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Summary:
Ms. Pariseau's testimony  provides a portion of the analysis concerning FairPoint Communications, Inc.’s acquisition of Verizon New England, Inc., d/b/a Verizon Vermont in regard to Board criteria 5 and 6, relating to Service Quality and Customer Service.


Prefiled Testimony


of


Tamera Pariseau

Q.
Please state your name and occupation.

A.

My name is Tamera S. Pariseau, and I am a Consumer Affairs and Public Information Specialist for the Vermont Department of Public Service (“DPS” or “the Department”).

Q.
Please state your educational background and professional experience.

A.

I have been with the Department of Public Service’s Consumer Affairs & Public Information Division (“CAPI”) since November of 2005. Prior to joining the Department, I spent 15 years in the non-profit field, holding a variety of management positions and advocating for consumers on issues ranging from low income housing and health care to education issues. I have 15 years of management experience, which includes grants management, contract supervision and administration.  I did my undergraduate study at Mt. Ida College. 

Q.
What are your responsibilities in your current position? 

A.

I report to the Director of the Department’s Consumer Affairs & Public Information Division (“CAPI”). As a Specialist, I am responsible for resolving consumer complaints against regulated utilities and cable companies, advocating for policies which protect consumer interests and educating consumers regarding utility issues so they can more effectively advocate for themselves. I provide information to utilities requesting guidance on compliance with state regulations, and make recommendations to DPS staff attorneys for action on service quality and consumer protection issues.

Q.
What is the purpose of your testimony?  

A.

The purpose of my testimony is to provide a portion of the analysis concerning FairPoint Communications, Inc.’s acquisition of Verizon New England, Inc., d/b/a Verizon Vermont in regard to Board criteria 5 and 6, relating to Service Quality and Customer Service, respectively.

Criterion 5. Service Quality
Q.
Do you have concerns about the quality of service in the current Verizon Vermont territory?   

A.

Yes. Verizon reports its retail service obligations under an Alternative Regulation Plan (“ARP”), which was part of a negotiated agreement between Verizon and the Public Service Department.   



Beginning in 2002, and for each consecutive year thereafter through 2006, Verizon did not meet the baseline for Residence Troubles Not Cleared in 24 hours. In 2003 and 2004, Verizon failed to meet the baseline for Business Troubles Not Cleared in 24 hours. While Verizon’s performance in Network Trouble Report Rate and Calls Not Answered in 20 Seconds – Residence have not failed the benchmark, Verizon has reported a performance level which is equal to or less than the required measurement, leaving little to no room for margin of error in reporting before failing the established baseline measurement for performance.  Exhibit DPS-TSP-DIR-1.



Failure to meet the required service quality metrics has resulted in substantial service quality compensation payments for Verizon. In my opinion, the compensation payments have not provided adequate incentive for Verizon to make the necessary changes to meet the service quality benchmarks. My opinion was further strengthened at a meeting held between the Department and Verizon on November 8, 2006.  At the meeting, Verizon Vermont Vice-President Pam Porell stated Verizon was confident it would not be able to meet the benchmark for Residential Troubles Not Cleared in 24 hours as they viewed this as an unobtainable measurement.

Q.
Has the Department been able to identify any potential causes of the problems with Verizon’s Service Quality, as reported to the Department?    

A.

Yes. At the November meeting, referenced above, Ms. Porell stated to me and other Department staff that Verizon was unable to meet the measurement for Residence Troubles Not Cleared in 24 hours due to inadequate staffing levels in Vermont. Ms. Porell further stated that Verizon did not intend to increase its staffing levels in Vermont and the goal of the company was not to improve service, but to assure that service did not deteriorate. 

Q.
Are you able to draw any conclusions regarding the impact of Verizon’s staffing levels on service quality?       

A.

No. At the November 8, 2006 meeting, Ms. Porell stated Verizon was unable to provide staffing level information, either past or present. In the course of this docket, the Department again requested the information in discovery for the period 2001 through 2006.  See Attachment DPS-TSP-DIR-2. 

***Confidential starts*** 


*** Confidential ends***
Q.
Is the Department aware of areas in the Verizon territory suffering chronic
 problems in the delivery of service?       

A.

Yes. Through the investigation of consumer complaints and ongoing communications with Verizon, we have been able to identify the following areas that may be experiencing, or may have experienced, chronic problems with the delivery of service.  These areas include Dover/East Dover, Windham, Vershire, Fairfield and Worcester.  In each area identified, the problems have consisted of static on the line and frequent loss of dial tone service.  Verizon concurs these are problem areas and are related to poor quality of the network. Corrective action taken by Verizon has included replacement of copper cable and/or replacement of copper-fed remote terminal.

Q.
Do you have concerns about the service quality in the current FairPoint territory?   

A.

Yes. FairPoint reports its retail service obligations under Docket 5903 Service Quality Standards for telecommunication companies. An analysis of the service quality reporting by FairPoint for the period 2002 through 2006 demonstrates FairPoint has not missed a baseline or action level benchmark.  However, FairPoint’s SQRP reporting to the Department has shown that FairPoint has not been reporting on Performance Measurement #3, Calls Not Answered within 20 seconds, Residence.  The Final Order of Docket 5903 requires that companies with fewer than 10,000 Vermont access lines and who do not utilize an automated call administration system and/or computerized call answering record keeping system shall be exempt from this measure.  In discovery, FairPoint confirmed that they use a Rockwell Enterprise ACD system which has an automated record keeping system.  See Attachment DPS-TSP-DIR-3.  Therefore, the Department believes FairPoint must report Performance Measurement #3.  

Q.
Do you believe that FairPoint has demonstrated a commitment to a high level of service quality for Vermont consumers that would translate into improved service quality for Verizon customers?          

A.

No. It is my opinion that FairPoint has, in fact, not demonstrated a commitment to a high level of service quality.

Q. 
What is the basis for your opinion?

A.

FairPoint’s service quality reporting is governed by a standard and metrics that were set in Docket 5903.  FairPoint’s baseline metric for an acceptable level of service quality is 4.0 or less. When a utility such as FairPoint reports a metric of 4.0 or higher, this becomes a cause for concern for the utility and the Department, because it suggests the utility is having trouble with consistently delivering quality service to consumers.  When a utility reports a metric of 6.0, the service quality issue has risen to “action level” and the utility is required to identify and take corrective action. 

Q.
How does FairPoint’s reported service quality metric compare to other companies whose service quality standards are set by Docket 5903?

A.
Not 
favorably.  This point is illustrated in the following table:

	Network Trouble Report Rate

	FairPoint
	Waitsfield and Champlain Valley Telecom (“WCVT”)
	Vermont Telephone

	2005
	2.5
	1.13
	1.2

	2006
	2.5
	1.05
	1.0




For purposes of my analysis, I compared  FairPoint’s  reported service quality metric to WCVT and Vermont Telephone.  These two telephone companies are larger than FairPoint, but are nonetheless governed by the same Docket 5903 standards that FairPoint has to abide by.  As the table above shows, both WCVT and Vermont Telephone have reported lower metrics than FairPoint.   FairPoint is now proposing to become a much larger company by buying Verizon’s landline assets in Vermont.  I am concerned that because FairPoint has not been able to match the performance of companies the size of WCVT and Vermont Telephone, it does not have the experience necessary to match – never mind beat – the performance of an even larger company like Verizon.  


To summarize, I believe neither the petition nor FairPoint’s testimony to date demonstrate that FairPoint has a full and thorough knowledge of Verizon’s failure to meet service quality metrics.  Nor does the petition or FairPoint’s testimony to date demonstrate that FairPoint has specifically identified the corrective actions that will be necessary to improve service quality to Verizon customers.  These impressions have only been strengthened by the response I received in discovery on this point, where FairPoint claims to be “generally aware of any purported service quality issues Verizon has in Vermont.”  See Attachment DPS-TSP-DIR-4.  Verizon’s service quality problems are not “purported” – they are documented and very real to Vermont consumers.  But FairPoint has said it “has not developed specific plans” to deal with these problems.    

Criterion 6. Customer Service

Q.
What do consumer complaints during the period of 2002 through 2006 indicate about Verizon’s service?       

A.

Consumer complaints to the Department represent requests by consumers who are not satisfied with Verizon’s resolution to their problem or their question.  The Department will generally not assist a consumer unless that person has allowed the company an opportunity to resolve the issue.  Thus, complaints to the Department are not strictly a measure of customer satisfaction with the actions or policies of a company, rather the numbers reflect a correspondence between the number of consumers who are dissatisfied and the company’s effectiveness in resolving complaints.  With that in mind, during the period from 2002 through 2006, Verizon’s complaint rate for each year was as follows:



2002

600, or 1.27 per 1,000 customers



2003

715, or 1.43 per 1,000 customers



2004

792, or 1.50 per 1,000 customers



2005

783, or 1.46 per 1,000 customers



2006

750, or 1.38 per 1,000 customers



These figures include all complaints, regardless of whether they are classified as “escalations” or “grievances.” The former are complaints in which the Department determines, after investigation, that the company violated a rule, law or tariff provision, or otherwise should, from a regulatory perspective, have taken action to resolve the consumer’s complaint before the consumer contacted the Department. Grievances are complaints that the Department did not investigate or that, following investigation, the Department determined, from a regulatory perspective, that the company’s action was consistent with rule, law, and the company’s tariff, or that the Department lacked jurisdiction in the matter. 



While complaints regarding deposits have remained relatively unchanged and complaints regarding disconnections have decreased by half, the number of delivery of service complaints and line extension complaints have each increased by 50%.  The most dramatic increase in consumer complaints against Verizon has come in the area of repair, where complaints jumped over 100% in the period of 2002 through 2006.



My conclusion from the complaint data, and from my familiarity with the substance of the complaints, is that consumers are experiencing more and more serious problems with Verizon in the areas of repairs, delivery of service and line extensions. 

Q.
Do you have concerns about Verizon’s handling of consumer complaints?        

A.

Yes. In general, Verizon is responsive and timely to the Department’s inquiries in connection with consumer complaints. Some requests to Verizon from the Department for specific information regarding repair history have not been met, but Verizon has been able to provide, during the course of those investigations, information that has satisfied both the consumer and the Department with the successful completion of repairs which has improved the service quality for those particular consumers.    



 Consumer complaints to the Department have also shed light on the long wait time customers experience in some geographic areas due to a lack of facilities. Consumers have also experienced delays in line extensions, sometimes resulting in consumers waiting months for the installation 

Q.
Do you have any specific concerns about Verizon complaints regarding poles, specifically removal or placement of poles?         

A.

Yes. During the period of 2002 through 2006, the Department has seen a steady increase in the number of complaints regarding poles and line extensions against Verizon.  In some instances, consumers have been required to pay for the installation of new service, with poles and lines, only to have the installation delayed up to 6 months or longer.  Often, by the time the Department has become involved in these complaints, Verizon has given consumer a variety of dates when installation should be completed, only to have those deadlines pass without service being provided. Upon contact by the Department, Verizon has provided installation dates which have also not been met. Verizon has, in some complaints, provided up to two missed dates of installation to the Department.  

Q.
 What are your concerns specifically with the billing conversion proposed by FairPoint, as part of the transition of systems?    

A.

During both the 2005 and the 2006 billing conversions, LMS billing was an issue for FairPoint consumers.  Billing errors have included, but have not been limited to  –

· consumers being erroneously billed for directory assistance calls which do not appear on the raw call data provided by FairPoint to the Department

· a Vermont consumer receiving a credit for the Maine USF fund and a School and Library Charge credit on some bills

· During the 2005 billing conversion, on at least two consecutive month’s of billing, FairPoint failed to provide consumers with a breakdown for Local Measured Service (LMS) as required in Consumer Protection Standard #6 in Docket 5903.

· FairPoint agreeing to recourse a charge for a new line added at the wrong location, only to have the charge continue to appear on the bill and resulted in the consumer eventually receiving a notice of disconnection for failure to pay the disputed charges.


In some instances, bills did not provide a breakdown of LMS, bills contained duplicate billing for LMS charges, or consumers were charged at an incorrect rate for the LMS charges.  As of the writing of this testimony, FairPoint has stated they are not yet able to comment on how LMS will be billed post transition.  See attachment DPS-TSP-DIR-5. FairPoint has indicated they expect to have contracts for the systems development and conversion executed by the end of the 2nd quarter of 2007. The Department is forced to rely on the historical perspective of two difficult billing conversions, each of which resulted in months of billing inaccuracies for Vermont consumers and a higher than average demand on FairPoint’s customer service staff, a demand FairPoint was not equipped to deal with as witnessed by the excessively long wait times experienced by consumers attempting to contact FairPoint. If this transaction is approved the Department would seek assurances that these issues not happen again and that the systems conversion would be transparent and seamless for Vermont consumers. This is the substance of Mr. Mills’ testimony.

Q.
What do consumer complaints during the period 2002 through 2006 indicate about FairPoint’s service?    

A.

FairPoint’s complaint rate has shown a pattern similar to Verizon in terms of the increase in consumer complaints handled by the Department.  FairPoint’s complaint rate for each year was as follows: 



2002

22, or 3.46 per 1,000 customers



2003

14, or 2.25 per 1,000 customers



2004

38, or 6.06 per 1,000 customers



2005

52, or 8.33 per 1,000 customers



2006

41, or 7.14 per 1,000 customers



These figures include all complaints, regardless of whether they are classified as “escalations” or “grievances.”  



While complaints in specific categories, such as arrangement, deposit, and change order have remained relatively unchanged, and complaints in the area of rate have actually decreased, complaints in the areas of billing, delivery of service, and repairs have seen a sharp increase during the period of 2002 through 2006. Billing complaints have seen a 200% increase, delivery of service has seen a 500% increase, and repairs have seen a 200% increase.  



My conclusion from the complaint data, and from my familiarity with the substance of the complaints is that consumers are increasingly experiencing problems with FairPoint, specifically in the areas of billing, delivery of service, and repairs and that FairPoint’s current handling of consumer complaints is inadequate and requires, at a minimum, additional training, tighter controls over procedures, improvement in systems and additional staffing.

Q.
 Do you feel that FairPoint is adequately prepared or has a plan in place that will allow it to become adequately prepared to assume the receipt of payments from classic Verizon Vermont customers?     

A.

FairPoint has indicated they are currently evaluating locations to be considered for the payment processing center, but as of their response to Q:DPS:FP 1-279, they have not selected any sites.  See Attachment DPS-TSP-DIR-6.  In addition, during both the 2005 and the 2006 billing conversions, LMS billing was an issue for FairPoint.



FairPoint has indicated they are currently developing and implementing a staffing plan to meet the needs of the post-merger company and that such plans will be shared with the Department as soon as they are available.  



FairPoint has indicated they are viewing Verizon’s existing payment vendors to determine if contracts will be assumed or extended, but determinations have yet to be made.  See Attachment DPS-TSP-DIR-7.

Q.
Does the Department believe that FairPoint  is able improve the level of service quality and customer service for Vermont consumers? 

A.

The Department has significant concerns with FairPoint’s service quality and level of complaints. Specifically, Vermont’s experience with FairPoint’s 2005 and 2006 system conversions led to an increase in the number of consumer complaints and exposed challenges that FairPoint had either not anticipated or was not equipped to handle. During each of the conversions, consumers experienced a high number of billing errors, extremely long wait times in their efforts to contact a customer service representative who, once contacted, was often unable to resolve the consumer’s complaint, resulting in a complaint filed with the Department. As recently as January 2007, the Department has received complaints from consumers about billing errors which are ongoing and which FairPoint has been unable to resolve. Based on FairPoint’s past level of performance in Vermont, the Department remains concerned about FairPoint’s ability to improve service quality and customer service while undergoing a systems conversion on a much larger scale than the two previous conversions, occurring in 2005 and 2006, the basis of which is addressed in Mr. Mills’ testimony. 

Summary of Testimony
Q.
 What is the summary of your testimony?       

A.

FairPoint has not demonstrated, through its service quality reporting and customer service, a commitment to providing a high level of service to the consumers of Vermont. While FairPoint has made efforts to improve aspects of its service quality and customer service, its petition and testimony to date have not demonstrated the overall understanding or commitment necessary to implement changes which will adequately address its own weaknesses in these areas, in addition to the weaknesses it stands to inherit from Verizon.  

Q.
 Does this conclude your testimony?     

A.

Yes.

� The Department has used the term “chronic” to describe a consistent problem experienced by a consumer over a period of time, repeatedly reported to the company, and not corrected by the company either because the problem is not correctly identified or repairs have not provided improved service to the consumer. 


 


� The baseline for this standard is 4.0, with the action level being 6.0





