Comments of Winston Ching

I. Program Transparency and Statutory Requirements Issues

1. Do the existing programs meet the statutory requirements of universal service?

Specifically in regard to the DDTP, which is the only Public Program that I have substantial knowledge of, I believe there are significant areas where the DDTP does not meet the statutory requirements set in California legislation for the Program. To wit, PU Code
2881.4 4(B) Authorize[s] the commission to enter into contracts for the provision of telecommunications services and equipment for deaf,

disabled, and hearing-impaired persons in a manner that protects and

enhances the current statewide infrastructure and coordinated

delivery of those services and equipment and includes a priority for

maintaining long-term continuity of program administration and

maximum involvement of the deaf and disabled community in program

governance.(italics added)

The Commission has utterly failed this element from its code.  Since the Commission, complicit with the Department of General Services and the Department of Finance, took over administrative control of the DDTP in July of 2003, ‘protecting’ and ‘enhancing’ the infrastructure has included an inability on several occasions to process equipment orders in time to prevent numerous back orders to consumers and postponement of planned marketing campaigns and an extremely slow implementation of the new relay system, CRSII, which contract awards were announced in January, 2003.  In nearly three years the Commission staff has been unable to effectively complete the transition to their administrative control, hire sufficient staff to manage the Program, or provide any platform for participation from the community other than the continuation of the advisory committees, who have also been banned from participating in joint planning with the CPUC.
The advisory committee was promised by the Commission staff that if they were unable to administer the program efficiently and effectively after a year that serious attention would be given to what it would take to return the Program to a better operating structure, but that promise was forgotten soon after it was made.
2. How can the Commission ensure that the public purpose programs are effective in reaching the right population?

Proper marketing and outreach.  For the DDTP, OneWorld Communications and CCAF have formed a positive partnership in designing campaigns that have been increasingly effective in raising pubic awareness and participation in the Program.  It is unfortunate that their efforts have been slowed by the process of submitting their proposed campaigns to Commission staff with no particular training or experience in the marketing field for approval.
3. How can the Commission provide information about the programs in an effective and timely manner?

The DDTP has been largely effective with its system of outreach specialists conducting events, field advisors counseling people in their homes, and advertising.  The website continues to be improved and literature is also available. 

4. How can the Commission improve the transparency of the programs?

For the DDTP, if the Commission staff would make a conscious effort to include its advisory committees and members of the community in its planning rather than working in secret a true partnership could be made and much time and effort could be saved. 

5. What changes, if any, should the Commission consider to improve program operations?
For the DDTP, the Commission needs to find a way to delegate the operations to its administrative contractor and beef up its oversight controls.  Right now, an understaffed Commission is responsible both for all administrative decisions and oversight, which creates a bottleneck in advancing program goals and a myopic overview of program operations.  The DDTP operated better when operated by the administrative committee with oversight by Commission staff. 

6. The Commission seeks ways to ensure that public purpose programs match the needs of the participants evolving with technology as appropriate. Does the current mechanism allow programs to keep pace with technological advancements to meet customer needs?

For the DDTP, as well as possibly ULTS, the current mechanism is wholly inadequate to keep pace with technological advancement.  Several technologies are today in common use by various segments of the deaf and disabled community that are only in the most tentative initial stages of acceptance by the Program, even though it is completely clear right now that these technologies offer significant benefit to consumers.  The understaffed Commission and budgetary fears have kept any serious attention from being paid to proven technologies that are currently years from acceptance in the current system.  
7. The Commission's public purpose programs should be fully technologically neutral. Do current programs achieve that goal? How can the exiting program be changed to assure technology neutrality?

For the DDTP, old habits die hard, and the technologies that have been accepted in the Program to date are the only ones given support.  Just getting a single piece of new technology approved, captioned telephone, took years, and the staff was so hesitant and leery of potential costs they only would approve for further trial something that has been fully approved by equipment programs in dozens of other states.  If field testing and cost analyses are required before equipment is approved the Commission needs to get them under way immediately.  The Commission needs to be more proactive in adding new technology whenever appropriate.
8. How can the Commission improve the programs in such a way that they are more responsive to technology, market and regulatory changes?

For the DDTP, the Commission has been authorized to contract out for the provision of the goods and services of the Program by AB 1734 (2002), and, rather than attempt to do what it is inadequately staffed to administer, would be much better served by centralizing the operations of the Program with a single contract administrator and adding such oversight controls over that administrator as are necessary to ensure responsible use of State funds.  As things stand now, too many state agencies and too many Commission divisions are involved with the operation of the Program and there is no single point of responsibility or responsiveness to the needs of the community.
9. The Commission is committed to establishing programs that are consistent with federal policies and support federal programs. As we stated in our 2006 Workplan, we would "Coordinate with federal requirements to ensure public support for the intended purpose, or at least, maximize participation in public purpose programs such as lifeline.45" What changes are needed to be consistent with federal rules and policies? 

K. DDTP Issues:

1. The goal of DDTP is to ensure that every eligible deaf, hearing impaired or disabled customer has access to the program service offerings. Does the current program have the potential to increase participation?
The statement of DDTP’s goal should probably say that it is to ensure that every consumer has access to the Program’s service and equipment offerings.  Certainly the Program has tremendous potential to increase participation, particularly as the Baby Boomer generation ages. 

2. Unlike the California Lifeline program, there is no income eligibility criteria required for DDTP benefits. 
Should the Commission consider implementing a means-tested eligibility requirement for DDTP participants?
Although I am not in favor of means testing, as long as Program funds were not expended there is probably nothing wrong in discussing it.  (For the rest of these questions I am going to presume that means testing is only being looked at for equipment, and not for eligibility to use relay.)
Would establishing means-tested requirement expand program participation or ensure greater benefits to those who are most in need?
I don’t see how.
 What are the pros and cons of means-testing?
The only potential ‘pro’ would be that if the Program budget were insufficient to cover demand that the most needy would still be able to get their equipment and services.  To date, this has not been a problem.    

 Would program participation drop if means-tested eligibility is instituted?
Almost certainly there would be a huge drop in Program participation, it would complicate the advertising and application process, and one of the ‘cons’ of instituting means testing would be that some people will be intimidated from applying despite their eligibility.

 Is means testing an efficient use of ratepayer funds?
Since employment within the disability community is notoriously low, anyway, it could cost more to maintain the administration of means testing verification than the Program would save.
3. The Commission is developing means-tested eligibility mechanisms for the California Lifeline program in compliance with federal regulations. Could similar mechanisms be applied to DDTP? For example, income eligibility could be based on the recently-adopted ULTS model which has shifted from income-based to program-based.
With ULTS, eligibility is automatic if one participates in certain programs, but for the DDTP, additional certification would still be required and, therefore, there would little if any savings for either the consumer or the state in using this method. 

4. The DDTP walk-in centers currently verify certifications of deafness, hard-of-hearing or disability. Should they also perform income eligibility for DDTP participants?
Based on what? 

5. How should we target DDTP marketing efforts to low-income groups so program benefits reach the population most in need of its services? Should the Commission consider using one of the upcoming marketing campaigns for this purpose?49
 More events within poor and rural communities would probably help.  A marketing campaign seems rather a blunt instrument to use to focus specifically on low-income consumers.
6. Because of the evolving nature of telecommunications technologies, new products and services emerge continuously that may better serve the deaf and disabled community, including new technologies being developed for the population at large which provide mobility, easy access and greater options. These advances have an even greater impact on DDTP participants since they enable the DDTP participants to conduct their personal and professional lives without a wireline connection or other cumbersome equipment. For example, many deaf and disabled participants are using services such as text messaging, or instant messaging to communicate instead of the more complicated systems like CRS or CapTel which are also less portable. The usage rate for service such as CRS is dropping because participants are finding the new services to be easier, faster and more accessible than the conventional services. In addition, new services are often cheaper and readily available at the nearest electronics store. Should the program be expanded to allow maximum choice when participants consider various equipments? If not, what limits should be put in place and why should they be put in place? 

Yes.
7. Is DDTP technology neutral?

As expanded above in question 7 of the Program Transparency and Statutory Requirements section, no.

8. What would be the potential for program budget increase if new technologies that may be more expensive and charges that are based on usage (for example, text messaging) are allowed?

Certain combinations of equipment and services could actually be cheaper that what is currently being provided.  The fee for text messaging per month may be substantially less that the same amount of communication by TTY Relay.  Other than this, I have no idea of the figures involved.
