NASUCA calls for stronger telephone billing rules
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Nation’s consumer advocates call for stronger telephone billing rules, more customer protections
Silver Spring, MD – June 27, 2005 – The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) needs to beef up its telephone billing rules to help reduce the frustration and confusion experienced by long-distance and cellular customers nationwide, the National Association of State Utility Consumer Advocates (NASUCA) said.  NASUCA’s call was issued in a filing in response to the FCC’s March 10 request for comments on long-distance and cellular billing rules and principles.  
As part of its request for comments, the FCC also tentatively concluded that states should be prohibited from issuing and enforcing laws that regulate cellular and long-distance companies’ billing practices. NASUCA vigorously opposes these restrictions.

“Only stronger billing rules will reduce consumer confusion and provide increased protections against misleading charges,” said John R. Perkins, President of NASUCA and consumer advocate for the state of Iowa. “Consumer advocates have presented the FCC with constructive recommendations on how to improve and enforce the standards needed to provide customers with accurate and truthful information. We hope the FCC will use our suggestions as an opportunity to make much-needed improvements to increasingly complex telephone bills.”
“The actions take by the FCC thus far do not resolve our fundamental concerns over misleading and deceptive charges,” said Patrick W. Pearlman of the West Virginia Consumer Advocate Division. “On behalf of our nation’s consumers, we hope that the billing rules can be strengthened to eliminate some of customers’ existing confusion. However, stronger rules should
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not come at the expense of states losing their authority to protect residents from deceptive billing practices.” 
The FCC’s request for comments came as a result of NASUCA’s call for a ban on many “regulatory” charges that appear on long-distance and cellular bills. The charges NASUCA particularly opposes are those whose names suggest they are mandated by the federal or state
government when that is not the case. Examples include a “Regulatory Assessment Charge” and a “Regulatory Cost Recovery Fee.” 

NASUCA’s recommendations to the FCC include:

· Truthful labeling of extra fees and surcharges. NASUCA advocates that all charges imposed by the government (for example, taxes) be included in a separate section on customers’ bills described as “Government-Mandated Charges.” This section would include only charges that are required to be collected by the telephone company and sent to the government. A section titled “Carrier-Imposed Charges” would be reserved for charges that are at the discretion of the company. 

· Eliminating “combined” surcharges. Some companies combine various mandated and discretionary charges as a single line item on monthly bills. NASUCA supports a requirement that any discretionary charges be separately listed and clearly described in its recommended Carrier Imposed Charges section of a company’s monthly bill. To allow customers to better compare the rates among several companies, bills would be required to inform customers of how the money received through each charge would be used.  
· Recognizing states’ authority to protect consumers against misleading and deceptive charges. NASUCA urges the FCC to change its tentative conclusion by recognizing that states continue to have the right to protect their residents from deceptive bills.  

· Providing customers with 45 days after receiving their first bill to cancel or change their service. NASUCA believes that it is difficult, if not impossible, for new customers to know whether all the proper fees have been disclosed according to FCC rules.

- MORE -

Customers should be given 45 days to review the charges on their first bill before being 
penalized for canceling or changing their new service. This time period is especially important since the FCC has not granted NASUCA’s request for a total ban on misleading charges.
· Ensuring that billing rules are extended to protect a company’s existing customers. Since the terms and conditions of customers’ long-distance and cellular plans can change significantly after the initial sign-up, NASUCA believes the FCC should ensure that existing customers are presented with timely and accurate information about billing changes.  The same opportunities for consumer confusion and frustration exist for existing customers as with new customers.
· Clarifying that billing rules apply to any agents or affiliates selling telephone service. Many telephone companies rely on agents to sell their service plans, including those doing business in kiosks found in many shopping malls. NASUCA advocates that billing rules should apply to any company or person selling services on behalf of the telephone company. To ensure that rules are followed, the FCC should ultimately hold telephone companies accountable for violations.
Attorneys General from across the country and numerous nonprofit consumer advocacy groups have also filed in support of stronger billing rules and the states’ ability to enforce appropriate consumer protections.

On March 29, NASUCA appealed a portion of the FCC decision in federal court. The case is currently pending in the United States Court of Appeals, 11th Circuit in Atlanta.

About NASUCA

The National Association of State Utility Consumer Advocates (NASUCA) is an association of utility advocate offices in 41 states and the District of Columbia. 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.
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