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August 5, 2005

Submitted Electronically
Mr. Timothy A. Peterson
Federal Communications Commission

Strategic Plan Comments

445 12th Street, S.W.

Room 7-C410

Washington, DC  20554

Re:
Strategic Plan Comments by Indiana Office of Utility Consumer Counselor
Dear Mr. Peterson:


Pursuant to Indiana Code §§ 8-1-1.1-1, et seq., the Indiana Office of Utility Consumer Counselor (“Indiana OUCC”) is the statutory representative of all Indiana utility ratepayers, consumers, and the public in state and federal regulatory or judicial proceedings that affect Indiana utility consumers.  In representing all utility ratepayers, the Indiana OUCC has a statutory responsibility to represent not just residential customers, but also the full spectrum of business, commercial and industrial customers.  Thus, the Indiana OUCC's responsibility is unusually broad - our concerns about the industry encompass all customer perspectives, from rural to urban, and from the basic single-line residential customer who cannot afford anything more to the largest and most sophisticated business customers.  The undersigned Deputy Consumer Counselor for Federal Affairs is also designated under Indiana statute to represent Indiana customers before the federal agencies in Washington.

The beginning of the term of a new FCC Chairman is a particularly appropriate time for all parties to step back and think about the appropriate roles of the Commission and state regulators.  
The Indiana OUCC appreciates the opportunity to review and comment on the Federal Communications Commission’s (“FCC” or “Commission”) new draft strategic plan for 2006-2011.  The Indiana OUCC submits these comments on behalf of all Indiana consumers of telecommunications services.


The Indiana OUCC is encouraged by the Commission’s stated goal to build alliances with state regulatory agencies like the Indiana OUCC.  Considering that some recent FCC decisions have had the effect of increasing centralization of certain telecommunications regulation at the federal level, and in light of the historic roles of state commissions and consumer advocates in being more directly accessible and responsible to consumer concerns, it is important for the FCC and state regulators to work together to assure that changes in telecommunications regulation do not leave behind our nation's consumers.  




Given the Indiana OUCC's mission of representing telecommunications customers, broadband and competition are the topics identified in the FCC's draft which fit most closely with the Indiana OUCC’s authorizing statute and mission.  We therefore submit the following comments for the Commission’s consideration in formulating its new 5-year strategic plan.
Broadband


The Indiana OUCC supports the Commission’s heightened emphasis on this important goal.  Broadband is the cutting edge of our nation’s technology policy, and an increasingly essential part of economic infrastructure.  It is critically important to make broadband widely available at reasonable prices.  But we must also remember that not all customers need or want such services.  The Indiana OUCC hopes the deployment of broadband will not be done at the expense of people and 
businesses that rely on basic telephone service to meet their telecommunications needs.

The Indiana OUCC looks forward to working with the FCC to make broadband more available to customers.  We are particularly encouraged by the Commission's affirmation in pursuing this goal that it will “work in partnership with state, local and tribal governments; consumer groups; and industry.” 
 


As a state agency that represents Indiana's utility customers, the Indiana OUCC welcomes the Commission’s stated desire to increase its interaction and communication with state agencies and customer groups.  The Indiana OUCC would like to see a strengthened network between the FCC, the Indiana OUCC, and other state agencies and their national organizations
 that work with telecommunications utility matters.  The Indiana OUCC looks forward to working with the Commission to achieve goals, share information, and foster a stronger working relationship with Commission staff.  


Since the FCC does not have a field office in Indiana, the Indiana OUCC hopes to find increased ways to communicate with the Commission and its staff via telephone/video conferencing and e-mail, but also to find increased opportunities to meet with FCC staff in person on a more frequent basis.  The Indiana OUCC therefore welcomes the Commission’s recognition that it “must . . .  maintain ongoing relationships with regulators across the country . . .  ”
  With the recent appointment of Chairman Martin and the appointment of a new head of our agency, Susan L. Macey, the Indiana OUCC looks forward to opportunities to further develop this relationship.

Competition


The Indiana OUCC believes in competition.  Real competition drives down prices, assures consistent service quality and responsiveness to customer needs, and spurs innovative new service offerings which help encourage economic growth.  But the reality to date is that development of competition in the telecommunications industry has been disappointing.  The cornerstones of fostering competition are to provide a level playing field and to ensure the dissemination of customer information, consultation and remedies.  

The Indiana OUCC hopes the Commission will take seriously the shortcomings of existing market conditions in its various proceedings, but the Indiana OUCC also hopes the FCC will make itself more available to customers and act on their behalf to remedy problems over which states have either been preempted from exercising jurisdiction under federal law or otherwise are unable to address.  In areas where states are no longer permitted to protect telecommunications customers, it is important for the FCC to be extra-vigilant in responding to customer complaints and otherwise safeguarding customer interests.  The Indiana OUCC offers its assistance to the FCC, but also requests that the FCC prepare for a likely onslaught of customer complaints of all kinds in the wake of wider FCC involvement in areas traditionally regulated by the states.  The OUCC further requests special vigilance as to ordinary consumers.  Basic services for ordinary consumers are frequently the least sought-after and could end up as least likely to benefit from competition.  The OUCC hopes the problems of everyday consumers are not lost in the largeness and complexity of the FCC.

The Indiana OUCC looks forward to the development of a robust market across all geographical areas and all market segments, where multiple service providers compete for customers' business.  But for such a market to work, customers need access to uniform, reliable, current information on telephone service plans, contract terms, carrier compliance with minimum service quality requirements, the number and nature of customer complaints made against specific carriers, and available service bundles and pricing options.  Only with that basic information will customers be properly armed to make intelligent, informed telecommunications choices that best meet individual customer needs.  The Indiana OUCC hopes that it and the FCC can work together to achieve these competitive goals.    


The Commission states that it “shall continue to monitor trends in consumer complaints and coordinate with state and other federal agencies in an effort to identify marketplace practices that negatively affect competition.”
  The Indiana OUCC welcomes the opportunity for such coordination with the FCC to advance competition and expected customer benefits.  However, Indiana is not geographically connected to the FCC.  None of the FCC’s three Regional Offices, none of its sixteen District Offices, and none of its nine Resident Agent Offices are located in Indiana.  Additionally, no one from the FCC’s Intergovernmental Advisory Committee specifically represents the interests of Indiana telecommunications consumers.  The Indiana OUCC looks forward to attempting to bridge these shortcomings in order to work closely with the FCC in the future to ensure that telecommunications customers in Indiana and elsewhere receive any consumer protections they need.  We welcome and invite the FCC to think about better ways to share information with the Indiana OUCC and other state regulatory authorities, and we look forward to any suggestions the FCC may have about what the Indiana OUCC and other state agencies can provide to give the FCC a better understanding of telecommunication markets and consumer needs in Indiana and other states.
FCC Coordination with States Agencies

Because the FCC’s strategic plan does not contain specific actions it plans to take to reach its overarching goals, the Indiana OUCC offers the following suggested actions that can bring the FCC closer to meeting the initiatives established in its 2006-2011 strategic plan.
•  
Increase the exchange of information on consumer complaints between state and federal agencies, perhaps by creating an interface between consumer complaint databases maintained by the FCC and other interested state agencies.

•  
Seek out opportunities for state regulatory agencies and their national organizations to host visits from FCC staff to discuss issues of concern and to share other telecommunications related ideas and information.

 •  
Update the FCC’s website to make it more user-friendly for customers and state regulators.  While the Indiana OUCC is pleased that so much information is available on the FCC's website, it is frequently difficult to find specific information related to particular dockets.  In addition, readily identifying appropriate FCC contact persons for each issue would also be very helpful.   

•
Encourage state agency representatives to visit the FCC or participate in conference calls with FCC staff to establish dialogues on telecommunications issues of common interest.
•  
Assign one or more FCC staff members as liaisons to state regulatory agencies, thereby providing a specific, single point of contact at the FCC for each state.  

•
Provide state regulatory agencies contact lists of FCC staff who specialize in specific areas.  When an issue relating to that person’s work arises at the state level, knowing who to talk to at the FCC should help facilitate state-federal coordination.

The Indiana OUCC is encouraged by the FCC's attempt to reach out to the states in its draft strategic plan, and we look forward to further cooperation with the FCC.
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Very truly yours,








Robert G. Mork, Esq.








Deputy Consumer Counselor for 







Federal Affairs
� See Page 6.  Similar language can be found on page 7, under Objective 5; on page 9, under Objective 2; and on page 10, under Additional Means and Strategies.


� For example, the Indiana OUCC is a member of the National Association of State Utility Consumer Advocates (NASUCA), an organization of 44 consumer advocates in 42 states and the District of Columbia.  NASUCA is a frequent participant in matters pending before the FCC.


�  Page 10.


� Page 10.  





�  I moved around these paragraphs.  Paragraph 2 and 4 were saying the same thing, so I combined them.  


�Deleted for Paragraph 2 and 4 consolidation.  This was not needed since Chairman Martin is mentioned on page 2.   


�I added this since I thought this was a good point NASUCA made.  I wanted to echo it.  
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