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Misleading telephone surcharges should end:
Indiana utility consumer advocate invites Hoosiers to join call for “truth in billing”

Long distance and wireless telephone companies should be barred from including misleading surcharges on customer bills. The Indiana Office of Utility Consumer Counselor (OUCC), the state’s statutory utility consumer representative, is joining fellow advocates across the nation in calling for an end to the myriad of misleading monthly fees and surcharges imposed at the discretion of those companies. Instead, carriers should be allowed to levy only those separate line item charges that are specifically required by federal, state or local government entities. The National Association of State Utility Consumer Advocates (NASUCA) – an organization representing the statutory utility consumer advocates of 42 states including the OUCC - filed the request before the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), where it is currently pending.  Consumers who wish to provide comments on this issue may contact the FCC.

“Consumers need clear and concise price information so they can accurately compare telecommunications services – the price you see is the price you should pay,” said Indiana Utility Consumer Counselor Anne E. Becker. “Unfortunately, consumers are not getting this information because companies have – at their discretion - added a large variety of misleading, miscellaneous fees and surcharges that are not included in their advertised rates.”

The NASUCA filing notes that many of the surcharges refer to “regulatory” costs, erroneously suggesting that such line-item charges are required by a governmental body and/or audited to ensure that collections from consumers equal that amount the company may be obligated to pay. The filing also asks that the FCC require telecommunications companies to include currently itemized surcharges and fees within their advertised per-minute rates or standard monthly fees in order to clearly show the true costs of services in their marketing efforts.

This issue can be confusing for two reasons. First, the companies use a variety of different names and methods to identify and calculate the discretionary line item charges each consumer will pay. Second, some line item fees or surcharges on telephone bills are audited, applied, named and calculated consistently across providers and consumers. Such line-item charges include 911 fees, TDD/Deaf Relay fees and state sales tax.

“Like any business, telecommunications providers have a variety of costs that must be recovered,” added Becker. “But such recovery should be done upfront, in an advertised price and not through a series of discretionary, back-door add-ons masquerading as government-required and audited line-item charges. In the meantime, we encourage all consumers to carefully review and read the fine print on their bills and on any service offers from telecommunications providers. This will help customers calculate, understand and compare their true cost of service.” 

Consumers who wish to comment on this case (FCC Docket No. 98-170) can contact the FCC in any of the following ways:

         E-mail: 
fccinfo@fcc.gov



         Toll-free: 1-888-CALL-FCC (1-888-225-5322)

         Fax: 
1-866-418-0232 




         Mail:
Federal Communications Commission

Consumer & Governmental Affairs Bureau; Consumer Complaints

445 12th St., SW

Washington, DC 20554

 
The OUCC worked at the state level in recent years to ensure that local landline telephone bills clearly identify the types and prices of optional services that consumers elect to purchase. This new, federal request addresses the growing national problem of line-item charges added at the discretion of telecommunications providers. 

Editors Note: A copy of the 76 page NASUCA Truth in Billing filing is available on the OUCC Website. 
(FCC Docket No. 98-170)
 

The Indiana Office of Utility Consumer Counselor (OUCC) is the state agency that represents the interests of all utility consumers and the public in matters related to the provision of utility services.  The agency is active in proceedings before regulatory and legal bodies, and committed to giving consumers a voice in the creation of utility service policy. Consumers with questions or concerns regarding utility service can contact the OUCC toll-free at 1-888-441‑2494 or on the World Wide Web at www.IN.gov/OUCC.

The National Association of Utility Consumer Advocates (NASUCA) is the national association of 44 consumer advocates in 42 states and the District of Columbia. NASUCA's members are designated by the laws of their respective jurisdictions to represent the interests of utility consumers before state and federal regulators and in the courts. For more information, call (301) 589-6313, e-mail nasuca@nasuca.org or visit www.nasuca.org.
 

 

