Agenda Date:

November 8, 2000

Item Number:

Docket:

UT-991535 - Area Code 564 Overlay

Company Name:
Telecommunications General

Staff:


David Dittemore, Telecommunications Engineer

Betty Erdahl, Policy Research Specialist

Glenn Blackmon, Assistant Director-Telecommunications

Recommendation
Accept the area code 564 education plan submitted  by the telecommunications industry and direct the industry to report in January 2001 on (1) specific funding levels for media advertising and (2) the community relations element to address elementary students, seniors, and others who are unlikely to be reached by the education plan itself.

Background
Telecommunications companies offering service in western Washington will introduce a new area code, 564, as an overlay of the existing area codes on October 20, 2001.  The use of an overlay code, while avoiding the need for any existing customer to change phone numbers, will require that all local calls be dialed with the area code.  It also means that area codes will no longer be associated with unique geographic areas, since the 564 area code will eventually appear throughout the region.

When the WUTC approved the area code relief plan, it also directed the industry to develop and submit a plan for educating consumers and businesses on the new 10-digit dialing pattern and the overlay area code.  The WUTC's order stated:

The industry shall prepare a customer notification and education plan for the Commission’s approval no later than July 1, 2000.  The plan shall provide for customer education and notification throughout all of western Washington, with specific plans for informing and educating elementary students and seniors.  The industry shall demonstrate that the plan spending level is sufficient to ensure that members of the public will have the information necessary for appropriate telephone number dialing.  [Order Implementing Area Code Relief Plan, Docket UT-991535, May 10, 2000]

Industry Plan

The industry plan includes samples of advertisements, billing inserts, and direct-mail letters that have been used in other state's or in earlier area code relief projects.  Each telecommunications 
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company will design materials and distribute them to its customers.  An industry committee will 

meet with editorial boards and develop a print, radio, and television media campaign.  

The industry intends to begin outreach efforts this month.  Advertising and bill inserts will begin in February, with a second bill insert in April.  Advertising and bill inserts are planned for September and October.  The industry plans to monitor reaction to the plan and adjust it as necessary.

The early phase of the plan includes a focus on alerting consumers and businesses with automatic dialing devices of the need to reprogram them with 10-digit dialing.  Alarm companies in particular have had problems in other states getting their remote systems programmed on time, and this focus of the education plan will help reduce that problem. 

The plan is consistent with past area code relief education efforts in this state and elsewhere.  However, Staff has several concerns with the plan:

· Outreach to elementary students and seniors – The industry plan does not provide the "specific plans for informing and educating elementary students and seniors" called for in the area code relief order.  The industry intends to convene a community relations committee this month to develop that part of the plan.

· Advertising level and responsibility – The plan itself does not provide spending levels, but the submittal letter says that Qwest plans to spend $1.5 million to produce and run the television, radio, and newspaper advertisements.  The level of spending will, according to the letter, achieve 80% customer awareness.  Staff is concerned both that companies other than Qwest are not planning to purchase any advertisements and that the awareness level would be as low as 80%.

Conclusion
Staff recommends that the Commission accept the education plan as submitted by industry and direct the industry to report in January on (1) specific funding levels for media advertising and (2) the community relations element to address elementary students, seniors, and others who are unlikely to be reached by the education plan itself.

