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May 10, 2007

Honorable Philip Bartlett, Senate Chair

Honorable Lawrence Bliss, House Chair

Joint Standing Committee on Utilities and Energy

Augusta, Maine 04333

Re:
LD 536, An Act to Promote Efficiency in the Use of the Communications Equipment Fund
Dear Senator Bartlett and Representative Bliss:

The Public Utilities Commission (Commission) takes a position neither for nor against LD 536, An Act to Promote Efficiency in the Use of the Communications Equipment Fund.  LD 536 would amend portions of Titles 26 and 35-A relating to programs that assist deaf and hard-of-hearing persons to obtain telecommunications equipment and services.  Section 1 of the LD 536 would amend current law to allow the Communications Equipment Fund to pay for costs incurred by the Division of Deafness to administer the fund.  Section 2 of the bill would expand the technology covered by discounts available under emergency alert telecommunications service.  Section 3 would increase the funding available for communications equipment purposes and make a corresponding decrease in funding in the discount program for emergency alert telecommunication services.  The net result is that the total amount available to the Communications Equipment Fund remains unchanged.  
The Communications Equipment Fund is created in 26 M.R.S.A. subsection 1419-A (2) (attached).  Subsection 1419-A (6) is entitled “emergency alert telecommunications service” and provides that discounts that are paid for out of the Communications Equipment Fund.  The Communications Equipment Fund is supported by funds from the Maine Universal Service Fund (MUSF) pursuant to 35-A M.R.S.A. subsection 7104 (5) (attached).  

The Commission notes that LD 536 is one of three bills submitted during this Legislative Session that would expand existing programs that aid deaf and hard-of-hearing persons to obtain telecommunications services and that are funded through the MUSF.  The other two bills (LD 1055, An Act to Establish the Hearing Assistance Program for Low-income Persons who are Elderly or Disabled and Sections 3 and 4 of LD 676, An Act to Implement the Recommendations of the Task Force to Study Maine’s Homeland Security Needs) were initially referred to other Committees.  All three bills propose to amend the same sections in existing law, but in different ways.  Unlike LD 536, LD 676 and LD 1055 would have significant impacts on the MUSF.  Attached to this testimony are copies of the Commission’s testimony on these two other bills.  The Commission urges you to carefully consider the overlapping issues and the potentially significant impact of these three bills would have on the MUSF.

Section 7104 of Title 35-A is entitled “Affordable telephone service” and provides the statutory basis for the MUSF.   Subsection 7104(1) provides that the Commission “shall require telephone utilities to participate in statewide outreach programs designed to increase the number of low-income telephone customers on the network through increased participation in any universal service program approved by the commission.”  Subsection 7104(2) requires the Commission to “ensure that similar telecommunications services are available to consumers throughout all areas of the State at reasonably comparable rates.”

Among other things, section 7104 requires the Commission to review the telecommunications needs of Maine’s consumers and establish a level of support required to meet those needs.  Section 7104 also authorizes the Commission to require providers of intrastate telecommunications services to contribute to the MUSF in an amount required to meet those needs. 

In recent years, the Legislature has allocated funding from the MUSF to support activities that it determined to be consistent with the purposes specified in section 7104.  These activities include the Communications Equipment Fund and support for the emergency alert telecommunications service (subsection 7104(5)), support for public-interest pay phones (subsection 7104(6)) and support for telecommunications relay services (subsection 7104(7)).

The current level of the MUSF is approximately $9,000,000 which is supported by a surcharge of 1.35% Mainers’ instate telephone bills.  This surcharge would be $0.68 on a monthly residential telephone bill of $50.   
I am happy to try answer to any questions the Committee may have about LD 536.  The Commission will also be present at the work session to assist the Committee in its consideration of the bill.







Sincerely,







Chris Simpson







Legislative Liaison

Attachments
cc:
Members of the Utilities and Energy Committee


Lucia Nixon, Legislative Analyst
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