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OPENING COMMENTS OF THE OFFICE OF RATEPAYER ADVOCATES 

I. INTRODUCTION

The November 15, 2001 Assigned Commmissioner’s Ruling Setting Workshop On Advisory Board Membership Issues And Addressing Process and Schedule For Resolving Other Outstanding Issues (ACR) asks parties to respond to three questions regarding universal service fund advisory boards.  ORA provides its Comments below.

II. ISSUES

1. Should The Commission Establish A Budget Reserve For The California High Cost Fund-A And High Cost Fund-B Administrative Committees And The California Teleconnect Fund Administrative Committee?


ORA does not take a position on this issue at this time.  However, the issue of whether a budget reserve should be established should include other universal service fund administrative committees including Universal Lifeline Telephone Service Trust (ULTS)-Administrative Committee, ULTS-Marketing Board, Payphone Service Providers Committee (PSPC) and, if appropriate, the Deaf and Disabled Telecommunications Programs (DDTP) Administrative Committee.  This issue is heavily linked with the overall process for developing budgets for each of the universal service funds, which is a statutory responsibility of the advisory boards.  Given the magnitude of the dollars now under the administrative oversight of the Commission and the role and responsibility of the advisory boards for developing budgets annually and tracking them through monthly financials provided by Commission staff, ORA recommends that the Commission direct the appropriate Commission staff to develop written guidelines as soon as possible on the process that the advisory boards are to use to develop their budget projections.  Included in this process should be both definition and description of any budgetary reserve.  Additionally, the Commission should direct that monthly financial data be provided to board members on a disaggregated basis comparable to that required in the budget process to ensure that the advisory boards can track overall program expenditures and anticipate any required changes in surcharge.

2. Should The Commission Establish A Schedule For Financial And Compliance Audits Of The California High Cost Fund-A And High Cost Fund B Administrative Committees And The California Teleconnect Fund Administrative Committee?

ORA does not take a position on this issue at this time.  However, as stated in response to Question 1, the issue of establishing a schedule of audits should also include other universal service fund committees including ULTS-AC, ULTS-MB, PSPC-AC and, although outside of the immediate scope of the ACR, the DDTP-AC.  

3. Should The Commission Adopt A Uniform Interest Rate For Late Payment Of Reimbursement And Carrier Claims By The Commission? 


ORA does not take a position on this issue at this time.

III. OTHER

ORA recommends that two transitional issues related to budgetary reserves in Question 1 and interest rates in Question 3 be clarified.  ORA notes that the fund balances in some of the universal service funds are far in excess of the program needs and is unclear whether some of these funds have ever been audited.  Also, if balance of funds, for whatever reason are in excess of program needs prior to October 1, 2001, interest is accrued to ratepayers.  ORA understands this may no longer be the case.  If interest is no longer earned, then ratepayers appear to be disadvantaged if budgetary reserves or fund balances are far in excess of program needs.  Similarly, ORA seeks clarification on any management fees which are paid and whether they are dependent on the magnitude of the budget reserves or other factors. 

IV. CONCLUSION

ORA looks forward to reviewing other parties’ opening comments and providing its recommendations on the above issues in its reply comments.
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