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Currently before the Commission’s consideration is the future of captioned telephone service in Pennsylvania.  Captioned telephone service is a form of telephone relay service that uses a voice recognition mechanism and a captioning telephone to display the user’s conversation almost simultaneously with the user’s spoken words to the called party.  Ultratec®, in partnership with AT&T as Pennsylvania’s certificated Telephone Relay Service (TRS) provider, has been providing its form of captioned telephone service known as CapTel™ on a trial basis to almost 200 consumers since May 2003.  Initially the Commission approved a 9-month trial of CapTel™ which was subsequently extended for three months in January 2004 and for another three months in April 2004.  The CapTel™ trial is currently scheduled to conclude on July 31, 2004.  

Today, Staff makes two recommendations regarding the CapTel™ trial and the long-term future of captioned telephone service.  First, Staff recommends that the Commission extend the existing trial for an additional six months from August 1, 2004 to January 31, 2005.  Staff’s second recommendation is that during the trial’s six month extension, a formal investigation be initiated to examine the possibility of continuing captioned telephone service in Pennsylvania at the end of the trial period and any extensions.  While I support Staff’s second recommendation with some minor qualifications, additional information is needed before the Commission can make a decision regarding Staff’s first recommendation.
Six Month Extension of Current Ultratec® CapTel™ Technology Trial

While some of the current CapTel™ users have shared with us their positive experiences regarding CapTel™, the benefit to consumers of continuing the trial for an additional six months needs to be balanced against this Commission’s duty to ensure fiscal responsibility for ratepayer money.  Staff’s proposed six-month continuation of the current CapTel™ trial is dependent on funding from the TRS surcharge which is a line-item on the landline telephone bills of all Pennsylvania residential and business consumers.  This Commission has repeatedly demonstrated its intent to ensure fiscal responsibility regarding the TRS program.  For example, in May 2003, the Commission initiated an audit of the underlying program budget and expenditures for the TRS fund to ensure their appropriateness.  Further, in May 2004, the Commission reduced the TRS surcharge on residential lines from $0.08 to $0.07 and from $0.17 to $0.13 per access line effective July 1, 2004.  

Staff recommends that the trial be extended another six months and that funding continue to be covered by the TRS surcharge.  However, the recent recalculation of the TRS surcharge in May 2004 did not account for the continuation of this CapTel™ trial.  Further, the Commission was not presented with any alternate funding options.  For example, is there a possibility that either the current trial users or some other funding mechanism (such as the The National Exchange Carrier Association) could pay some portion of the expenses associated with the use of CapTel™?  Additionally, the possibility of extending the trial for shorter timeframes was not addressed.  Finally, no information regarding Ultratec®’s willingness or cost to continue the trial on a six month basis has been provided.  

Since the current CapTel™ trial does not expire until July 31, 2004, this Commission should carefully consider the costs and ramifications of any extension of the trial.  Based on Staff’s presentation of this further information and any other relevant materials, we can make an informed decision and issue an appropriate Secretarial Letter by the end of July 2004 about the viability of extending the CapTel™ trial.  Our decision regarding any possible extension will not affect our investigation into the long-term provisioning of captioned telephone service in Pennsylvania as discussed further below.
Investigation Regarding Continuation of Captioned Telephone Service 
Upon Conclusion of the Ultratec® CapTel™ Technology Trial


Irrespective of our decision regarding the continuation of the current CapTel™ trial beyond July 31, 2004 for a transitional period, Staff recommends that we initiate a formal investigation to determine the feasibility of providing captioned telephone service in Pennsylvania on a going forward basis.  I support this recommendation because in addition to the issue of funding, we also need information regarding the status of captioned telephone service technology in the industry and the legal status of providing this service.  I recommend that Staff’s current recommendation be clarified as follows. 


First, in addition to the questions for consideration set forth in Staff’s recommendation, I would like interested parties and Staff’s recommendation to the Commission to address the following: 
· Regarding the issue of the equipment needed to provide captioned telephone service, what are the costs associated with the equipment which is currently being provided free of charge by Ultratec®?  What is the anticipated take-rate for the equipment if captioned telephone service were to be offered for the long-term?  Would the captioned telephone equipment qualify for distribution under the Telephone Device Distribution Program (TDDP)?  If so, should it be paid for through the TDDP or should consumers be required to purchase it themselves?  Of the anticipated take-rate, how many consumers would qualify to receive the equipment under the TDDP program?

· On the issue of funding captioned telephone service for the long-term, are there any other potential funding mechanisms available?  Also, how will funding of interstate calls be handled if the captioned telephone service is continued for the long-term?  
· Other states, such as Washington
 and Maryland, have provided trialed captioned telephone service.  The Commission should be made aware of any information about the experience of other states including whether or not these states have extended their trials or have decided to provide long-term captioned telephone service.  
· Evaluations were solicited from participants in the CapTel trial program and 20% of  these respondents reported difficulties with the service such as garbled text and disconnects.  How have the difficulties expressed by the current users been addressed and how will they be remedied if captioned telephone service is continued?  

Second, the Commission needs to ensure that the investigation about the long-term provisioning of captioned telephone service proceeds in a timely manner.  Therefore, Staff should provide the Commission with a recommendation in October 2004 so that the Commission can target a final resolution of this matter for November 2004.  This timeframe will give interested parties and the Commission time to decide the best course of action regarding the long-term viability of captioned telephone service in Pennsylvania.  As a matter of great importance to the Commonwealth, I look forward to continuing to learn about captioned telephone technology and its ramifications for all Pennsylvanians so that we can find a way to fulfill our goal of best serving the public interest.  
THEREFORE, I MOVE THAT:


1.
The Bureau of Fixed Utility Services, in conjunction with Law Bureau and Counsel to the TRS Advisory Board, present a recommendation to the Commission as soon as possible that addresses the issues in this Motion regarding an extension of the current CapTel™ Trial so the Commission can issue an appropriate Secretarial Letter prior to July 31, 2004.

2.
The Bureau of Fixed Utility Services, in conjunction with Law Bureau and Counsel to the TRS Advisory Board, commence an investigation into the long-term viability of captioned telephone service culminating in a recommendation for the Commission’s consideration in October 2004.

3.
The Bureau of Fixed Utility Services, in conjunction with Law Bureau and Counsel to the TRS Advisory Board prepare an Order consistent with this Motion for publication in the July 10, 2004 edition of the Pennsylvania Bulletin. 

4.
Copies of the Order shall be served on all jurisdictional local service providers, the Office of Consumer Advocate, the Office of Small Business Advocate, the Pennsylvania Telephone Association, the TRS Advisory Board and Ultratec®.
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� For more information regarding Washington’s experience see http://www1.dshs.wa.gov/mediareleases/2004/pr04038.shtml





