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Dear Mr. Seuffert:

Enclosed are the Comments of Minnesota Telecom Alliance regarding the above-

referenced matter. Please feel free to let me know if there are questions about this filing.
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/s R. Cameron Winton
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On behalf of the Minnesota Telecom Alliance
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Plan Review

COMMENTS OF MINNESOTA TELECOM ALLIANCE

INTRODUCTION

The Minnesota Telecom Alliance (“MTA”) submits the following comments in regard
to the Commission’s review of the Telephone Assistance Plan (“TAP”). MTA is a trade
association comprised of more than 70 telecommunications companies across Minnesota.
MTA members range from family-owned companies and local cooperatives with storefronts
on Main Street Minnesota to companies with multi-state operations. MTA’s members provide
voice, video, and high-speed internet to Minnesotans in every area of the state.

MTA submits these comments to convey three points to the Commission: (1) the
Commission should reduce the surcharge applicable to each access line in the state—and given
the excessive TAP fund balance, the Commission has room to do so while still maintaining
program benefits; (2) the Commission should take note of underlying market trends that are
likely driving program results; and (3) the Commission should reconvene the TAP-Lifeline

Advisory Group.




(1) The Commission should reduce the surcharge applicable to each access line in the

state—and has room to do so.

Currently, a telephone subscriber must pay a monthly surcharge of $.10 per access line.
Order, Jan. 15, 2019, Dkt. No. P-999/CI-17-677. That amount is the maximum allowed under
state law. Minn. Stat. § 237.70, subd. 6. (“The commission shall provide for the funding of the
telephone assistance plan by assessing a uniform recurring monthly surcharge, not to exceed
ten cents per access line . . ..”)

The Department of Commerce and the Office of the Attorney General have both
recommended that the Commission reduce the surcharge. The Department of Commerce
proposes a surcharge of $.07 per month. Comments, Oct. 22, 2020, page 4. The Office of the
Attorney General does not specify a proposed reduced surcharge but states that it may do so
in reply comments. Letter, Oct. 22, 2020, page 3.

MTA supports the proposals of the Department of Commerce and the Office of the
Attorney General to reduce the per-access-line surcharge. Specifically, MTA supports
reducing the surcharge at least to the $.07/month level recommended by the Department and
ideally to an even lower amount per month.

Even with the Department’s proposed reduction of the surcharge to $.07/month, the
balance sitting in the TAP fund would still be approximately $1.9 million on June 30, 2022,
according to the Department’s projections. Comments, Oct. 22, 2020, page 4 (“Assuming the
projected line count, interest revenue and administrative costs stay the same, the TAP fund
balance would be approximately $1,899,784 on June 30, 2022 at these new credit and
surcharge levels.”) There does not appear to be a policy rationale for maintaining any

substantial balance in the TAP fund, let alone a balance of close to $2 million. Furthermore, in




a budget-constrained environment, a balance of that size is a tempting target for others to raid
for unrelated policy initiatives. The State faces a significant budget deficit in the 2021
legislative session. As the Star Tribune reported on October 28, 2020:

Gov. Tim Walz said he is considering every option as he stares
down Minnesota’s worst budget deficit in a decade. Reorganizing
state government. Budget cuts. Tax increases. Draining reserves.
Legalizing recreational marijuana. “The only way to do it is to
put every possible scenario on the table,” Walz said. He is
preparing for an estimated $2.3 billion gap in the current budget
and potential $5 billion hole the following two years, according
to new state estimates.

Jessie Van Berkel, “Every option on table for deficit, Gov. Tim Walz says,” STAR TRIBUNE,

October 28, 2020, https://www.startribune.com/every-option-on-table-for-deficit-gov-tim-

walz-says/572890541/. Given this situation, the Commission should take care to avoid creating

any fund balances that would likely be diverted from their intended purpose to plug a shortfall
in the state budget.

MTA acknowledges that the reduction from $.10/month to $.07/month or some lower
amount is a relatively small adjustment in the scale of a given household’s budget.
Nevertheless, reducing the surcharge is appropriate for two reasons. First, it is difficult to
justify collecting the funds from consumers when the overall program those customers are
funding is not achieving the desired policy outcome. Second, in the aggregate, the
Commission’s imposition of a surcharge has the effect of removing money from Minnesotans’
wallets and putting it into a government-held account at the very time when our shared
economic recovery from the COVID-induced recession depends on consumers having more,

not less, money in their wallets.




In summary, the Commission should reduce the surcharge—and given the excessive

TAP fund balance, the Commission has room to do so while still maintaining program benefits.

(2) MTA does not object to raising the TAP benefit, but the Commission should take

note of underlying market trends that are likely driving program results.

MTA does not object to raising the TAP benefit, but the Commission should take note
of the underlying market trends likely driving program results. Based on the observations of
MTA’s members, it appears that demand for the TAP program is not as strong as policy-
makers desire or expect because Minnesotans are choosing to switch from wireline service to

wireless service, as illustrated in the chart below showing the unmistakable nationwide trend.
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Given this sustained continuous drop in the number of customers with landline
phones, MTA encourages the Commission to note that regardless of the level of customer
benefit under the TAP program, a continued decrease in utilization of the TAP program will

almost certainly continue.

(3) The Commission should reconvene the TAP-Lifeline Advisory Group.

MTA supports the recommendation of the Office of the Attorney General to reconvene
the TAP/Lifeline advisory workgroup. MTA’s President & CEO, Brent Christensen, serves on
the workgroup and welcomes the opportunity to continue participating.

CONCLUSION

The Minnesota Telecom Alliance encourages the Commission (1) to reduce the
surcharge applicable to each access line in the state; (2) take note of underlying market trends
that are likely driving program results; and (3) reconvene the TAP-Lifeline Advisory Group.

MTA appreciates the opportunity to submit these comments.

Dated this 2" day of November, 2020.

Brent J &Q ‘;sﬁrrse/
President/C
1000 Westgate Drive, Suite 252

St. Paul, MN 55114
651-288-3723
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