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20 April 2000

Ms. Ursula Menke

Secretary General

Canadian Radio-television and

  Telecommunications Commission

Ottawa, Ontario

K1A 0N2

Dear Ms. Menke:

Subject:
Decision 2000-24, Final Standards for Quality of Service Indicators for Use in Telephone Company Regulation and Other Related Matters
 AUTONUM 
In accordance with the procedures set out by the Commission at paragraph 55 of Decision 2000-24, the following constitutes Bell Canada, Island Telecom Inc., Maritime Tel & Tel Limited, MTS Communications Inc., NBTel Inc., NewTel Communications Inc., Northern Telephone Ltd., Northwestel Inc. and Télébec ltée, (collectively, the Companies), reply comments.
 AUTONUM 
In Decision 2000-24, the Commission stated that it was of the preliminary view that a number of additional quality of service indicators might be required to give as full a picture as possible of the quality of service being provided.  The Commission directed the telephone companies to file submissions on the proposals outlined in paragraphs 28, 34 and 36 of that decision.  The Companies filed their comments on 6 March 2000.  The Companies are also in receipt of submissions filed by Thunder Bay Telephone, TELUS Communications (B.C.) Inc., TELUS Communications Inc. and Québec-Téléphone on 6 March 2000.
 AUTONUM 
On 5 April 2000, the Companies received comments on the telephone companies' submissions from Action Réseau Consommateur, the Consumers' Association of Canada and the National Anti-Poverty Organization, (collectively, ARC/CAC/NAPO), and the BC Old Age Pensioners' Organization, Consumers' Association of Canada (BC Branch), Council of Senior Citizens' Organizations of BC, federated anti-poverty groups of BC, 

Senior Citizens' Association of BC, West Seniors' Network, End Legislated Poverty, BC Coalition for Information Access, and Tenants Rights Action Coalition, (collectively, BCOAPO et al).  BCOAPO et al's submission consisted of a letter of support for the ARC/CAC/NAPO submission.
 AUTONUM 
The following comments represent the Companies' response to the issues raised by ARC/CAC/NAPO in their letter of 5 April 2000.  Failure to address any particular issue or allegation in this response should not be taken as agreement or concurrence with such comment or allegation, where such agreement or concurrence would be contrary to the interests of the Companies.
Business Office Hold Time and/or Call Duration
 AUTONUM 
ARC/CAC/NAPO in their comments have challenged the validity of a new quality of service indicator for either business office hold time and/or call duration.  ARC/CAC/NAPO thus note, for example, that:
"…measuring total duration of the call, or total hold time, may have an adverse impact on customer service, insofar as companies would be thereby encouraged to reduce time spent with customers over the phone." (paragraph 6)

"…customers are not likely to object to waiting on hold while service representatives are engaging other resources in the company to deal with their issues." (paragraph 7)

 AUTONUM 
However, as an alternative to call duration or total hold time, ARC/CAC/NAPO, in paragraph 7, propose that:

"…a new indicator should be established to measure hold time before the customer is connected to the appropriate service representative."

ARC/CAC/NAPO's rationale for suggesting this new indicator was stated in paragraph 5:

"The existing indicator for Business Office Access, Indicator 1.5, only measures the time taken to answer a call; it can be easily circumvented by answering, then putting the customer on hold for an extended period of time."

 AUTONUM 
The Companies object to the suggestion that the Companies would put customers on hold for an extended period of time.  It is neither the Companies' policy, nor practice, to engage in such activity.  When a client representative answers a customer's call, the customer is put on hold only if it is necessary for the client representative to go off-line to pursue matters related to that customer's inquiry.  To undertake the activity contemplated by ARC/CAC/NAPO would neither be in the Companies' or its customers' interest.  From an operational standpoint, doing what ARC/CAC/NAPO have suggested would unnecessarily tie up Company call centre facilities.  Moreover, ARC/CAC/NAPO's contention ignores the simple fact that needlessly placing customers on hold would result in frustration on the part of customers thus making it more difficult and time consuming for the Companies' representatives to address the issues giving rise to the customer calls in the first place.  As with a number of other assertions put forward by ARC/CAC/NAPO in their comments, the contention that the Companies somehow have an interest in placing customers on hold is inconsistent with sound management practices. 

 AUTONUM 
Furthermore, as noted in the Companies' submission of 6 March 2000, it is not possible for all companies to measure total hold time duration.  The Companies submit that it would be pointless, as well as a waste of resources, to try to measure an activity that is inconsistent with sound management practices and contrary to Company policy.

 AUTONUM 
In paragraph 7, ARC/CAC/NAPO propose a new standard for Indicator 1.5, Business Office Access, as "…a standard that requires that a minimum of 90% of calls to the business office are so connected within 20 seconds of having been answered."  

 AUTONUM 
First, the Companies note that the standard for Indicator 1.5, Business Office Access, was not one of the issues that the Companies or interested parties were requested to address in this proceeding.  Second, the Companies note that in the proceeding leading up to Decision 2000-24, the Companies provided ample evidence supporting the position that a standard of 80% of calls answered within 20 seconds was more than sufficient to provide a customer satisfaction level of 90%.  Third, in Decision 2000-24, the Commission confirmed that the 80/20 standard met its objective for establishing a customer satisfaction level of 90% for call centre operations.  Fourth, the Companies submit that if ARC/CAC/NAPO still believes the standard established in Decision 2000-24 is inappropriate, the proper course of action would be for ARC/CAC/NAPO to file an application with the Commission to review and vary that part of Decision 2000-24 related to business office access standards.

 AUTONUM 
In summary, the Companies submit that ARC/CAC/NAPO has not demonstrated any requirement or valid rationale for the establishment of new quality of service indicators for business office hold time and/or call duration, or a change in existing business office access standards. 
Customer Complaints
 AUTONUM 
The Companies note that ARC/CAC/NAPO have not provided any support or justification as to why a complaint indicator is required at this time.  The Companies, for their part, are not aware of any customer dissatisfaction with the existing complaint process, or with the time taken by the Companies to respond to complaints, that would warrant the establishment of a new quality of service indicator.  The Companies submit that new quality of service indicators should not be established where no need or requirement for them is evident.

 AUTONUM 
In paragraph 11, ARC/CAC/NAPO suggest that the reply standard for the complaints indicator contemplated by the Commission should be 10 days rather than 20 days as proposed by the Companies.  ARC/CAC/NAPO's view is based on the supposition that complaints received by the Commission,

"…may be of a different nature from those received by the companies" in that "consumers usually make complaints directly to the company, and only if they are not satisfied with the company's response, do they take their complaint to the Commission."

Furthermore, ARC/CAC/NAPO suggest that "[e]ven those complainants who are aware of the CRTC may have difficulty finding an address to which to send their complaint."

 AUTONUM 
In response, the Companies note that ARC/CAC/NAPO appear to be misinformed.  Pursuant to Decisions 78-4 and 86-7, the Companies are required to publish in the introductory pages of their telephone directories the options available to customers wishing to file a complaint.  Also included are the appropriate Commission and Company addresses.  ARC/CAC/NAPO's conclusion that "…complainants who are aware of the CRTC may have difficulty finding an address to which to send their complaint" is ill‑founded.

 AUTONUM 
With respect to ARC/CAC/NAPO's comment on the nature of complaints, the Companies note that, in their experience, the types of issues and complaints addressed to the Commission are similar in nature and complexity to those addressed to the Companies.  It is not reasonable to assume that complaints received by the Commission will require more time to resolve on average than will complaints received directly by the Companies.

 AUTONUM 
In paragraph 12, ARC/CAC/NAPO state that:

"ARC/CAC/NAPO do not deny that some complaints will require more than 10 working days for the companies to resolve.  However, such complaints likely constitute only a small percentage of the total complaint cases received by the companies.  Unless the companies can demonstrate otherwise, with reference to concrete evidence, it should be assumed that the vast majority of complaints can be dealt with in two weeks."

 AUTONUM 
The Companies note that most complaints filed with the Commission, and with the Companies, involve issues that customers have not been able to resolve through normal business channels.  These issues, by their nature, tend to be more difficult and complex.  As well, the Companies often have difficulty in contacting customers to obtain clarification or additional information necessary to address complaints.  Complaints do take time to resolve.  As a result, establishing an artificially short response time standard will not increase customer satisfaction.  Moreover, a short time frame standard would almost certainly be counter productive in that it would not allow for the time necessary to thoroughly investigate customer complaints.

 AUTONUM 
In conclusion, the Companies submit that, given that complaints to the Commission and the Companies are similar in nature, the appropriate standard for a complaints reply indicator, if indeed one is required at all, should be no less than that for complaints, as addressed in Part VI of the CRTC Telecommunications Rules of Procedures – 20 days.

Directory Assistance – Speed and Accuracy

Competition

 AUTONUM 
In paragraph 20, ARC/CAC/NAPO state that:

"…market forces are not yet sufficient to ensure an acceptably high level quality of directory assistance service."  In particular, ARC/CAC/NAPO notes that "…competition in this market is in an infancy stage in some areas while absent in other areas."

 AUTONUM 
The Companies note that directory assistance is a service that lends itself to centralized operations with widespread geographic coverage.  ARC/CAC/NAPO's comments demonstrate a surprising lack of understanding of the marketplace for directory assistance services.  Directory assistance services are developing as a number of firms are establishing their services.  Such services are typically developing today in Canada for service on a wholesale basis.  However, the Companies expect that service providers in Canada will follow developments elsewhere in North America and will be offering retail as well as wholesale directory assistance offerings.  It therefore can be expected that competition in this area will develop quickly.  It is this threat of imminent competition as much as actual competition itself that imposes discipline on market participants and therefore protects customers.  ARC/CAC/NAPO's curt dismissal of the availability of on‑line alternatives to the Companies' directory assistance services also displays a surprising lack of awareness of the fundamental shifts taking place in the telecommunications marketplace in Canada.  Access to on-line services is growing at a dramatic pace, which is only expected to increase.  The Government of Canada's Connecting Canadians Agenda promises to increase these growth rates.  While the Companies would not contend that access to on-line services and databases are alternatives immediately available to all customers today, it is unrealistic and inappropriate, however, to dismiss these alternatives as having no impact in terms of the Companies' directory assistance services.

 AUTONUM 
Accordingly, the Companies reiterate their view, as stated in their 6 March 2000 submission, that it is unnecessary and inappropriate to re-impose quality of service measures and standards for directory assistance service operations at this time.
Speed

 AUTONUM 
In paragraph 17, ARC/CAC/NAPO state that:

"It is therefore essential, especially if a speed of answer standard is adopted, that some incentive be put in place to encourage operators to take the time necessary to understand the customer's request and to find the number requested."  

 AUTONUM 
The Companies submit that ARC/CAC/NAPO have misinterpreted the intent of the proposed indicator.  The Companies' proposal defined the Directory Assistance – Access indicator as "The percentage of calls to directory assistance that are answered in 20 seconds or less."  (6 March 2000 letter, Attachment, page 5 of 7).  The proposed indicator would therefore measure how long it takes for a customer's call to Directory Assistance to be answered, not how long it takes to process the call after it has been answered.  The Companies submit that it is in both the customer's and the Companies' interest to take the time necessary to understand the customer's request and to find the number requested.  As a result, it would be inappropriate to establish a standard for inquiry time since, as noted by ARC/CAC/NAPO in paragraph 17, "…encouraging fast DA service delivery through a speed of answer standard could have the perverse effect of increasing the number of unsuccessful requests due to operator error or failure to take the time necessary to find the requested number."

 AUTONUM 
In paragraph 21, ARC/CAC/NAPO proposed that the standard for speed of directory assistance be "at least 90% of calls to directory assistance should be answered within 20 seconds".  ARC/CAC/NAPO have provided no support as to why a 90% threshold would be appropriate.  As noted above in the Companies' comments on business office access, the Commission has already determined that a standard of 80% of calls answered within 20 seconds would be sufficient to provide a customer satisfaction level of 90% for call centre operations.  The Companies note that the directory assistance function is also a call centre operation subject to similar staffing and queuing constraints as other call centre operations.  It would be unreasonable to impose a new and different standard on directory assistance operations without any evidence to support the need for such a change.

Accuracy

 AUTONUM 
In paragraph 22, ARC/CAC/NAPO state that:

"A 10% error rate in directory assistance is unacceptably high, in ARC/CAC/NAPO's view.  An error rate of 5% would be more acceptable." 

 AUTONUM 
ARC/CAC/NAPO base this position in part on its view, as stated in paragraph 17 that:

"The standard adopted should take into account the potential for customer error, recognizing however that such error will be significantly reduced as a result of the application of the DA charge to all requests."  

 AUTONUM 
First, as a matter of record, the Companies note that they have no evidence to suggest that customer errors have been reduced following the introduction of charges for directory assistance requests.  Second, the Companies note that there are a number of reasons why a customer might be provided, or believes he/she has been provided, with an incorrect number, for example:

· incomplete customer provided information;

· inaccurate customer provided information;

· database errors;

· directory assistance operator errors; and

· customer miss-records or miss-dials the number obtained.

 AUTONUM 
The Companies submit that an accuracy standard of 90% recognizes that there are many potential causes for a customer being unsatisfied with a number obtained from directory assistance.  However, if for whatever reason, a level higher than 90% were established, the methodology used to determine that standard would have to be adjusted to eliminate customer-originating errors as well as errors that are not attributable to the Companies.  The Companies submit that, if such a methodology could be developed, it would result in a complex process that would involve considerable work, effort and cost.

 AUTONUM 
In paragraph 17 ARC/CAC/NAPO suggest that:

"…a new standard measuring unsuccessful requests be applied to those companies who charge for such requests." 

 AUTONUM 
The Companies note that there are many reasons why requests are unsuccessful, for example: 

· the number is unlisted;

· incorrect/incomplete name/address provided – no number found;

· no phone service for listing requested;

· database inaccurate/incomplete; and

· human error: customer or operator.

 AUTONUM 
A new standard for unsuccessful requests, as suggested by ARC/CAC/NAPO, would not be useful since it is unclear how such a measure would be developed, and if it could, at what cost and effort.  In any case, it is not clear how such an indicator could be meaningfully linked to customer satisfaction.

 AUTONUM 
Finally, the Companies note that customers can call the Companies' business office and have charges removed from their bill if they are provided with an incorrect number.  This is an effective, and direct means that the customer has to ensure that he/she is not charged for incorrect listing information.

 AUTONUM 
In their submission ARC/CAC/NAPO have proposed a number of new or modified quality of service indicators.  In at least one case, the indicator proposed by ARC/CAC/NAPO is clearly outside the scope of this proceeding.  In a number of other cases, the indicators proposed by ARC/CAC/NAPO reflect a misinformed or uninformed perception of the realities of the marketplace or of the Companies' operations.  Moreover, absent from ARC/CAC/NAPO's comments is any consideration of the appropriateness of introducing more costly and administratively burdensome processes.  ARC/CAC/NAPO's comments and proposals appear to reflect for the most part a conception that more Commission management – indeed micro-management -- of the Companies' services is warranted.  The Companies submit that in a marketplace in which competition exists or in which it is developing ARC/CAC/NAPO's proposals for additional or more burdensome service indicators are an anachronism.  

 AUTONUM 
For all the reasons noted above, the Companies submit that the Commission should disregard the comments made by ARC/CAC/NAPO in its submission of 5 April 2000 and, as a consequence no new quality of service indicators are required at this time.
Yours truly,

Teresa Muir

Director - Regulatory Matters

Bell Canada

c.c.:
The Companies 

CRTC Regional Offices 

Parties to Decision 2000-24, Appendix 1

