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I.

INTRODUCTION
The California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC or California) submits these

comments in response to the Federal Communications Commission’s (Commission or
FCC) March 31, 2020 Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) proposing forbearance of
ex ante pricing regulation and tariffing of five interstate telephone access charges
assessed on local telephone service. 1 The proposal would mainly impact Incumbent local
exchange carriers (ILECs) and rate-of-return small local exchange carriers (rate-of-return
carriers) who are subject to these tariffing and pricing regulations. 2 The CPUC does not
support forbearance because of the impacts on rate-of-return carriers and on customer
billing transparency. These comments address some, but not all, of the issues raised by
the NPRM. Silence on any issue should not be construed as agreement or disagreement.
The CPUC reserves the right to comment further in the reply round.
II.

IMPACTS TO CALIFORNIA’S RATE-OF-RETURN CARRIERS.
The NPRM proposes to detariff and deregulate the interstate access charges noting

that many states have already adopted “retail rate flexibility for the intrastate portion of
local voice services.” 3 It correctly cites California as having “eliminated pricing
regulation for all local exchange services that do not receive state high-cost support.” 4
The NPRM goes on to note that a variety of regulations of local intrastate voice exist
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The five charges are Subscriber Line Charge, Access Recovery Charge, Presubscribed Interexchange
Carrier Charge, Line Port Charge, and Special Access Surcharge.
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among the states and asks for information on the impacts of its detariffing and
deregulating proposal.
For California, the proposal fails to account for rate-of-return carriers subject to
CPUC regulation. There are 10 rate-of-return carriers 5 in California that receive state
high-cost support and serve households and businesses totaling approximately 52,000
access lines. 6 Such carriers do not have the rate flexibility to combine the interstate
access charges with local intrastate basic service rates without requesting such approval
through a time-consuming formal proceeding. Such a proceeding would be in addition to
and “out of cycle” with these carriers’ general rate cases in which the CPUC reviews and
approves intrastate basic rates, among other items, every five years. Hence, the
detariffing proposal will cause considerable burden on the carriers and on the state to
implement detariffing if forbearance is granted.

III.

IMPACTS TO TRANSPARENCY OF CUSTOMER BILLING.
The NPRM advocates for transparency and simplification, claiming that telephone

bills are currently too complicated and difficult to read and understand. 7 It proposes to
prohibit carriers from listing the interstate access charges as separate line items after
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detariffing. The NPRM posits that actual benefits of this proposal could be estimated by
referring to situations where price declines like those in other industries resulted because
consumers were better able to compare prices. It cites an example of premium reductions
in life insurance policies. We question whether an argument justified through this crossindustry comparison has reasonable merit.
The NPRM concludes that access charges should not have a place on consumers’
phone bills, while asking for suggestions about how to minimize customer confusion
regarding telephone phone bills during the transition to price deregulation and detariffing
of access charges. 8 The CPUC asserts that consumers have the right to know exactly
what items and how much for each item they are being charged for. The CPUC also
asserts that removing the access charges will decrease, rather than increase, transparency,
and possibly lead customers to believe that, while their respective total bills have
remained constant, they are no longer paying for access charges.
We also note that when the provisions of the 1996 Telecommunications Act were
enacted to foster local competition, the FCC mandated that separate access charges be
included on bills as a vehicle to promote transparency.9 Removing telephone access
charges from customer billing decreases transparency by hiding charges within local
rates, undermining customer interests and protections as Commissioner O’Rielly noted. 10
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However, if the FCC adopts detariffing and deregulation, it should require carriers
to inform customers of the change to their bills, and provide adequate time to do so, well
in advance of the effective change date.
IV.

CONCLUSION
The FCC should not grant forbearance of the interstate access charges. It would

unduly burden and complicate, not simplify, the local service rates for rate-of-return
carriers that receive state high-cost support in California. Further, the NPRM’s proposal
to prohibit carriers from listing these charges on bills will decrease billing transparency,
rather than increase it. If the FCC implements any changes to access charges on
customer billing, the FCC should require customers to be noticed and educated on the
changes to avoid confusion.
Respectfully submitted,
AROCLES AGUILAR
HELEN M. MICKIEWICZ
KIMBERLY J. LIPPI
/s/ KIMBERLY J. LIPPI
KIMBERLY J. LIPPI
Attorneys for the
California Public Utilities Commission

July 6, 2020

505 Van Ness Avenue
San Francisco, California 94102
Telephone: (415) 703-5822
Email: kimberly.lippi@cpuc.ca.gov

4

