I.	OVERVIEW





A.	Introduction





		During most of the 20th century, local telephone service has been treated as a natural monopoly.  The paradigm changed in Pennsylvania in 1993 with the enactment of Chapter 30 of the Public Utility Code, 66 Pa. C.S. §§3001-3009.  Pursuant to Chapter 30 of the Code, 66 Pa. C.S. §3009, this Commission approved four (4) consoli�dated applications to provide competitive local exchange service in Application of MFS Intelenet of Pa., et al., Docket No. A�310203F002, et al. (October 4, 1995) (MFS�I).  These applications represented the first efforts at competition in the local exchange market for Pennsylvania since the first decades of the 20th century.


	


		The national paradigm changed in 1996 with the enactment of the federal Telecommunications Act of 1996, Pub. L. No. 104-104, 110 Stat. 56, codified at 47 U.S.C. §§151 et seq. (hereafter Act or TA�96).





		This national initiative followed and dovetailed with Chapter 30’s objective  of maintaining universal telecommunications service at affordable rates while encouraging the accelerated deployment of state-of-the-art, interactive broadband telecommunications services, and  introducing a diversity in the supply of telecommunications services and service providers in rural, suburban and urban areas of Pennsylvania.  Pursuant to the Act, Congress, inter alia, mandated the opening of local telecommunications markets to competition.  Consequently, many proceedings were initiated before the Commission to bring competition to the local telecommu�nications markets in Pennsylvania, including proceedings to address access charges, implicit subsidies in local exchange rates, and maintaining universal service.  See Order entered April 2, 1999 Docket No. P-00991648, et al. (Consolidation Order),  for a comprehensive list of Commission dockets addressed by the instant Opinion and Order.





B.	Procedural Overview





		This proceeding represents an unprecedented and ambitious undertaking to resolve several interrelated dockets implementing state and federal telecommunications policy in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.  Due to the complexity of the subject matter involved, we have up to this time proceeded to separately adjudicate individual telecommunications cases, with each case focused upon a particular issue or aspect of telecommunications regulation.  That method was previously found to satisfy administrative efficiency and need.  However, the issues which face us are not only complex, they are also interrelated.  Also, the pace of change within the industry will not permit a slow-paced series of separate adjudications.  For these reasons, we have determined that the public interest requires a comprehensive resolution. 





		Litigation of telecommunications proceedings on an individual basis failed to produce satisfactory and  prompt resolution of many issues.  Moreover, the competition envisioned by Chapter 30 and the Act in the delivery of basic and advanced tele�communications services was slowed down by this approach.  Consequently, this Commission attempted a settlement of issues on a “global” basis.  This effort was partially successful, but parties remained far apart on many issues.  Thereafter, two (2) petitions were filed by groups of stakeholders which had participated in the settlement process, each proposing competing solutions to the myriad of issues involved.  


	


		The two (2) petitions propose stipulations and related terms which would resolve numerous, outstanding telecommunications proceedings.  The  petitions attempt to achieve similar goals with divergent emphases. The competing joint petitions were consolidated and en banc hearings were held before the Commission.  After consideration of the records of the various proceedings referenced in our Order entered April 2, 1999 in this matter the petitions themselves, the evidence submitted at the en banc hearings held in June and July, 1999, as well as the main briefs and reply briefs filed by the parties, this Opinion and Order  resolves the issues which have been raised  in the petitions and the related dockets.  Disposition of these proceedings consistent with this Opinion and Order will result in immediate returns for implementing robust competition in the supply of telecommunications services, products, and suppliers, while maintaining universal service at affordable rates.





		The issues addressed in this resolution are:  access charges; unbundled network elements (UNEs); enhanced extended loops (EELs) and other UNE combinations; interconnection; digital tariffs; calling areas; resale; Universal Service Fund Carrier Charge Pool; Lifeline programs; consumer education; rate caps and ceilings; the Internet and reciprocal compensation; operations support systems (OSS); separation of wholesale and retail operations; performance measures; competitive service designation; Section 271, 47 U.S.C.§271, approval; regulatory parity and filing requirements; abbreviated dispute resolution; and resolution of certain pending dockets.





		Our resolution is an aggressive move to jump-start competition in the local telecommunications markets.  It will increase the number of local telephone companies consumers can choose from and boost investment in high-tech data and voice networks. While it is aggressive, it is also a fair and equitable resolution of the disputed issues.  Thus, we are confident that it will serve the public interest.  
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