LD 1383 Testimony from MPUC
3
April 10, 2007

April 10, 2007
Honorable Philip Bartlett, Senate Chair

Honorable Lawrence Bliss, House Chair

Joint Standing Committee on Utilities and Energy

Augusta, Maine 04333


Re:
LD 1383, An Act to Enhance the Availability of Emergency 

Telephone Services
Dear Senator Bartlett and Representative Bliss:

The Public Utilities Commission (Commission) takes a position neither for nor against LD 1383, An Act to Enhance the Availability of Emergency Telephone Services.  LD 1383 would create a new section in Maine’s general telecommunications statutes entitled “Soft dial tone” that would require a local exchange carrier to continue to provide emergency 9-1-1 access to a residential customer premises after service to the premises has been disconnected.  

As you evaluate the merits of LD 1383 you need to consider (1) what the soft dial tone requirement is intended to accomplish and (2) whether the requirement would produce the desired result.  Presumably, the bill is intended to expand access to the E9-1-1 system in a predictable and reliable manner through the implementation of statewide soft dial tone.  There are, however, some limitations to soft dial tone that you need to keep in mind as you consider the bill.  Some of these limitations are discussed below.  

One fact to keep in mind is the current lack of uniformity regarding soft dial tone in Maine.  Some local exchange carriers currently provide soft dial tone and others do not.  Those local exchange carriers that do provide soft dial tone do not do so in a uniform way.  For instance, there are no standards for updating the Automatic Location Information (ALI) E9-1-1 database regarding soft dial tone records.   If the Committee decides to implement soft dial tone on a statewide basis, standards need to be adopted to ensure that the service is provided in a uniform way and that the integrity of the overall operation of the system is protected.

An important feature of the E9-1-1 system is the system’s call back capability.  Occasionally, an E9-1-1 calltaker or a dispatcher will need to contact the person who initiated the call.  This is typically done to verify information such as a location or address.  As noted above, many LECs in Maine do not currently provide soft dial tone.  Those LECs that do provide soft dial tone typically block incoming calls to lines with soft dial tone.  If incoming calls are blocked, there is no way for the E9-1-1 calltaker or dispatcher to initiate a callback to verify information.  This is an important feature that limits the nature of E9-1-1 service provided to a caller using a line with soft dial tone.

Soft dial tone may also have some unintended consequences that the Committee should consider as it evaluates LD 1383.  Every PSAP receives a wide range of 9-1-1 calls.  Most of the calls are the type of emergency call that the system was designed to handle.  However, the implementation of statewide soft dial tone may generate calls that are not of the typical emergency variety.  For instance, if a person’s service has been disconnected for non-payment and the person’s only telephone access to outside world is through E9-1-1 service provided by soft dial tone, it is possible that that person may call 9-1-1 for important, but non-emergency needs.  For example, such a person may dial 9-1-1, note that her baby is ill and request the calltaker to contact her doctor.  While the request may be compelling, it is not the kind of request the E9-1-1 system was designed to handle.  
Soft dial tone may also provide an opportunity for people so inclined to make nuisance 9-1-1 calls.  If a caller wants to make prank phone calls, and the phone can only connect with one number, the chances of nuisance calls going to that one number are greatly increased.  If such a caller were using a line with soft dial tone, those nuisance calls would all be going to the local PSAP.  These types of unintended consequences are not fatal to the soft dial tone concept, but they do need to be considered and, the extent possible, addressed in any implementation plan for statewide soft dial tone.
For the E9-1-1 system to work, it needs to be reliable and consistent.  If 
the Committee decides to create a soft dial tone requirement in Maine, it would be critical to adopt standards to ensure uniformity of access throughout the State and to deal, to the extent possible, with the types of unintended consequences discussed above.  The Commission believes the best way to accomplish this would be through rulemaking during which the Commission could gather information and develop a workable implementation plan.  

If the Committee decides to (1) go forward with LD 1383 and (2) direct the Commission to conduct a rulemaking to implement the soft dial tone requirement, there are two specific aspects of LD 1383 that the Commission recommends be removed from the bill and addressed in the Commission rule.  First, the Commission recommends that the notice requirements relating to soft dial tone be established by rule rather than by statute.  Input from interested parties in a rulemaking and experience from other states may support a different type of notice requirement than the one included at page 1 line 35 through page 2 line 2 of the bill.  The Commission therefore recommends that the notice requirement at page 1 line 35 through page 2 line 2 be deleted and replaced with the direction to the Commission to (1) adopt a rule to implement soft dial tone and (2) consider notice requirements in that rule.  Second, the Commission notes that the Maine E9-1-1 system is not capable of “non-enhanced” 9-1-1 emergency service.  The Commission therefore recommends that subsection 7109 (4)(B) at page 1, lines 27-30 be deleted from the bill.

The Commission would be happy to respond to any questions you may have about LD 1383 and looks forward to working with the Committee on this bill.







Sincerely,








Chris Simpson








Legislative Liaison

cc:
Members of the Utilities and Energy Committee


Lucia Nixon, Legislative Analyst
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