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The Staff of the Missouri Public Service Commission (“Staff”) offers the following brief regarding the Metropolitan Calling Area (“MCA”) Plan.  Established nearly ten years ago, the MCA Plan expands the local calling scopes in the metropolitan areas of Kansas City, Springfield and St. Louis to address issues of expanded customer growth occurring in the outlying areas of these metropolitan areas.
  The Commission revisited the MCA Plan in Case No. TO-98-483 to address several contested issues including intercompany compensation issues and issues involving the ability of competitive local exchange carriers (“CLECs”) to provide MCA service.
  


The Commission opened Case No. TO-2001-391 and established an Industry Task Force (“Task Force”) to address the following additional MCA issues: (1) issues related to pricing of MCA service, (2) the effects of an expanded MCA on pricing, and (3) whether the Local Exchange Routing Guide (the “LERG”) is the appropriate mechanism to identify the MCA NXX codes in the future.  The Task Force completed its work in January 2002 and filed the Final Status Report of the Industry Task Force (“Final Report”) on January 24, 2002.  

1. Pricing of MCA Services

The Task Force was first directed to investigate issues related to pricing of MCA services.  The first pricing issue identified by the Task Force is whether all incumbents are required to charge the same price for MCA service.  The Task Force believes the Commission provided an answer to this issue in Case No. TO-99-483 when the Commission ordered that “ILECs are allowed to change their MCA service charges in response to competition brought on by flexible pricing of MCA service by CLECs.”
  

The Task Force focused most of its pricing issue attention on the effects that expanding the MCA would have on pricing.  In particular, the Task Force questioned whether it is acceptable under the MCA-2 proposal for carriers to charge different rates to subscribers who have the same local calling scope.  The parties could not reach an agreement on this issue since some parties believe charging different rates is acceptable due to the different distances from the core tiers, while other parties endorse a “blending” of MCA rates among the different tiers.  If the Commission decides to further explore the merits of the MCA-2 proposal, this is an issue that may need to be resolved.

2. Expanding the MCA

The second issue identified by the Commission asks what effects will an expanded MCA Plan have on pricing of MCA services.  The Task Force limited its investigation into expanding the MCA Plan to the expansion necessary to implement the Staff’s MCA-2 proposal.  The Final Report describes the MCA-2 proposal as “a one-way outgoing calling plan that enables mandatory and optional tier MCA subscribers to call all telephone numbers within the MCA geographic area, regardless of whether or not the called party also participates in the MCA plan.”  

The Task Force explored both the benefits and detriments of the MCA-2 proposal.  The parties to the Final Report agreed that a likely detrimental effect of the MCA-2 proposal would be a reduction in revenues for all involved carriers.  This reduction in revenue is the result of the elimination of toll calls for all MCA subscribers calling any number within the entire MCA territory.  In contrast, the potential benefits of the MCA-2 proposal include:

· Under the current MCA Plan, the outgoing calling of certain MCA subscribers is limited to other MCA subscribers.  The MCA-2 proposal would eliminate this distinction and allow all MCA subscribers to call all end users, subscribers and non-subscribers, in all tiers.  

· The number of MCA tiers would be reduced from a five-tier MCA Plan to a simpler two-tier MCA Plan, which divides the MCA into a mandatory and an optional tier, although the MCA-2 maintains the current 5-tiered pricing.

· Customer confusion would be lessened under the MCA-2 proposal since MCA customers would not have to question whether a call placed within their respective metropolitan area is local or toll.  

· The current MCA Plan uses separate prefixes to distinguish between MCA subscribers and MCA non-subscribers.  This distinction is necessary under the current MCA Plan to properly bill a call as either local or toll.  Under the MCA-2 proposal, the need to distinguish between subscribers and non-subscribers is removed in the interest of number conservation.  

· The MCA-2 proposal would eliminate the need for end users to change their phone numbers, which is currently required under the MCA Plan when an existing end user either subscribes to the MCA Plan or cancels the MCA Plan.  

· Administrative efficiencies associated with MCA-2 may decrease administrative costs of MCA service.

Taking into consideration the likely benefits and detriments of the proposal, the Staff recommends that the Commission implement the Staff’s proposed MCA-2 Plan.  

3. The LERG

The final issue identified by the Commission is whether the Local Exchange Routing Guide (the “LERG”) is the appropriate mechanism to identify MCA NXX codes in the future.   This function is necessary under the current MCA Plan to distinguish between MCA NXX codes and non-MCA NXX codes.  Under the proposed MCA-2, this function is not necessary.  

The Final Report concluded that carriers may not be using a common process for identifying MCA and non-MCA NXX codes.  For this reason, the Staff and the Office of the Public Counsel developed a database of MCA NXX codes and posted the database on the Commission’s website.  Should the need to distinguish between MCA NXX codes and non-MCA NXX codes continue, the Staff recommends that the Commission require all carriers operating in the MCA to timely report their NXX code activations to the Staff for posting on the website.

4. Conclusion

The parties do not all agree that an evidentiary hearing is appropriate at this time.  Some parties advocate no further activity, suggesting that the Commission leave the MCA Plan unchanged, whereas other parties recommend additional task force meetings to address issues related to the MCA-2 proposal.  Due to the substantial time that the Task Force already spent studying pricing issues without reaching unanimous agreement, further meetings may only delay an inevitable disagreement on pricing.  The Staff, therefore, believes that an evidentiary hearing is the next step in exploring the merits of the MCA-2 proposal.
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