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Recommendation

Deny the request of CenturyTel to reconsider consolidation of the Forks, Clearwater, Clallam Bay, and Neah Bay rate centers.

Background

On Oct. 23, 2002, the WUTC directed CenturyTel to eliminate 17 rate centers in which it is the incumbent local exchange company by consolidating them into other rate centers.  This included the consolidation of the Clallam Bay, Clearwater, and Neah Bay rate centers into the Forks rate center.  The Clearwater rate center includes the communities of Kalaloch, Queets, and Clearwater and a small portion of the Quinault Indian Nation reservation.

On Dec. 23, 2002, CenturyTel asked the WUTC to reconsider its decision with respect to the Forks group of rate centers.  CenturyTel said its request was due to the fact that Clearwater is not within the local calling area of Neah Bay and Clallam Bay and that the establishment of local calling was not supported by any community of interest or the standards in the WUTC’s local calling area rule, WAC 480-120-045.  CenturyTel’s request would result in three rate centers – Clearwater, Forks, and Neah Bay/Clallam Bay – rather than a single Forks rate center.

Discussion

The staff memo and the WUTC’s order in October stated that, with the exception of Mineral in Lewis County, the ordered rate center consolidations all involved rate centers with common local calling areas.  Despite our extensive discussions leading up to the WUTC’s action last October, both Staff and CenturyTel overlooked the fact that Clearwater and Neah Bay/Clallam Bay are not in the same local calling area.  These areas have local calling to Forks but not to each other.

Given this misunderstanding, a fresh look at the Forks group of rate centers is reasonable.  However, we again recommend that these rate centers be eliminated by consolidating them into the Forks rate center.  The only reason for maintaining separate rate centers would be to prevent the expansion of the local calling areas on the west side of the Olympic Peninsula.  While Staff would not argue that the local calling areas are inadequate, there appears to be no harm in allowing local calls between Clearwater and Neah Bay/Clallam Bay.  Expanding the calling areas is necessary for rate center consolidation, which is an important benefit to the telecommunications customers in area code 360.

Staff believes that CenturyTel’s reliance on the local calling area rule is misplaced.  That rule addresses the circumstances in which the WUTC would order an expanded calling area in order to permit customers to call others within their community.  Staff agrees that, under this analysis, there is no need to include Clearwater and Neah Bay/Clallam Bay in the same local calling area, as each exchange’s current local calling area includes local government, educational, and commercial entities.  However, the rate center consolidation was not based on the inadequacy of any local calling area.  Rather, it was based on the highly inefficient way in which telephone prefixes are being used due to the large number of rate centers.

CenturyTel also contends that the distance from Clearwater to Neah Bay makes a common local calling area inappropriate.  Staff agrees that this is a long way for a local call, but it would not be the longest local call in the state.  The local calling areas of Hunters, Nespelem, Sedro Woolley, Wenatchee, Port Angeles, and Morton each have spans of similar or longer length.

Conclusion

Staff believes that the effect on local areas of Clearwater and Neah Bay/Clallam Bay is not a sufficient reason to reconsider the consolidation of those rate centers into Forks.
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