APPENDIX C

LIFELINE/LINK-UP STATE SURVEY

1.   What changes, if any, has the state implemented in its Lifeline/Link-Up program due to changes in the federal Lifeline/Link-Up program?  Of those changes, which have been most effective in increasing the state’s telephone penetration rate?

No changes have been made.

2.   Please provide any additional information the state wishes to submit regarding positive or negative results experienced due to adoption of new Lifeline/Link-Up procedures during the past 12 months.

N/A
3.   Please provide any additional information the state wishes to submit regarding any administrative burdens or inefficiencies that the state has experienced due to adoption of new Lifeline/Link-Up procedures during the past 12 months.

N/A

4.   What is the current level of Lifeline support in the state, and are any changes scheduled to be made in the future?

The standard monthly Lifeline credit is $3.50 + SLC.  If the post-credit rate is more than $15.00 per month for the essential services, the Lifeline credit is increased to bring the rate to $15.00.
5.   Describe the state’s Lifeline/Link-Up eligibility requirements.

Eligible customers must be in a household that receives benefits from: 

􀀗 Wisconsin Homestead Tax Credit 

􀀗 Wisconsin Works or W2 

􀀗 Medical Assistance (MA) 

􀀗 Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

􀀗 Food Stamps 

􀀗 Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) 

􀀗 Badger Care 

6. Describe the state’s Lifeline/Link-Up procedures for enrollment and certification, including documentation requirements.  Do any state agencies qualify applicants for the Lifeline/Link-Up program?
See answer to question 7.

7.   Describe the state’s Lifeline/Link-Up procedures for verification, including documentation requirements.  If the state plans to implement a verification program, please describe.  

The telco inquires regarding eligibility for low-income programs.  If the customer states to the telco that the household receives benefits from an eligible social service program, the telco provides a release for the customer to sign that allows use of the customer’s Social Security Number (SSN) to query the Dept. of Workforce Development (DWD) database.  The telco does a blind query of the DWD database and receives an immediate confirmation that the SS No. is found in one of the programs or a denial for failure to find a match.
If the customer states the household doesn’t receive any qualifying social program benefits, the telco inquires if the household receives the Wisconsin Homestead Tax Credit.  If so, a form is sent to the customer to sign and release to the Wisconsin Dept. of Revenue (WDR) the customer’s SSN to do a query of its database.  That release is sent directly to WDR and the telco does not see the completed form.  WDR forwards positive or negative results of the query in a secure electronic manner to the telco.
In either scenario, the customer does not need to provide any documents, just a valid SSN.  If the customer does not agree to release the Telco or DOR to use the SSN for a query, there are alternative procedures to do a less automated query based on the customer’s other account information.
This is the current Wis. Adm. Code provision:
PSC 160.06 Eligibility for low–income programs.

(1) LOW–INCOME ASSISTANCE ELIGIBILITY. Local exchange service

providers shall verify an applicant’s eligibility for low–income

assistance programs by making timely queries of the applicable

databases of the Wisconsin department of workforce

development, the Wisconsin department of revenue, or other state

agencies. Applicant eligibility shall be verified by finding the

applicant to be any of the following:

(a) An active client of at least one of the programs listed in s.

PSC 160.02 (8).

(b) A member of the active client’s household whose low

income qualifies the client for benefits under at least one of the

programs listed in s. PSC 160.02 (8).

(c) A recipient of the Wisconsin homestead tax credit for the

most recently completed tax year. If the applicant’s tax filing for

the most recently completed tax year has not been posted to the

records of the Wisconsin department of revenue and if application

for low–income assistance is made on or before June 30th, then

the tax year prior to the most recently completed tax year may be

used to determine eligibility.

(2) ELIGIBILITY RECONFIRMATION. Eligibility shall be reconfirmed

on at least an annual basis for all customers receiving lifeline

assistance.

(3) ELIGIBILITY INQUIRY. Local exchange service providers

shall inquire of the customer regarding eligibility of that customer

for low–income programs on each order for initial or moved residential

service and, orally or in writing, in the first contact with a

customer during a year concerning disconnection or payment

arrangements.

(4) QUERY AUTHORIZATION. Local exchange service providers

shall comply with client authorization requirements of the Wisconsin

department of workforce development, the Wisconsin

department of revenue, or other state agencies for database queries

necessary for eligibility verification. Customers shall complete

and remit any reasonably required query authorization forms

or forfeit eligibility.

(5) EXCEPTIONS. Lifeline and Link–Up programs are not

available to customers who are dependents for federal income tax

purposes as defined in 26 USC 152 (1986), unless the customer

is more than 60 years of age.
8.   Does the state now use, or is it considering implementing an electronic database to identify income-eligible households or facilitate verification or enrollment?  If yes, please describe.
See answer to question 7. 

9.   Describe the state’s outreach efforts.  Which outreach efforts in particular have been the most successful in increasing participation?
The Public Service Commission produces a brochure (hyperlink to the brochure is provided below) which is widely distributed.  It is also produced in Spanish and Hmong.
http://psc.wi.gov/consumerinfo/brochures/tele/4027English.pdf
 The PSC staff trained county caseworkers regarding enrollment of clients and provides many agencies a “handbook” of telecommunications programs for low-income households.  (A copy is provided as the answer to question 13.)  Information on the low-income programs is entered into many county databases of resources for clients.

Telcos are required to inquire of customers regarding eligibility for low income programs when taking most orders or when contact is made regarding disconnection or payment arrangements.
These two approaches are based primarily on face-to-face or telephone contact with the customer and have been quite successful.

There is also information on the PSC website and some broadcast advertisements have been used in the past by the PSC and telcos to promote Lifeline.   

10.   List suggestions for improvements to the federal Lifeline/Link-Up program.

Additional federal assistance where a state benchmark Lifeline rate (like Wisconsin’s $15.00) causes a higher than federal maximum Lifeline credit.

11.   Does the state require all incumbent LECs to provide Lifeline/Link-Up Service to eligible subscribers?

Yes.

12.   Does the state require all competitive LECs to provide Lifeline/Link-Up Service to eligible subscribers?

Yes.

13.   Does the state sponsor any other low-income assistance programs that may provide alternative means for low-income consumers to access the public switched telephone network?
The Public Service Commission produces the document starting on the following page which is widely distributed to state and county case workers:
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TELECOMMUNICATIONS LOW‑INCOME PROGRAMS
In 1993 Wisconsin Act 496 (Act 496), the legislature enacted a new regulatory model to manage the transition to a competitive telecommunications marketplace without compromising the concepts of universal service.  The Commission is given broad authority to clarify and establish universal service concepts and to fund the programs necessary to assure universal service.  The fund became operational with the advent of rules in Chapter PSC 160 in May 1996.  Revised rules were placed in effect on May 1, 2000.

Statutory goals for the fund include the following:  To assist . . . low‑income customers and disabled customers in obtaining affordable access to a basic set of essential services.
LOW-INCOME PROGRAMS

Low‑Income Definition
A definition of low‑income was needed for the Link-Up and Lifeline Programs and to make toll blocking available to low‑income customers.  That definition appears in Wis. Adm. Code § PSC 160.02, and is common to all telecommunications assistance programs that include an income‑eligibility requirement.  It defines “low-income’ as a household that receives benefits from one or more of the following programs:  (a) Wisconsin Works (W2), (b) Medical Assistance, (c) Supplemental Security Income, (d) Food Stamps, (e) the Low‑Income Household Energy Assistance Program, (f) the Wisconsin Homestead Tax Credit. (g) Badger Care, and any other program, for households at or below 200% of the federal poverty line, approved by the Commission.”

Link‑Up and Lifeline:  Basic Service Rate Assistance Programs
Link‑Up and Lifeline programs are codified in Wis. Adm. Code §§ PSC 160.061 and 160.062, in accordance with Federal Communications Commission (FCC) guidelines, to make essential telecommunication service more affordable for low‑income customers.  These programs provide low‑income households with affordable service by providing connection to telephone service at no charge and offering reduced rates for monthly local service.  The primary responsibility  of informing low-income customers of the availability of these programs lies with the telephone companies.  They are required to inquire of customers regarding eligibility for low‑income programs while taking service orders and on initial contacts for disconnection or payment arrangements.

Changes in the FCC’s Lifeline program effective January 1, 1998, require all local exchange telecommunication companies to participate in Lifeline and Link-Up programs to remain eligible for any federal universal service support funding.  The state Lifeline credit program (Wis. Adm. Code § PSC 160.062) consists of a $7.00 standard monthly credit.  The standard credit is $7.85 for Ameritech and Verizon customers due to a   Variances from that $7.00 credit may occur because of changes in the FCC’s rules or because Lifeline has a $15 maximum and $3.00 minimum service rate (that includes touch‑tone service, the federal subscriber line charge, at least 120 local calls, and 9‑1‑1 monthly fees where authorized).  So, some customers may get Lifeline credits greater than the standard $7.00 to lower their monthly rate to the $15 level.  In addition, some customers may see a slightly smaller credit, however, the total basic rate for those customers will be only $3.00 monthly.

The rules no longer require special Lifeline rates for customers with non-optional measured local rates.  Ameritech Lifeline customers currently still receive a 1¢ per call “Usage Assistance Credit” for each call over 150, up to 1200, in a billing period.  This program may be discontinued by Ameritech in the future.

An additional feature of the new rules for Link-Up and Lifeline is that these customers cannot be disconnected from local service for nonpayment of toll charges.

Internet Link:
http://www.psc.state.wi.us/writings/consinfo/lifeline.htm
Application:
Contact your local telephone company and request Lifeline service.  A customer may be requested to sign a release form to allow verification of eligibility.

Funding:
100% of the $5.25 minimum credit comes from the Federal USF.   For credit amounts above $5.25 and less than $10.50, two-thirds comes from the state USF and one-third comes from the Federal USF.  For credits above $10.50, 100% is covered by the state USF.  Funding for Link-Up credits are evenly split between the state and Federal USFs.  For any Link-Up credit amount over $60, 50% is covered by the State USF and the other 50% comes from the telephone company’s revenues.  For certain carriers, 100% of the Link-Up credit may be reimbursed from the State USF.

Free Toll and Other Call Blocking
Wis. Adm. Code § PSC 160.04 addresses toll blocking.  Free toll blocking service for low‑income customers is required by Wis. Stat. § 196.218(4m).  In addition, toll blocking is required to be provided upon request, without monthly charge, to all customers.  There are many toll and other call blocking options to help customers control their telephone bills, for instance, Wis. Adm. Code § PSC 160.04 also requires that blocking now apply to Extended Community Calling usage.  

Internet Link:
http://www.psc.state.wi.us/writings/consinfo/blocking.htm
Application:
Contact your local telephone company and request toll blocking service.  Ask about the many options.  A customer may be charged if toll blocking is removed and then requested again on the same line.

Funding:
No Universal Service Fund (USF) funding for this program; 100 percent coverage by the Local Exchange Carrier's  ratepayers.

PROGRAMS FOR THE ALTERNATIVELY-ABLED

Vouchers for Purchase of Handicapped Equipment
Under Wis. Adm. Code § PSC 160.07, disabled customers may apply for vouchers to assist them in the purchase of equipment necessary for affordable access to and comparable use of essential services.  The program is known as the Telecommunications Equipment Purchase Program (TEPP).  The voucher amounts are intended to make the cost of purchasing special equipment comparable to the cost of purchasing a quality standard telephone and related features. Customers, other than the hard-of-hearing, are required to make a co‑payment of $100 at the time of purchase.  Applications of low‑income deaf and hard‑of‑hearing individuals are referred to the Department of Health and Family Services for funding from the Telecommunications Assistance Program.  If qualified, the $100 co-payment is provided by TAP under a special TEPP voucher.

Internet Link:
http://www.psc.state.wi.us/writings/consinfo/tepp/tepp.htm
Application:
Call the Commission at 608-231-3305 and request a TEPP application or access one over the Internet link above.  Be sure to leave your name, address and telephone number.

Funding:  
100 percent of TEPP program costs paid by the USF.

Custom Calling Services at No Charge

Custom calling services necessary to accommodate use of essential services by the handicapped are provided at no charge to the customer.  Discount programs tailored for certain disabilities include toll discounts for TTY users, no-charge directory assistance for those unable to use the phone book and no-charge operator service for those unable to dial their own calls.  

Application:
Contact the local telephone company, state your situation and request the needed services at no charge.  A customer may be requested to fill out an application justifying the waiving of charges.

Funding:
100 percent from ratepayers.

Two-Line Voice Carry-Over

TTY users who are able to speak or hear, but not both, may make use of the option of two-line voice carry-over to provide separate TTY and audible links.  The second line needed to accommodate this use is provided without a local charge (although federal charges and taxes may still apply).  With this second line a deaf individual who can speak may voice an outgoing message and receive the incoming messages over a TTY.  Conversely, a speech-impaired individual who can hear may listen to the other party’s spoken message and send outgoing messages over a TTY.

Application:
Contact the local telephone company, state your situation and request the extra line.  A customer may be requested to fill out an application justifying the waiving of charges.

Funding:  
100 percent of waived charges paid by the USF.

OTHER SPECIAL PROGRAMS

Free Voice‑Mail for the Homeless
While it is not possible to assure the provision of the essential telephone services to the homeless, modern telecommunications services provide options for keeping households and individuals in desperate or transitional circumstances accessible through the telecommunications network.  Free voice‑mail service for the homeless in Wis. Adm. Code § PSC 160.063 is an innovative means of keeping these people accessible by telephone to employers, medical services, social services, and other necessary contacts.  The program makes unused voice‑mail boxes available from telecommunications utilities or their affiliates to legitimate homeless‑services organizations and job service agencies, for use by their homeless clients.

Funding:  
Incremental usage costs for the voice‑mailboxes or lines and equipment to provide them and costs of administration may all be paid by the USF.

Telecommunications Customer Assistance Programs
The mission of a TelCAP is, in general, to assure that low‑income and disadvantaged customers have continuous telephone service at the highest level practicable.  It is envisioned that the TelCAPs would allow integration of telecommunications programs with the energy utilities’ early identification program (EIP) approach to meeting low‑income households’ needs.  TelCAP plans are intended to target all or a subsection of a telephone company’s customers and address the following items:


(1)  Disconnection of local service.


(2)  Applications for new service.


(3)  Restriction of toll and unnecessary services


(4)  Deferred payment arrangements.


(5)  Referrals for assistance.

A more comprehensive and integrated set of changes to customer service rules in Wis. Adm. Code ch. PSC 165 is now being drafted to complement the TelCAP plans.  Work is continuing to  proceed in the year 2000 toward that goal under docket no. 1-AC-184.

Funding:
On a case‑by‑case basis the Commission may decide if a TelCAP plan may receive USF support.  No funding is currently authorized.
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