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Contact: David Bergmann of the Office of the Ohio Consumers’ Counsel (614) 466-8574

Patrick Pearlman of the West Virginia Consumer Advocate Division (304) 558-0526 

NATION’S CONSUMER ADVOCATES FIGHT TELEPHONE INDUSTRY’S MISLEADING SURCHARGES

Editors’ Note: For a copy of NASUCA’s reply comments, visit its website at www.nasuca.org. 
Silver Spring, MD – August 13, 2004 – Today, the National Association of State Utility Consumer Advocates (NASUCA) told federal regulators that the telephone industry’s arguments defending the use of surcharges and line items do not justify the hundreds of millions of dollars these misleading fees will cost customers this year. 

NASUCA filed its response with the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), which a month ago received scores of arguments by telephone companies and their trade associations seeking to continue the charges.

“Since the nation’s consumer utility advocates called for the misleading surcharges to be banned, the telephone industry has thought up numerous defenses which fail to address why today’s bills lack the truth and clarity that customers deserve,” said David Bergmann of the Ohio Consumers’ Counsel and Chairman of NASUCA’s Telecommunications Committee.  
In March, NASUCA asked the FCC to ban long-distance and wireless carriers from imposing misleading surcharges on customers’ monthly bills. Many of the current fees, by their name and/or description, imply that they are required by the government. In actuality, they are not mandated by any government, law or regulatory agency. 

- MORE -

“Telephone companies have even suggested their surcharges are ‘political speech’ protected by the United States Constitution. We believe consumers deserve an accurate monthly bill, not an invoice full of invented charges serving to boost a telephone company’s bottom line at our expense,” said Bergmann. “We renew our call for these deceptive charges to end, and for customers to be able to truly compare the prices of services offered by the telephone companies.”


NASUCA argues that only surcharges specifically authorized or ordered by the government should be allowed on bills; any other amounts now included in company-imposed surcharges are operating expenses that telephone companies can recover in their per-minute rates or the price of their monthly calling plans. 
“The only ‘regulatory’ taxes and fees that should be labeled as such must be approved by a regulator, not a company’s board of directors,” said Patrick Pearlman of the West Virginia Consumer Advocate Division. “We hope that the FCC considers the strong arguments presented by NASUCA and other consumer groups and decides that customers deserve a monthly bill that is truthful and accurate.”

Telephone companies do not usually advertise their “regulatory” or other fees when they advertise low-priced monthly plans or per-minute calling rates, and bury any explanation of the fees in the fine print on bills and websites.  Not until after receiving their monthly bills do most consumers discover the full cost of their telephone service.   
NASUCA said that virtually any business could keep attracting customers if it advertised low prices but added surcharges to customers’ bills and labeled them as “regulatory.” 

· MORE -

“Every other business builds their expenses into the bottom-line price of their products and services. For example, restaurants have to comply with health and safety standards, building their overhead into the price of each entrée. Telephone companies should do the same. If it suddenly costs more to serve customers, they can reflect that increase by building it into their existing prices,” Bergmann said.  

In its March request, NASUCA provided the FCC with numerous examples of misleading charges, including:

Long-distance
AT&T - Regulatory Assessment Fee





Sprint - Carrier Cost Recovery Charge







MCI - Carrier Cost Recovery Charge







BellSouth - Carrier Cost Recovery Fee







TalkAmerica - TSR Administration Fee





Cellular

AT&T Wireless- Regulatory Programs Fee




Verizon Wireless - Regulatory Charge







ALLTEL - Regulatory Cost Recovery Fee





Cingular Wireless - Regulatory Cost Recovery Fee






Leap Wireless - Regulatory Recovery Fee







Nextel - Federal Programs Cost Recovery Fee






US Cellular - Regulatory Cost Recovery Charges






Western Wireless - Regulatory and Administrative Surcharge


Consumers interested in voicing their opinion can visit www.fcc.gov/cgb/ecfs. Under Main Links, click on Submit a Filing. Consumers should note the FCC’s proceeding as CG 04-208.

About the National Association of State Utility Consumer Advocates (NASUCA)

NASUCA is a non-profit, national organization of 43 state offices designated to represent consumers in state and federal utility proceedings.  NASUCA regularly participates in proceedings before the FCC and other federal regulatory agencies.
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