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Good afternoon, Judge Galvin and Commissioner Duque.





The Office of Ratepayer Advocates has participated in the five previous PPHs in this application and has listened thoughtfully to all comments brought forward. However, I’ve been participating in these types of rate proceedings for thirteen years now and have reached the point of dismay with this particular application.





I am dismayed by Pacific Bell’s tactics in the public hearings of trotting out their working class DA operators to tell how hard they work and to plead for their jobs, to plead in this specific rate application to keep their jobs in California.





In Sacramento on November 30th one operator explained that she had ‘served’ 1200 plus customers that day, and then the next operator said she was counselor, advisor and friend to the people who called for information, and was a part of the community. 





These operators do work hard, but the service is not the same as it was a few years ago, not through any fault of the employees themselves. Twelve hundred plus calls a day means about 20 seconds a call, hardly enough time to counsel or befriend. Center consolidation means when you call 411 you are no longer likely to be talking with someone very familiar with your local area. Automated greetings and recorded number messages de-personalize the process – and they save money and make things more efficient. 





And if jobs leave California it is because of corporate policy, not because of a single failed application for a rate increase for a service ORA believes to be already priced above cost and contributing to profits.





Further, when it merged with SBC just two short years ago, Pacific Bell promised more jobs in California, not fewer, and it promised not to take existing jobs out of state. The pleas we have heard from these employees are more about SBC’s plans than any Commission decision in this or any other discrete rate proceeding.





If SBC thinks it can increase profits by moving jobs to some state where the utility commission has no obligation to ensure that rates are just and reasonable, as this Commission does, then that is its prerogative. It is also an abdication of the public trust in this case, and yet another broken promise in the wake of the SBC merger.





What matters in this rate proceeding is whether or not Pacific Bell is financially required to raise the rate for DA, an element of basic service, in order to meet its overall costs of operation. The proposed maximum price of $1.10 and even the proposed interim ceiling of $.50 far exceed Pacific’s cost of providing this service. And the promises we have heard from Pacific that it will not raise the rate to $1.10 are empty. It is unprecedented that a carrier comes before the CPUC asking for a maximum price above an interim ceiling for a Category II service. 





Carriers request the rates they want to charge. The clear purpose of requesting a rate above the ceiling is to forego regulatory oversight when the next increase is implemented. Pacific Bell is simply streamlining the process and tailoring it to its needs. Why come before the Commission twice if you can do it once?





Finally, and most importantly, any increase to DA rates effects universal service subsidies for all carriers and it poses the issue of increased surcharges to ratepayers to fund any increased subsidy needs. DA is part of basic service, period. It is not a competitive service. If dialing 411 was the same as dialing 10-10-200, if that was a level playing field, then Pacific wouldn’t be so vehemently opposing intraLATA equal access right now for local toll calls. 





Pacific’s 411 product is not the same as national DA with call completion provided by MCI, for example. Pacific is proposing its own national DA product with a $.95 interim price and a maximum of $1.10 per call, which compares to MCI’s product priced at $.99, including call completion, which Pacific does not offer on national DA. 411 is local directory assistance, and Pacific Bell is the only game in town.





Affordable basic service is jeopardized, as so many members of the public have so eloquently stated, if these rates go up. 





The standard of just and reasonable rate-setting and the Commission’s policy of supporting universal service require that Pacific present a compelling cost justification for these proposed increases, not a public relations parade.





ORA believes there is no such justification and that California’s monopoly local service customers should not have to pay unjustified prices for basic service in order to pad Pacific Bell and SBC’s war chest.





ORA urges the Commission to deny the rate increase requests in this application. 


Thank you.
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