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I reluctantly support approval of this Twelfth annual recalculation of the Telecommunications Relays Service (TRS) surcharge adopted at today’s meeting.  I am very concerned that this Commission and its staff have, again, declined an opportunity to expressly require our service provider to develop and implement an effective Consumer Education Plan for TRS in Pennsylvania despite multiple requests for such a program over the past several years.

An effective Consumer Education Plan is critical to our TRS Program.  Our TRS Program is delivered by a sole source provider, currently AT&T Communications, Inc., that enables individuals to communicate with deaf and hard of hearing person.  Our TRS Program is funded by a monthly surcharge (TRS surcharge) imposed on Pennsylvania’s residential and commercial  customers.  

Today’s action on next year’s TRS surcharge provides the Commission with an ideal opportunity to resolve this interminable delay by requiring our service provider to develop a Pennsylvania Consumer Education Program on TRS. 

Neither the need nor the awareness of that need is new.  The Commission’s representatives on our TRS Advisory Board have heard multiple complaints over many years about the public’s lack of knowledge about our program.  These include multiple instances where the general public’s lack of awareness about our TRS Program shows up when a hearing person receives a TRS call.  Hearing persons often hang up thinking they are receiving a telemarketing call. Businesses that attempt to communicate with deaf and hard of hearing persons after a written communication complain of electronic noises not knowing that they need to use our tRS service to communicate.  

The Commission has yet to respond to this September 2000 letter pressing the Commission for a decision on a Consumer Education Plan after many years of discussion and inaction.  

Today’s decision approves a budget for the Department of Labor & Industry’s Office of Vocational Rehabilitation (OVR).  The OVR’s Telecommunications Device Distribution Program (TDDP) devotes over 12% of TDDP resources to a Public Relations/Education program.  

We still have no Consumer Education Plan to reach all Pennsylvanians.  

My October 2001 proposal  would fund a TRS Consumer Education Program of not more than $750,000 on an annual basis, using Pennsylvania money and Pennsylvania contractors, of which $250,000 would be used to contract for services from a minority contractor consistent with our own Policy Statement on Diversity.  

Today’s inaction continues the endless debate on the wisdom of a program, the funding for such a program, and the method to implement such a program.  

This Twelfth annual adjustment of our TRS surcharge does not address the issue of a TRS Consumer Education Plan.  The Commission’s Office of Communications must quickly conclude this interminable discussion of a Consumer Education Plan so that all Pennsylvanians are better educated about this essential telecommunications program.   

But, again, I think that any TRS Consumer Education Plan, paid for by Pennsylvania money, should be developed and implemented by Pennsylvania contractors. 
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