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BEFORE THE PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION
OF THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA

Order Instituting Rulemaking Regarding Rulemaking 11-03-013
Revisions to the California Universal Telephone
Service (LifeLine) Program. (Filed March 30, 2011)

OPENING COMMENTS OF THE NATIONAL ASIAN AMERICAN COALITION ON
ISSUES RELATING TO CALIFORNIA LIFELINE
Pursuant to the Assigned Commissioner Ruling and Scoping Memo, and the May 8, 2013
email ruling of Administrative Law Judge Maribeth A. Bushey, the National Asian American

Coalition (NAAC) offers these Opening Comments.

1. Introduction

“4 50% decline’ in LifeLine enrollment during the heart of a recession demonstrates the need
Jor far more effective and creative outreach.”

~Faith Bautista, President and CEO, NAAC

The California LifeLine program has experienced a decline in subscribership that should
alarm all stakeholders. The effectiveness and public policy aims of the program are being
hindered, in part, due to inadvertent, but clearly inadequate and anemic outreach strategies that
the Commission and the companies it regulates have so far pursued. However, the NAAC, and

the organizations it is working with, are optimistic that this proceeding will demonstrate the need

! From over 3.1 million subscribers in July 2006 to 1.5 million subscribers in April 2012. See California LifeLine
Program Overview and Update, Low Income Oversight Board, July 10, 2012, p. 10 (included in these comments as
Attachment 1).




for culturally and linguistically competent marketing for not only LifeLine, but for any program
that seeks to be inclusive of all Californians and reach those who can stand to benefit most from

those programs. For example, energy efficiency programs and bill assistance measures,

11. Scope of Intervention

We are participating in this case with much hesitation and concern due to the inconsistent
and improperly delayed intervenor compensation system at the California Public Utilities
Commission (CPUC or Commission). This matter was separately discussed with CPUC
President Michael Peevey on May 22, 2013.% As set forth below, this is why the NAAC and the
groups we are working with are concerned about devoting significant resources to a complex and
lengthy case and have, with much reluctance, decided to limit our participation to only a small
portion of the issues raised in this well-thought out scoping memo.

The NAAC is not alone in experiencing these difficulties. Our partner organizations,
such as the Ecumenical Center for Black Church Studies, the Chinese American Institutc for
Empowerment, and the Burmese American Institute for Corporate Responsibility, as well as
parties in other proceedings, who have not been previously involved at the CPUC, and who do
not have independent funding, are fighting a difficult battle to make the voices of their

constituencies heard.

III.  Inadequate Outreach for California Lifeline
The Scoping Memo asks for input regarding the adequacy or effectiveness of outreach
about the LifeLine program.®> The NAAC sees this as a critical issue that should be thoroughly

examined over this proceeding. This is especially true given the dramatic decline in enrollment

2 Notice of Ex Parte by the National Asian American Coalition, A.11-05-017, et al., May 23, 2013.
* Scoping Memo at 11.




that seems to have occurred. A 2012 report to the Low Income Oversight Board (LIOB) showed
that as of 2012, participants in California LifeLine fell during a very deep recession by more than
50%." We do not believe that this is possible based upon what one would assume to be
heightened interest during a time of job loss, underemployment and reductions in wages.

Over six million Californians live in poverty, defined as a family of two adults and two
children with a combined income of less than $22,811.5 This definition is much lower than the
current California LifeLine annual income limits, which suggests that many more Californians
would qualify for LifeLine. Given the vast eligible population of subscribers, it is clear that the
outreach and public education efforts for the California LifeLine program are inadequate.

The report to the LIOB identified several “likely reasons for [the] decline” in
subscribership.® Among these was a “lack of interest in the program.” The NAAC believes this
to be exceptionally unlikely. Due to the above mentioned poverty statistics for California, and
the tepid economic recovery seen by California and the rest of the nation (California is in a three-

way tie for the state with the highest unemployment rate), it is hard to view this as credible.

A, In-Language Marketing and Ethnic Media Sources Must be Employed

The NAAC and its partner organizations regularly call to the attention of this
Commission and the companies it regulates, the fact that in-language marketing is essential to
the success of any program seeking to build enrollment among low-income and hard-to-reach

communities.

* California LifeLine Program Overview and Update, Low Income Oversight Board, July 10, 2012, p. 10.

5 Matt O'Brien, “More than 6 million Californians now living in poverty,” SAN JOSE MERCURY NEWS, Sept. 20,
2012, available at http://www.mercurynews.com/census/ci_21587906/more-than-6-million-californians-now-
living-poverty.

§ California LifeLine Program Overview and Update, Low Income Oversight Board, July 10, 2012, p. 10.




The NAAC and its partners, including the Chinese American Institute for Empowerment
(which maintains a close relationship with Sound of Hope Radio, a Chinese language radio
station with 600,000 listeners in the Bay Area), know how essential it is to not simply maintain a
toll free number in multiple languages’ in order for effective dissemination of information.

In-language materials must be competently targeted to those who might avail themselves
of the materials. Passive in-language materials are not enough. As such, the use of ethnic media
must go hand in hand with any in-language materials that are created. Ethnic media sources are
often times more trusted and frequently consumed than other sources of information and can
often provide their own translation services. As it appears so far, the outreach for California

LifeLine does not sufficiently employ these methods. This must change.

B. The Use of Community-Based Organizations is Vital to LifeLine’s Success

The report to the LIOB suggested that “privacy concerns” and a “fear of dealing with
government” were among the reasons that subscribership had declined.® We believe that this is
very possible, but it is just one of the obstacles that can be addressed by using community-based
organizations.

In discussions this year with the head of the U.S. Census Bureau, the NAAC and two of
its partners, the Burmese American Institute for Corporate Responsibility and Chinese American
Institute for Empowerment, have communicated the lingering suspicion of government that
many immigrant communities harbor based on experiences with the governments in their
countries of origin. This suspicion may also exist as to the CPUC. However, it can be overcome
by community-based ofganizations that have the language capabilities and the cultural awareness

to ensure that information about LifeLine is actually absorbed, and that a would-be subscriber

7 California LifeLine Program Overview and Update, Low Income Oversight Board, July 10,2012, p. 7.
8
Id at 10.




subsequently takes steps to enroll.

Neither the Commission nor the telecom companies can be the primary face of LifeLine
marketing and outreach. They should provide “back office” support and can offer materials,
training and guidance to community-based organizations, but those community-based
organizations should be the first point of interaction with prospective LifeLine subscribers, or
can do so concurrently with other stakeholders.

Certain ratepayer communities place more weight and credence on information provided
from trustworthy and familiar sources. The LifeLine marketing and outreach efforts should
engage with community-based organizations and partner with them in outreach. This is more
cost-effective, as the information can be disseminated over pre-existing networks within

communities, with high penetration and reduced costs.

IV.  Need for Surveys

The NAAC will be proposing a number of surveys, which we believe the Commission or
telecommunications companies should support, to identify a) what caused the 50% decline in
subscribers, b) the actual projected number of families interested in LifeLine, ¢) what efforts can
be undertaken to ensure maximum participation in an expedited fashion at the lowest possible
cost. However, prior to the filing of June 12th reply briefs, the NAAC will seek, along with its
expert, to devise a preliminary study, that may be helpful to this Commission and all the
telecommunications companies that are parties herein,
1
I

I




V. Conclusion

In conclusion, the NAAC has participated directly and indirectly in this proceeding for

almost seven years, initially when it was a member of the Greenlining Institute. Although it is

estimated that this proceeding could last another year and a half, we would like to urge that all

parties work together to expedite this proceeding, since every month of delay could be costing

two million potential eligible lifeline members an estimated $25 million per month or $300

million over a year. This is especially important because the NAAC estimates that over 90% of

families that had landline ten years ago would now prefer wireless services.

The NAAC urges this Commission to thoroughly consider the current outreach efforts

related to LifeLine and how they can be improved and bolstered. Such losses in subscribership

must be recouped.

Dated: May 28, 2013

/s/ Robert Gnaizda

ROBERT GNAIZDA
AARON LEWIS

National Asian American Coalition

15 Southgate Ave., Suite 200

Daly City, CA 94015

Telephone: (650) 952-0522

Email:  robertgnaizda@gmail.com
alewis@naacoalition.org

Attorneys for
NATIONAL ASIAN AMERICAN

COALITION
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