Street, Suite 700

San Francisco, CA  94111

415.547.7550

FAX 415.284.7222

enriqueg@lif.org


Latino Issues Forum (LIF) is encouraged that the California Public Utilities Commission (“the Commission) is developing an Order Instituting Rulemaking to reform the state’s Universal Service Public Policy Programs.  However, we are concerned at the short notice for these comments on the Staff Report and for public comments at the Workshop next week.  These comments are due within a week of the publication of the Staff Report.  We hope that the once the OIR is issued that the topics to be considered are not strictly set in stone, as there is a possibility that parties may miss or gloss over important topics due to the short review and comment period.  LIF’s comments on the issues in the Staff follow.
California LifeLine Issues

Redefinition of Basic Service.  Perhaps the most overdue matter regarding the California LifeLine program is the redefinition of basic service, both in terms of service from which LifeLine revenue is collected, and service available to LifeLine customers.  The legislation that underlies the LifeLine program pronounces that the telecommunications customers and the telecommunications industry should support the LifeLine program.  The exclusion of various advanced technologies such as cellular/personal communications service or VoIP does not sense any more, as these services are increasingly becoming the primary source of telecommunications for many consumers.  These technologies should be re-evaluated as a source of funding for LifeLine.  In addition, some of these services may now meet the intent of the legislation regarding the type of “basic service” that should be available to Lifeline customers, given how ubiquitous these technologies have become.  As wireless should be considered for the definition of basic service available to LifeLine customers, the limitation of one Lifeline account per household should be evaluated.

LifeLine Outreach and Program Participation.  In general, the LifeLine program and its contractors have done a good job of enrolling vast numbers of eligible persons onto the program.  However, there are still certain communities that are difficult to reach by mainstream strategies.  In LIF’s experience, community based organizations (CBOs) are best able to reach and enroll these communities onto the LifeLine Program.  However, currently there are restrictions on the level of involvement of CBOs in the process.  LIF suggests that the rulemaking analyze increasing the role of CBOs in the outreach and application process.

Automatic Enrollment.  LIF has long proposed facilitating cross enrollment between the LifeLine Program and the California Alternate Rates for Energy (CARE) program.  It is inefficient to have separate enrollment processes for both of these programs.  In order to most efficiently cross enroll participants, the eligibility guidelines for the LifeLine program would need to be made equivalent to the CARE program (200% of federal poverty limit).  LIF proposes that this be evaluated in the OIR.

Bundling of LifeLine Service.  LIF is not adverse to the rulemaking evaluating if allowing the LifeLine program to be bundled with other telecommunications services may be beneficial to LifeLine customers.  However, only after careful examination of the evidence and a finding that it would be beneficial should bundling be allowed.  If bundling is allowed, it should be subject to protections for consumers so that they are not unduly directed towards certain bundled packages, as has occurred in the past.  Consumers should understand that the basic LifeLine service is separable from the rest of the package.  The LifeLine service should also be protected from disconnection should consumers not be able to pay the bill for the entire package.

LIF looks forward to participating in the Rulemaking and hopes that the above issues are included.
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