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March 14, 2007

Honorable Bill Diamond, Senate Chair

Honorable Stan Gerzofsky, House Chair

Joint Standing Committee on Criminal Justice and Public Safety

Augusta, Maine 04333


Re:
LD 676, An Act to Implement the Recommendations of the Task 

Force to Study Maine’s Homeland Security Needs

Dear Senator Diamond and Representative Gerzofsky:


This letter offers responses from the Public Utilities Commission (Commission) to comments made during the public hearing on LD 676, An Act to Implement the Recommendations of the Task Force to Study Maine’s Homeland Security Needs.  

First, other speakers commented that the Commission should provide the potential effect that the terms of Sections 3 and 4 of LD 676 would exert on Maine’s Universal Service Fund (“MUSF”).  The question was prompted by the fact that the terms of Sections 3 and 4 would provide funding from the MUSF for radio devices and two-way pagers for hard-of-hearing individuals and would remove the cap that currently exists on such funding.

In our written testimony on LD 676, we provided such information.  We summarize and expand upon the information here.  We note that the Commission has jurisdiction over, and expertise in, the operation and funding of the MUSF.  However, we have no independent knowledge of the costs of the devices targeted in LD 676 or the number of persons likely to obtain them, and thus obtained information from entities more knowledge than ourselves  In summary:  
Annual cost per device:     $700

Current level of the MUSF:  $9,000,000

Monthly charge to a typical residential customer to fund the MUSF:  $0.68

Potential annual cost for the program: at least $3,000,000

Increase in monthly residential bill to fund the proposed program:  $0.23


Second, the statement was made that the two-way pagers could be funded through federal sources.  We are not aware that the emergency alert telecommunication service is eligible for federal funding or, if so, whether federal funding exists at a level adequate to support the program. The Commission urges the Committee to further investigate these questions. 

Finally, the MUSF is funded by Maine’s telephone utilities and thus by their ratepayers.  In previous years, when the Legislature has considered whether to increase MUSF support for public programs, the Public Utilities Commission has taken the position that it is the Legislature’s prerogative to decide how best to spend the public’s money.  We take the same position in our testimony on LD 676. 


Thank you for considering these additional comments regarding LD 676.  The Commission will be happy to answer any additional questions that the Committee may have.   








Sincerely,








Chris Simpson,








Legislative Liaison 

Public Utilities Commission   

cc:
Members of the Criminal Justice and Public Safety Committee


Members of the Utilities and Energy Committee


Marion Hylan Barr, OPLA


Lucia Nixon, OPLA

� Derivation: cost of the device: $400; monthly service charge: $40, life expectancy; 2 years.


� Note: cost varies with the level of the telephone bill. The assessment is 1.35% of the telephone charges.


� Derivation: annual cost per device: $700; number of D/deaf or Hard-of-Hearing persons: 100,000; possible number eligible for the program: 19,000; assumption of “take rate”:25%. The take rate of 25% may be a very conservative estimate.  The proposed expansion of the emergency alert telecommunications service could significantly increase its attractiveness and result in a substantially higher take rate which, in turn would substantially increase the cost of the program.
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