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November 21, 2005
Greg Jergeson
Chairman
Montana Public Service Commission

P.O. Box 202601

Helena, MT 59620-2601

Re:    Telecommunications Service Standards
Dear Chairman Jergeson:

As you know, there was widespread opposition to the most recent draft of the Commission’s service quality rules.  This opposition does not mean, however, that parties necessarily are opposed in principle to improvements to those rules. With all due respect for the Commission and its staff, we would like to share our assistance and expertise with that of the Commission in developing future revisions to telecommunications service quality standards that are meaningful in the context of today’s modern, intramodal and intermodal telecommunications market.


A month or so prior to this letter, the Commission determined it would not adopt proposed, amended telecommunications service quality rules.  In our view, the Commission simply recognized that the process had grown stale and that important circumstances had changed since the rules were first proposed, such as the fact that all ETCs would now be subject to the rules.  Further, the Commission couldn’t help noticing that the proposed rules were opposed by virtually every potentially affected party.   Indeed, even the party charged with representing the public’s interests in such matters (the Montana Consumer Counsel) remained largely inactive in this docket.


In delaying the adoption of new telecommunications standards, the Commission did, however, express a near-term commitment to adopting service quality rules to replace its current (admittedly outdated) rules.  As the Commission considers potential amendments to its telecommunications service standards, we unequivocally believe we can contribute positively to the process.  We are fully committed to providing the highest possible service quality to our customers.  Provision of quality service not only conforms to our historic dedication to serving the public interest, it is also a key component of our business strategy to attract new subscribers and maintain existing ones in an increasingly competitive market.  
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We appreciate having been allowed to participate in previous discussions with PSC staff resulting in agreement that the existing rules were in need of revision.  Those discussions, however, began long ago (before the new millennium) and literally years have passed between then and now.  The telecommunications environment has changed significantly since 1998.  Therefore, if any new rules are to be effective, those industry changes must be taken into consideration.


One of the most effective ways to understand the changes in the industry is to refresh the record.  First, we respectfully recommend that the Commission initiate a data-gathering process by which a factual record can be developed pertaining to all telecommunications providers in Montana.  This would enable the Commission and affected parties to determine the extent to which service quality problems exist, where they are occurring most often, and where proposed remedies may be found.  Second, having gathered facts and analyzed the state of service quality in the market, we recommend re-establishing informal discussions with PSC staff, bringing together again a collaborative team to:


1) Re-examine the existing rules;


2) Discuss their relevance;

3) Identify the current industry players and how their unique business realities interact with the existing rules (examples include: whether jurisdictional issues affecting a particular type of carrier preclude the application of the rule, or whether the technology utilized by the particular carrier precludes strict compliance with the rule);


4) Examine the nature of current service quality problems and issues;

5) Specifically identify which existing rules and which newly proposed rules are appropriate; and finally
6) Work to gain consensus on the best approach to adopting rules that address those issues. 


MITS, MTA, and all Montana’s rural telecommunications carriers are committed to cooperating with the Commission as it works toward rule revisions that are generally acceptable and pertinent to consumers, the PSC and the industry.


 We look forward to working together with you in an open collaborative process that results in proposed rule revisions that not only “clean up” old standards but also clearly address the operational realities of today’s telecommunications carriers in Montana.  
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Please let us know the best time to begin the next round of discussions with you and your staff.






Sincerely,






Michael C. Strand, CEO and General Counsel





Montana Independent Telecommunications Systems

Filed with the Montana Public Service Commission with the concurrence of


Geoff Feiss, General Manager, Montana Telecommunications Association

and the Montana rural carriers identified below:

3 Rivers Communications

Blackfoot Telephone Cooperative, Inc.

Central Montana Communications, Inc.

CenturyTel

Frontier Communications

Hot Springs Telephone Company, Inc.

InterBel Telephone Cooperative, Inc.

Lincoln Telephone Company, Inc.

Mid-Rivers Communications

Nemont Telephone Cooperative, Inc.

Northern Telephone Cooperative, Inc.

Project Telephone Company, Inc.

Range Telephone Cooperative, Inc.

Ronan Telephone Company

Southern Montana Telephone Company

Triangle Telephone Cooperative Association, Inc.

cc:  Montana Consumer Counsel 






