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Summary:   Mr. Mertens( testimony addresses several specific issues, including but not limited to:  maintenance of facilities; timely response to new service requests and coordination during emergent conditions.
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BACKGROUND AND QUALIFICATIONStc \l1 "BACKGROUND AND QUALIFICATIONS
Q.
Please state your name, business address and qualifications.

A.
My name is Hans Mertens.  My business address is Vermont Department of Public Service ((DPS(), 112 Sate Street, Montpelier, VT 05620.  I am employed by the Department as Director of Engineering Services and Chief Engineer.  My resume is attached to my prefiled testimony as Exhibit DPS-HM-1.

Q.
What is your is your role at the DPS in connection with the Fairpoint Communications transaction?

A.
I was responsible for facilitating communications among the electric utilities and Verizon regarding a variety of joint pole issues. Emergency response, pole maintenance, line extensions and vegetation management are some of the common concerns that required improved coordination. 

PURPOSE AND SUMMARY POSITIONtc \l1 "PURPOSE AND SUMMARY POSITION
Q.
What is the purpose of your testimony in this proceeding?

A.
The proper maintenance of the land-line infrastructure is a matter of great importance to the residents of Vermont. Coordination failures among Verizon and various electric utilities regarding their joint ownership and operation of utility poles has resulted in a deterioration of service quality and customer complaints. It is vital that excellent coordination and communications exists among the telecom and electric utilities. In the event the PSB approves the Verizon (VZ)-Fairpoint transaction, the DPS believes a commitment by VZ-Fairpoint to continue enhancing inter-company cooperation and honoring the spirit of past commitments is needed.

Q.
How did these concerns come to your attention?

A.
Numerous customer complaints and inquiries from several electric utilities regarding Verizon practices caused the DPS to convene workshops at the end of 2006. During these meetings VZ and the other participants conducted themselves in a highly professional manner. Very quickly, the group agreed on problematic areas and root causes for all the major concerns were identified. More importantly, broad corrective action plans were agreed to by the participants.

Q.
Please describe some examples.

A.
As you know, VZ and electric utilities have inter-company agreements in place that address a variety of joint operations issues. One area of the agreement addresses pole setting territories. Utilities share the responsibility of setting poles and then both attach to it in accordance with their agreement. It was reported that long lead times – as much as six months, were common to process a new customer service application in VZ pole setting service territories.  Since electric utilities rely on attaching to the same pole that VZ sets for its use, this resulted in long delays to some customers in receiving basic services.


Similarly, during emergencies and storm restoration the owners of various poles have the first responsibility to repair or replace damaged facilities. In some cases, VZ would need to dispatch a crew from a distant “garage” – from Rutland to White River Junction for example, to repair a pole hit by a car. This can and has resulted in a long delays in restoring electric and telecom service to customers.


An area of great concern to municipalities is the dual pole issue. Numerous examples of VZ failing to remove their old poles after other utilities transferred their facilities to the new poles were reported. In such cases, either some facilities remain on both poles, or the vacant poles remain as an aesthetic distraction in the neighborhood. Old poles also pose a potential safety hazard.  In some towns, utilities have been denied permission to set new poles because of this condition.

Q.
What activities have taken place to address and resolve these concerns?

A.
All parties expressed a willingness to resolve the problems amicably by first acknowledging the issues, agreeing to seek root cause solutions, and finally initiating joint action plans. Working groups were formed from volunteers that included VZ and the electric utilities.  Also, it was observed that follow-up meetings for single issues and periodic meetings for ongoing coordination purposes would be helpful. 

During the workshops the participants identified the top issues that required improved coordination and effort. Seven primary issues were identified as requiring attention. The areas were prioritized and it was agreed to form two working groups to drive toward solutions in two areas. The short term focus was on resolving a) line extension delays and b) improving utility-AOT coordination in response to highway projects. 


To its credit, VZ initiated one-on-one meetings with most of its electric utility partners to address single issue, local concerns such as the need to improve project coordination and requests for VZ to contribute more funds to vegetation management. In recognition of probable weaknesses in documentation, all participants agreed to review their reporting responsibilities and VZ enhanced its inter-company work order exchange by moving from a paper to an electronic communication process.

Q.
Have the stated actions resulted in progress?

 A.
Yes. However, a continued focus and commitment to clear the backlog while implementing improved and effective coordination between VZ and its partners is needed. There has not been enough time to evaluate the success of current activities. It is clear that additional and ongoing effort is needed.

Q.
What are the implications of failing to continue making progress?

A.
Based on past reports, vacant poles unnecessarily remained in the public ROW for years; emergency restoration was delayed many hours, while local utility crews were idled unproductively waiting for a VZ pole crew to arrive; and new customer requests for basic utility service went unfilled for six and more months. If we don’t learn from the past, we are doomed to repeat it.  
Q.
What do you recommend?

A.
The DPS urges the PSB to require as a condition of any approval for the proposed transaction that VZ-Fairpoint engage their electric utility partners in upgrading response to customer service requests and pursue improvements in joint operations. To objectively measure the success of these efforts, we believe a tracking report measuring the time required to serve new customers be maintained and a target goal reflecting good service be established. Also, we recommend that all dual poles be inventoried and a remediation plan be established.  Further, joint protocols for responding during emergencies should be formalized to facilitate timely customer restorations.  Finally, we recommend that VZ-Fairpoint commit to globally clarifying responsibilities and perform root cause analysis for most of the joint operational areas identified during the 2006 workshops. 
Q.
Is there anything else?

A.
Yes. We are aware that the Vermont AOT requested permission to attach to VZ poles in an expeditious manner.  It is our understanding that VZ agreed to a concept that would treat AOT in a manner different than a private entity.  At this time however, the feedback we have received from AOT is that the parties have not reached a mutual accommodation.  Because of this, AOT advises that their efforts to upgrade traffic signal systems have been delayed and thereby cause a public inconvenience.  We recommend that this issue be addressed in the final order should this acquisition be approved.

Q.
Does this conclude your testimony?

A.
Yes.






