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I. INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
Pursuant to Rule 14.3 of the California Public Utilities Commission’s 

(Commission) Rules of Practice and Procedure, the Public Advocates Office at the 

California Public Utilities Commission (Cal Advocates) submits these opening 

comments on the Proposed Decision (PD), concerning the modernization of the Deaf 

and Disabled Telecommunications Program (DDTP), California Relay Service, and 

related programs (California Connect), issued on January 15, 2026. 

The Commission opened this rulemaking in November 2023 to update and 

enhance the program’s ability to meet the modern communication needs of Californians 

with speech, hearing, vision, mobility, or cognitive disabilities.1 The modifications and 

revisions outlined in the PD will make meaningful improvements to the program and 

support its core purpose, which is to make it easier for individuals with disabilities to 

communicate and engage with the world around them. This goal correctly acknowledges 

that, “equal access to communication is not a privilege, but a right.”2  

Cal Advocates supports the PD’s substantial goals and proposed modifications to 

this important program.  

If approved, the PD will improve a program participant’s ability to communicate 

with professional colleagues, friends, and loved ones using modern communications 

devices. In addition, the partnership between California Connect Staff and emergency 

response agencies enhances public safety by expanding access Next Generation 911 

compatible devices and ensures assistive devices are available to people with disabilities 

at evacuation centers.3 Most notable improvements to the program intend to: 

  

 
1 R.23-11-001. Order Instituting Rulemaking to Consider Revisions and Updates to the Deaf and 
Disabled Telecommunications Program, filed on November 9, 2023.  
2 CPUC, About California Connect, Accessed January 27, 2026, Accessible at 
https://caconnect.org/about/  
3 Decision Establishing Revisions and Updates to the Deaf and Disabled Telecommunications Program 
(California Connect), January 15, 2026 (PD) at 38. 
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• reduce barriers to enrollment,4  
• expand program awareness,5  
• increase and maintain partnerships with Community Based 

Organizations (CBO),  
• enhance emergency preparedness and integration with state and local 

disaster plans, and  
• bring California Connect equipment and services up to date with 

modern (IP-based) technology.  

We also agree with the Commission’s Findings of Fact 3, which asserts that Public 

Utilities Code Section 710 does not apply to this proceeding and that the Commission has 

regulatory authority over Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) services as it relates to 

equipment and services offered by California Connect.6 

California Connect is one of six state-mandated Universal Service programs, or 

public purpose programs, collectively funded by an access line-based surcharge 

mechanism authorized by Decision (D.) 22-10-021. Because California Connect is 

supported by surcharge revenues and program costs may change as participation grows, 

Cal Advocates respectfully recommends modest transparency measures that will help the 

Commission and parties track implementation and fiscal impacts without slowing 

modernization. Additional transparency and budgetary guardrails will further address 

Scoping Memo Issue 87 and help ensure that surcharge funds are allocated and spent 

efficiently among the public purpose programs. Therefore, the Commission should adopt 

the Proposed Decision with the modifications described in the following sections.  

  

 
4 PD at 17 – 22. California Connect Staff will streamline the language and structure of the application. 
Participants can submit a paper application or online through the California Connect website. In addition, 
the PD directs Communications Division Staff to seek an amendment to Pub. Util. Code § 2881, which 
will expand the number of qualifying Certifying Agents. 
5 PD at 30. California Connect contractor staff will enhance cross-promotion of other related programs. 
6 PD Findings of Fact (FOF) 3 at 63. 
7 R.23-11-001. Assigned Commissioner’s Scoping Memo and Ruling (Scoping Memo), filed on April, 10 
2024, at 8. 
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Summary of Recommendations: 
 

• Require reporting on specific metrics, plans, and outcomes resulting 
from the Proposed Decision in the California Connect Annual 
Report. 

• Facilitate a workshop and/or comments with stakeholders before 
adopting a compensation model for CBO partnerships.  

 
II. DISCUSSION 

A. Annual Reporting Is Necessary to Validate Impacts8 
anticipated by the PD   

The Commission should adopt the PD and direct California Connect Staff to  

include a “Modernization Implementation Update” section in the program’s Annual 

Report9 for the next 3 to 5 years. This section should include: 

• key implementation actions completed,  

• implementation plans for next year, 

• high-level cost impacts (savings/increases and major drivers), 

• major procurement or distribution changes and performance metrics, and 

• cost trends for new devices. 

The intention is to elucidate the impact of the modernization efforts described in the PD 

and broaden public visibility without adding an excessive administrative burden to 

Commission staff.  

The PD anticipates that a streamlined mode of delivery will result in enough cost  

savings to mitigate the budgetary impact of modernizing the program.10 However, the 

Staff Proposal and PD lack evidence (e.g., cost projection analysis) to support this 

 
8 PD at 62. 
9 CPUC, California Connect: Download Publications. Last Accessed January 27, 2026. Available at: 
https://caconnect.org/download/ 
10 PD at 57. 
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assumption.11 While we are confident that the “Procurement and Direct Ship Model” will 

reduce the resource requirement for equipment storage and increase efficiency,12 the PD 

includes several orders13 of which the cost implications are unknown. For example, 

market forces could drive the cost of certain IP and wireless technologies14 beyond 

projected savings. In addition, increased enrollment and greater demand for modern 

equipment could require additional spending. If the cost of one modernization process 

exceeds expectations, it may place risk on the remaining initiatives ordered by the PD.  

The intent of the reporting requirements, as outlined above, is to monitor the  

program’s modernization efforts in the context of a rapidly changing telecommunications 

landscape. The Commission appropriately instructs staff to track the financial impact of 

the proposed modifications,15 but this process should pair with public visibility, to 

promote transparency, financial sustainability, and long-lasting success.  

B. Stakeholder Input is Needed Before Implementing a CBO 
Compensation Model  

The Commission should adopt the PD and seek stakeholder input before 

implementing a CBO (Community Based Organizations) compensation model. 

Coordination with CBOs supports the established goals of this rulemaking and these 

organizations should receive equitable compensation. Going further, these partnerships 

could expand program’s reach in rural areas, especially in Northern California, where 

access to service centers is geographically limited.16 As staff continue to develop 

 
11 R.23-11-001. Administrative Law Judge’s Ruling Requesting Party Comment on Communications 
Division Staff Proposal and Updating Proceeding Schedule, Appendix A (Staff Proposal), filed on May 
14, 2025, at 34. 
12 PD Conclusions of Law (COL) 7 at 65. 
13 PD Ordering Paragraphs: 1(b), 1(c), 1(f), 1(g). 1(i), and 1(j), at 66 – 67. 
14 PD at 65.  
15 PD Ordering Paragraph 1(c) at 66. 
16 R.23-11-001. Opening Comments of the Public Advocates Office on the Administrative Law Judge’s 
Rulemaking to Consider Revisions and Updates to the Deaf and Disabled Telecommunications Program, 
filed on January 22, 2025, at 11.  
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relationships with CBOs, they should prioritize the areas where the presence of service 

centers is minimal.  

Cal Advocates supports the Commission’s approach to align California Connect’s 

future compensation framework with similar programs like LifeLine.17 However, as 

noted by parties in this proceeding, CBO compensation models are complex and 

nuanced.18 As the PD acknowledges, while similarities exist between the LifeLine and 

California Connect, the programs are not set up in the same way.19 The PD also states 

that, “the Communications Division shall monitor the development of the trusted partner 

proposal in the Lifeline proceeding, compare it to the CBO compensation structure in the 

CARE program, and then propose a path forward for partnering with CBOs in California 

Connect.”20 This substantiates the need for a workshop or comment period open to 

stakeholders before adopting a compensation model. Communications Division Staff 

should encourage participation in a workshop or comments from: 

• the public, 

• CBOs, 

• parties to this proceeding, and 

• staff from the LifeLine and CARE programs.21 

Partnerships with CBOs should: 1) prioritize the intended benefits/outcomes for 

program participants, 2) ensure appropriate compensation for time and resources, and  

3) sustain long-term collaboration. A well-vetted CBO compensation framework that 

incorporates stakeholder input will help ensure that the specific outcomes relevant to 

CBO partnerships are reasonable and achievable.   

 
17 PD at 27.  
18 R.23-11-001. Comments of Center for Accessible Technology and The Utility Reform Network on the 
Administrative Law Judge’s Ruling Requesting Party Comment on Communications Division Staff 
Proposal and Updating the Proceeding Schedule, filed June 6, 2026, at 5. 
19 PD at 28.  
20 PD at 28. 
21 PD at 27. 
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III. CONCLUSION 
The proposed modifications to the California Connect will enhance access to 

modern essential communication equipment and services for Californians with 

disabilities. The Commission should approve the Proposed Decision and direct 

Communications Division to report on specific cost and implementation metrics that the 

proposed program modifications will occur and facilitate a workshop and/or comments to 

gain stakeholder input on a proposed compensation model for CBO partnerships. This 

will ensure greater transparency around the minimal funding, rule, and service impacts 

anticipated by the PD. Cal Advocates appreciates the Commission decisionmakers and 

staff who contributed to this proceeding.  

Respectfully submitted, 
 
/s/ SCOTT MERRILL 
      

Scott Merrill  
Attorney for  

 
Public Advocates Office 
California Public Utilities Commission 
300 Capitol Mall 
Sacramento, CA 95819 
Telephone: (916) 894-5724 

February 4, 2026                                  E-Mail: Scott.Merrill@cpuc.ca.gov 


