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Mid-Rivers Telephone Cooperative


Qwest Corporation


Project Telephone Company


Triangle Telephone Cooperative Association


PLEASE TAKE NOTICE that on March 12, 2002, the Public Service Commission (PSC) received an amended company-initiated request for approval of additional telephone extended area service (EAS) with the Billings EAS region.  The petitioning exchange is Mid-Rivers Telephone Cooperative's (Mid-Rivers) Musselshell exchange.  The petitioned exchanges are those within the existing Billings EAS region, which includes exchanges operated by Qwest Corporation (Qwest), Project Telephone Company (Project), and Triangle Telephone Cooperative Association (Triangle).  Some exchanges in the region have yet to implement EAS, but have been approved to do so. See, PSC Docket No. D99.5.129, Order No. 6220b (February 15, 2002)..  EAS expands the area in which telephone calls will be treated as local for rate purposes, local rates generally increasing as a result to offset costs of implementation, increased calling volumes, and losses in long distance and other revenues.

Through this notice the PSC initiates the community interest phase of Montana's EAS procedure.  See, ARM 38.5.1313..  However, if the carriers involved (Mid-Rivers, Qwest, Project, and Triangle) agree and request the PSC to do so, the PSC will consider adopting relevant community of interest determinations and underlying call usage studies and related community of interest information which has been previously submitted in PSC Docket No. D99.5.129.  That docket included a prior application for additional EAS regarding the Musselshell exchange and Billings EAS region.  The PSC encourages the carriers to submit such agreement as soon as possible, if an agreement can be reached.  If the carriers involved do not agree to accept the previous community of interest determination, in accordance with PSC rules governing EAS (i.e., ARM 38.5.1305 through 38.5.1315, particularly ARM 38.5.1313), Mid-Rivers, Qwest, Project, and Triangle shall conduct call usage studies as necessary to determine relevant calling patterns between and among the exchanges affected.  The carriers should keep in mind the numerical standards pertaining to community of interest are primarily based on calling activity from the petitioning exchange to the petitioned exchanges and, in instances where an EAS region is petitioned, the standards need be met in regard to only one exchange within the region.  Id..  The minimum numeric community of interest standard, petitioning exchange to petitioned exchange, is an average of eight calls per main billed account per month and more than 50 percent of main billed accounts with two or more calls per month.  Id.  The call usage studies are to be completed and filed with the PSC and served on each of the carriers involved and the Montana Consumer Counsel (address below) within 45 days of the service date above. If all or any part of the call usage studies are deemed by a carrier as being properly subject to restrictions on public disclosure, arrangements for a protective order (i.e., a motion) should be submitted to the PSC well in advance of the time required for submitting the studies.

Upon receipt and analysis of the call usage studies, the PSC will make necessary preliminary determinations regarding community of interest, conduct further proceedings as necessary at that time (e.g., allowing an opportunity for participation in support or opposition of EAS, establishing community of interest by alternative means, if necessary, and other valid purposes).  If community of interest and all other requirements are met, the cost analysis and rate design phase of Montana's EAS procedure will then follow.  Local rates for all exchanges involved could increase as a result of EAS.

A copy of Mid-River's petition for EAS is available for inspection at the business offices of Mid-Rivers, the PSC, and the Montana Consumer Counsel (MCC).  The MCC, 616 Helena Avenue, P.O. Box 201703, Helena, Montana 59620-1703, telephone (406) 444-2771, is available and may be contacted to assist and represent the interests of the consuming public in this matter.

Any interested person who is directly affected by the request for EAS now before the PSC may submit comments to the PSC at any time.  Public comments may also be submitted to the PSC through the PSC's web-based comment form at http://psc.state.mt.us/PublicComment/PublicComment.htm..  However, the present stage of proceedings is primarily for gathering call usage information.  Public participation will be more meaningful once call-usage information and cost and rate design information has been assembled and provided, at which time the PSC will publicly notice this proceeding again and allow all interested persons directly affected an opportunity to participate.  The address of the PSC, is Public Service Commission, 1701 Prospect Avenue, P.O. Box 202601, Helena, Montana 59620-2601.  All public comments and other correspondence related to this proceeding must clearly reference the docket number of this proceeding (i.e., PSC Docket No. D2001.11.147) and be directed to "Public Service Commission" or "Steve Vick, Public Service Commission," at the address above.  Correspondence without reference to the docket number or addressed in ways other than prescribed are at risk of delay or error in processing.

The PSC's jurisdiction over this matter is provided at Title 69, MCA.  The substantive and procedural law applicable is primarily at ARM Title 38, Ch. 5, Sub-Ch. 13 (PSC EAS rules).  Proceedings may also be governed by provisions within Title 2, Ch. 4, MCA (MAPA) and ARM Title 38, Ch. 2 (PSC procedural rules).  Prior orders of the PSC may also bear on the issues presented.
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