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OFFICE OF THE PUBLIC COUNSEL'S STATEMENT OF SUPPORT FOR NUMBERING RESOURCES RELIEF FILED BY ALLEGIANCE
INTRODUCTION

From the very beginning of area code relief efforts, Public Counsel was a vocal and consistent advocate for number conservation in Missouri.  The potential drain of Missouri’s Metropolitan Calling Area (MCA) plan on numbering resources is not a new issue.  This potential drain was a primary reason for Public Counsel's proposal for state number pooling, as well as other conservation methods, long before the Federal Communications Commission’s (FCC) order for pooling on a national basis.  In a “one thousand block pooling” environment, a maximum of 10 facilities-based carriers in a rate center could share an NXX that previously would have served only one carrier.  During that period when the anticipated number of competitors in urban areas was unclear, pooling offered the potential for huge savings in terms of number conservation and delaying area code relief.

Conservation is as important now as it was then. However, in the quest to conserve, it is important not to lose sight of the key purpose of conservation: to ensure that resources will be available to serve the public interest by facilitating use of the public switched network in the most efficient manner possible given existing constraints.  

With this purpose in mind, Public Counsel recommends that the Missouri Public Service Commission (Commission) approve Allegiance's requests to order the number pooling administrator to assign the necessary numbering resources for the two exchanges.  Without this relief, Allegiance will be delayed or denied its ability to provide the same array of services as competitors in the optional MCA areas.

In addition, this MCA numbering issue will be replayed as new competitors emerge and as existing carriers expand their service offerings.  For that reason, the Commission should consider addressing this continuing problem with a long-term solution.  However, the Allegiance requests should not be delayed while the proper long-term response is being formulated. 

OVERVIEW OF THE NUMBERING ISSUES


To assist the Commission in understanding the issues involved in the Allegiance requests for relief, Public Counsel offers this discussion of the background facts and concepts.

The North American Numbering Plan 

Under its current configuration, a typical phone number is a 10-digit number: NPA - NXX –XXXX.  The first three digits represent the “Numbering Plan Area,” more commonly known as the “area code.”  The next three digits represent the “NXX” or “central office” code for which “N” is a digit from the set 2-9 and “X” represents a digit from the set 0-9.  The final four digits (“XXXX”) represent the “station” or “customer line” number for which “X” represents a digit from the set 0-9.   For example, with phone number 573-751-5567: 573 is the area code, 751 is the central office code, and 5567 is the station number.

From a mathematician's point of view, each of the 10 digits in a phone number could be assigned one of the 10 possible values from the set (0, 1, 2,…9) producing 10 billion possible combinations of numbering arrangements. Once the first three digits of the 10 digit combination are assigned specific values, i.e., the area code, the maximum possible combinations within that area code would be limited to 10 million potential numbering arrangements made up of 1000 possible combinations for the central office code, each with an associated group of 10,000 arrangements of the station number.  Of the 1,000 possible numbering arrangements for central office codes, some are restricted for special use.  For example, the switching network is designed to recognize that the digit “0” when it is the first digit dialed as a call that should be sent to the operator. Special use numbers such as 911 and 411 are other examples.  The 10,000 numbering arrangements associated with each central office code is a “ten-thousand block" (751-0000 through 751-9999 for the 751 central office code).   Assigning specific area codes for state use and assigning a 10,000 block to a carrier or to a “number pool” is the responsibility of the North American Numbering Plan Administrator (NANPA) as selected by the FCC.  Neustar, a division of Lockheed Martin, serves as the current NANPA.   

Number Pooling

Historically, each central office code (NXX) and its associated ten thousand block (XXXX) would be assigned to a single company within a rate center, a specific geographic area for call routing and rating purposes.  Over the past decade, the FCC, state commissions, and the industry have been transitioning this number allocation system to “number pooling” that better conserves numbering resources.  Under number pooling, the ten thousand block associated with a particular central office code can be divided into 10 one-thousand size blocks for assignment to different companies operating in the same geographic rate center.   For example, the 1000 block 751-0000 to 751-0999 might be assigned to one company while the block 751-1000 to 751-1999 might be assigned to another company.  For Missouri, Neustar serves as the current the National Thousands-Block Number Pooling Administrator (NTBNPA) and assigns 1,000 blocks from the “number pool” to a specific carrier.  

The Interaction Between MCA and Numbering Assignments   

The current method of provisioning Missouri’s MCA relies on the NXX portion of a customer’s telephone number for customer billing and inter-company compensation. Therefore, a facilities-based carrier that provides optional MCA in a rate center must have numbering resources from an MCA-designated NXX.  If the carrier provides local service, but without the MCA service option, then the carrier must have numbering resources from a non-MCA designated NXX in the rate center.  If a carrier wants to provide a variety of service offerings in a rate center, including at least one offering with MCA and one without, then the carrier must have resources from both MCA and non-MCA designated NXX codes. 

 The MCA Plan’s use of separate NXX codes designated as MCA and non-MCA creates difficult, but not insurmountable issues when meshed with FCC rules and FCC adopted industry guidelines for numbering assignment and number pooling.  The FCC has adopted standards for carriers to demonstrate a need for “initial” and “growth” numbering resources. Generally, to receive an “initial” allocation to serve a rate center, the carrier must demonstrate that 1) it is certified to provide service and 2) is ready to provide within 60 days.  When seeking “growth” resources, a carrier needs to meet established utilization thresholds before receiving additional resources within a rate center.  NANPA/NTBNPA interprets this to mean that the requesting carrier must meet the utilization threshold associated with receiving growth codes requirement before it will assign resources for different services as would be the case for Missouri’s MCA.  This potentially poses a disadvantage to both existing and new carriers that enter or expand service variety in Missouri MCA areas.  With Allegiance, the company previously only provided a service bundle that included MCA.  It did not meet the utilization rate required by NANPA/NTBNPA to receive numbering resources needed to provide a non-MCA service.  At best, Allegiance will be delayed in providing more choices to its customers until the Commission reviews and acts to override NANPA/NTBNPA's rejection of the request for numbering resources.  At worst, the Commission could uphold the rejection thereby denying Allegiance the ability to provide the additional service at all.  

Why Is This Issue Surfacing Now?

Prior to the FCC’s Orders implementing conservation, many facilities-based carriers operating in Missouri’s MCA areas had both MCA and non-MCA numbering resources as a legacy of the previous method of assignment or as a result of acquisitions or mergers.     When implementing number conservation, the FCC required the return or donation of only those blocks of numbers that were virtually uncontaminated (unassigned). Many carriers had an inventory of both MCA and non-MCA numbers and did not need to seek additional resources until now.  While Allegiance is the present company seeking relief from the Commission, this appears to be just the first of many such cases.  Future requests will no doubt involve requests for obtaining both MCA and non-MCA numbering resources so the carrier can initiate and provide both services.  Other requests may arise when existing carriers seek resources to accommodate customer growth for existing offerings.            

Recommendations

1) Public Counsel recommends that the Commission approve Allegiance's request. Absent the Commission reversing the denial of these necessary numbering resources, Allegiance will be delayed or denied its ability to provide the same array of services as its competitors in the optional MCA areas.  The granting of the requested relief advances the goals and purposes of the Missouri telecommunications law in that it promotes full and fair competition consistent with the protection of the ratepayers and the public interest.  Section 392.185, RSMo 2000.  It does this by allowing a CLEC to obtain the necessary numbering resources to offer the type of array of services desired by its customers and to offer services of like kind in competition with other companies.  

2) Public Counsel anticipates that this issue will arise again as new competitors emerge and as existing carriers expand their service offerings.  Even on an expedited basis, the present review process for NANPA/NTBNPA’s denial of numbering resources is not an equitable nor an optimal solution. A long-term resolution is needed. However, while the PSC investigates long-term alternatives, it should not delay quick action on the present requests. 

 Available Alternatives    

This situation unique to Missouri arises from the generic approach to number conservation and pooling adopted by the FCC at the national level as well as the NANPA/NTBNPA's interpretation of FCC Orders and Rules.  The FCC Orders and Rules provide for state specific considerations or circumstances by giving state commissions the authority to overrule denials by NANPA/NTBNPA based on a demonstrated need for resources.  However, when circumstances exist which indicate that there will be repeated requests for numbering resources followed by repeated denials based upon rate application generic rules, this mechanism creates unnecessary costs and delay for Missouri carriers and in turn for Missouri consumers.    

Alternatives

The Commission could seek clarification from the FCC on this issue.  Based on Public Counsel economist Barbara Meisenheimer's experience with numbering and regulatory issues at the national and state level, she does not believe that the FCC’s approved conservation mechanisms were intended to encroach on a state's authority over local calling plans or to deny or delay greater variety in telecommunications offerings.  Likewise, NANPA/NTBNPA is taking a narrow view of their own interpretation of the FCC Rules.   The need for Missouri carriers to initially have an allocation of both MCA and non-MCA resources in the optional MCA areas appears to be an unforeseen situation that can reasonably be addressed by seeking clarification that MCA and non-MCA may be treated distinctly with respect to initial and growth resource numbering requests.  

In the event that the FCC states that it intended to restrict numbering resource assignments consistent with NANPA/NTBNPA’s interpretation, the Commission could seek a waiver of FCC Rules.  The Missouri Commission has determined that the availability of MCA on an optional basis in areas near St. Louis, Kansas City and Springfield is in the public interest.  MCA has allowed those customers who want and value an expanded calling plan, priced at a flat rate, to have one, while on the other hand, not mandating such a plan for those customers who do not want it.  This overwhelmingly popular plan has addressed the calling needs for many customers in the affected areas.  If necessary, based on this Missouri specific requirement, it is appropriate for the Missouri Commission to seek a waiver of any FCC rules that impede full and timely provisioning of optional MCA service.   

CONCLUSION

 
Number conservation is important, but it should not be elevated to a level so that it interferes with the availability of optional MCA service. Carriers wanting to offer both MCA and non-MCA services must currently have both MCA and non-MCA codes.  For these reasons, Public Counsel supports the relief requested by Allegiance.
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