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Putting aside the big budget issue, this Session of the Montana State Legislature has been fairly active on a number of policies that will benefit telecommunications providers and customers.  Of the more than 2,200 bill drafts requested this Session, more than 1,300 were actually introduced.  And of those, about 175 either directly or indirectly affected telecommunications companies and their consumers.  And of those 175 introduced bills that had some affect on telecommunications, more than 30 have become law.

Here’s a summary of some of the new telecommunications policy that made it, or did not make it, though the legislative process.

HB 641 has been enacted.  It will ensure that telecommunications companies compensate each other for the calls they deliver to one another.  While this isn’t directly a consumer issue, the fact that Montana’s local phone companies now can be compensated for services they previously have not been paid for will mean that millions of dollars of revenue will flow to Montana that can be used for additional investment and employment opportunities in our state.

HB 580 also has been enacted, giving the Montana Public Service Commission authority to conduct expedited dispute resolution proceedings that will enable local phone companies to avoid costly and lengthy court battles.  Again, this may not seem like a consumer issue, but it is, when you consider that more efficient government correlates to more efficient service and more cost-effective rates.

Another bill that has become law is HB 479.  This bill will help reduce the ugly practices known as slamming and cramming.  Slamming is when your long distance carrier is changed without your permission.  Cramming is when other charges mysteriously appear on your bill.  HB 479 gives the Public Service Commission authority to chase down companies that place unauthorized charges on your phone bill.  

A number of bills failed to make it through the Legislative process; and generally speaking, that’s a good thing.  For example, one bill, SB 215, would have imposed a $1 fee on each foot of utility line in the state.  There are more than 36,000 miles of utility lines that would be affected.  That’s more than 190 million feet of line.  You can do the math.  The bill effectively was a huge tax increase that would have shown up on your utility bills.

Another bill that failed was SB 198.  This bill would have allowed counties to regulate placement or construction of wireless telecommunications towers.  While this may sound like a good idea, the fact is that wireless facilities already are regulated by federal laws and regulations.  This bill would have added an additional barrier to building out wireless networks in the face of constantly growing public demand for more, not less, wireless service.  So while consumers are clamoring for better wireless coverage, this bill would have gone in precisely the opposite direction.

And speaking of federal rules, the Federal Trade Commission and the Federal Communications Commission both are developing rules to establish a national “Do Not Call” list on which consumers can register their phone numbers.  Telemarketers will be required to consult the list, and not call numbers that appear on the list.  Several bills were introduced and heard in the Legislature that were aimed at the same objective.  So far, the Legislature has not passed any of them, reasoning that the federal rules suffice.  

Another bill that failed to pass was SB 175.  This bill would have prohibited the use of cell phones while driving a vehicle.  Again, this may sound like a reasonable proposal, but the fact is that cell phone use is way down the list of problems that lead to automobile accidents.  The leading factor in accidents, according to the Virginia Department of Motor Vehicles, is rubbernecking, in which drivers stare at other crashes, vehicles, or traffic.  This leads to 16% of accidents.  Other factors include driver fatigue (12%), looking at scenery or landmarks (10%), passenger or child distractions (9%) and drivers adjusting radios or CDs (7%).  The Legislature reasoned that singling out cell phone use, in the face of other driver distractions may have been a solution in search of a problem.

This is just a small sampling of the many bills passed or failed that would affect our lives as telecommunications consumers.  Generally speaking, the Legislature did a good job of separating the wheat from the chaff.

