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COMMENTS OF CABLEVISION SYSTEMS CORPORATION
    Cablevision Systems Corporation ("Cablevision") respectfully submits these comments in response to the Cable Division of the Massachusetts Department of Telecommunications and Energy's ("Division") request for additional information concerning its Rulemaking regarding Customer Service Standards.

    Cablevision, through its subsidiaries, provides cable television service to approximately 350,000 subscribers residing in thirty-nine Massachusetts communities. Cablevision wishes to thank the Division for the opportunity to provide further comment on the Division's consideration of new customer service standards. Our responses to the Division's information requests are as follows:


Questions 1 and 2.
    Cablevision concurs with the legal position filed by the New England Cable Television Association (NECTA); please refer to the NECTA filing regarding these two questions.

Question 3.
    Cablevision believes that compliance with the proposed rules would add significant operating costs, which may be passed on to its subscribers under the FCC rules as an "external cost." External costs include "costs of complying with franchise requirements." 76 CFR Sec. 76.9222(f)(iii). In the Matter of Rate Regulation, Thirteenth Order on Reconsideration released September 22, 1995, paragraph 123, the FCC clarified that "(t)his includes the costs of meeting local technical and customer service standards."

    In Massachusetts, the Division shares the responsibility of a franchising authority with the local issuing authorities. For example, during the implementation of cable rate regulation, it was clarified that the Division is the franchising authority for purposes of rate regulation. The Division's proposed rules would supersede the customer service standards that currently exist in local franchise agreements, and since most, if not all, franchises contain provisions that the operator will comply with the rules and regulations of the Division, the new standards will be incorporated into the franchise and be enforceable by franchising authorities. There is no practical distinction, therefore, that would justify treating the additional costs differently because they are imposed by Division regulations, rather than through individually negotiated franchise agreements.


Question 4.
    As was stated in our initial comments, Cablevision believes that the existing regulatory framework provides an efficient, effective means for ensuring a high level of customer service. The record of this proceeding provides no evidence of an ongoing, pervasive cable television customer service problem in Massachusetts. In fact, a review of the past reveals that where customer service problems have arisen, they have been effectively resolved through the cooperation of cable operators, local franchising authorities, and the Division. Therefore, we urge the Division to retain its existing regulations.


Question 5, 6, 7, and 8.
    Cablevision has gathered the data required to respond to questions 5 , 6, 7, and 8 and we provided it to NECTA so that it could be combined with the data of other companies and allow the Division to analyze the impact. (Please refer to NECTA's filing for information concerning these questions.)


Question 9.
    In its request for additional information, the Division asks "What is unique about the cable television industry that inhibits practical compliance with advertising and marketing regulations such as those proposed in section 11.02?" We would ask this question in the reverse, "Why should the cable television industry be singularly required to meet the proposed regulations?"


    Cablevision, like virtually every other cable television operator, has made a tremendous commitment to customer service. We consistently generate average "call hold" times that are less than 30 seconds; our customer service representatives are available day and night, seven days a week; we have instituted four hour installation windows; and we have voluntarily created an "On Time Guarantee" that provides the customer with a free installation if we miss the installation window, or a free month of service if we miss our service appointment. In addition, we have been diligent in resolving complaints that have been brought to us by local issuing authorities or the Division.


    Also, the proposed rules would regulate traditional cable operators while our competitors, such as Direct Broadcast Satellite operators, Satellite Master Antenna Television companies, or Open Video System providers would remain free from regulation. As a result, if a competitor offered a free month of premium service to a subscriber as a marketing enticement, we could not immediately match the offer. Under the proposed rules, we would have to state such an offer in writing in a manner that legally satisfies the regulations, undertaking the creative development of the "leave behind" materials, and then printing the materials -- all before we could respond with a counter-offer to the customer. By that time, we would likely lose subscribers to a competitor to whom the proposed marketing rules did not apply.


    We believe that the Division should address specific marketing abuses as they arise, rather than creating a costly layer of regulations. Instituting these new regulatory requirements at a time when the cable industry is moving into a more competitive environment(1) would expose the industry to more burdensome regulations than its competitors at the very same time that the industry needs increased flexibility to respond to those competitors. Moreover, we are concerned that the proposed rules would increase our costs, thus putting increased pressure on raising rates at the very time that the company is making every effort to minimize rate increases.

Question 10.
    Cablevision has implemented standards similar to those outlined in proposed section 11.02. Given our sensitivity to customer concerns regarding rising cable rates, Cablevision has not, to date, chosen to recover these costs. However, in the event that business conditions vary we would examine the company's internal policies concerning customer service standards in order to assess the appropriateness of any changes to those standards.

    Should the Division adopt its proposed customer service regulations, we would be forced to review the extent that the company could pass through the costs associated with those regulations. In doing so, we would consider the full financial effect of the regulations, not solely the incremental increase associated with the business practices that are today in place.


Question 11.
    Cablevision does not track specific complaints from subscribers regarding the advertising or marketing of cable programming, equipment, and/or services. The company assesses these matters though a variety of ways including: (1) focus group studies and customer service survey research data (both of which are kept as proprietary data); (2) internal customer feedback dissemination that originates with customer service representatives and customer service supervisors (which is also proprietary information); and (3) subscriber correspondence. Our review of Cablevision's subscriber correspondence, for the period of January 1998 through June 1998 shows that the company received no written complaints regarding any categories of sales misrepresentation.

Question 12.
    Cablevision is in compliance with proposed subsection 11.03(2). As was stated in our response to Question 10, should the Division institute its proposed customer service regulations, we would review the extent that we could pass through the costs associated with those regulations, and in doing so, we would consider the full financial effect of the regulations, not solely the incremental increase associated with the business practices that are in place today.

Question 13.
    Cablevision employs trained company representatives to respond to telephone inquiries on a 24-hour basis in Boston and our suburban systems' customer service operations are staffed seven days a week from 7 a.m. to 11 p.m. (and an answering service pages "on-call" technicians for any total loss of service). As described in our response, we would consider the full financial effect of the regulations, not solely the incremental increase associated with the business practices that are in place today should the Division put in place customer service requirements that we could potentially pass through to customers.
Question 14.
    Under our current business practices, our customer service standards meet or exceed those proposed in section 11.03. Nevertheless, as indicated in our responses to the questions above, we reserve our rights to pass through the costs of any new regulations.

Question 15.
    Cablevision does not track specific complaints from subscribers regarding their inability to contact the company. However, our team of call center experts constantly manages the metrics that effect an "all trunks busy" or "abandoned calls" status. Cablevision is proud of the achievements we have made with these factors; this achievement can be best summarized by our average call hold time of 17 seconds for the period of January 1998 through June 1998.


Question 16.
    As stated above, we do not track specific complaints from subscribers regarding their inability to contact us. However, the following customer service call center data represents statistics for the period of January 1998 through June 1998:

Calls Received Calls Answered % Answered Average Hold Time
1,001,133 972,101 97.1% 17 seconds


Question 17 and 18.
    Please refer to NECTA's filing for aggregated industry data concerning seven day, versus five day, installation periods. As previously stated above, we reserve our rights to pass through all costs associated with additional regulatory requirements contemplated by the proposed rules.


Question 19.
    Cablevision has implemented customer service standards similar to the proposed regulations. However, as stated above, we will not waive our right to pass through fully costs associated with adherence to new Division regulations.


Question 20.
    Standard installations are scheduled within four days of the date on which the order is taken. Installations are performed seven days a week. For the period of January 1998 through June 1998, we completed service appointments on a same day or next day basis 94% of the time.

Question 21.
    Cablevision does not track the number and frequency of consumer complaints arising from missed or canceled service or installation appointments. The company carefully manages its appointment scheduling, and we issue an "On-time Guarantee" in the case of a late or missed installation or service call. In this case, the customer is given a free month of service or free installation. The customer does not have to request a credit; the customer's account is credited automatically.


Conclusion
    As stated in our opening, Cablevision thanks the Division for the opportunity to provide further comments on the proposed customer service standards. Cablevision believes that the existing regulatory framework provides an efficient, effective means for ensuring a high level of customer service. The record of this proceeding provides no evidence of an ongoing cable television customer service problem in Massachusetts. Further, our responses and NECTA's responses show the significant costs associated with implementing the Division's proposed regulations -- costs that would put additional pressure on increasing rates at a time when we and other cable operators are making every effort to minimize rate increases. For these reasons, we urge the Division to retain its existing regulations.

 

Respectfully submitted,
Cablevision Systems Corporation

By:___________________________

John M. Urban, Vice President
Cablevision Systems Corporation
One Media Crossways
Woodbury, New York 11797

Telephone #: 516-393-1504

Dated October 2, 1998

C: Customer Service Standards
1. 
1 Cablevision is the nation's fifth largest cable operator with over 3.5 million subscribers; in its short history, DirecTV's subscriber base has already surpassed 3.5 million subscribers, and Congress is considering "must carry" provisions intended to make DirecTV, EchoStar, and other Direct Broadcast Satellite providers even more competitive. Adding to the competitive mix in Massachusetts, Bell Atlantic recently announced that it will bundle DirecTV services with other telecommunications services, first targeting large apartment buildings. Moreover, RCN has proceeded with its plans to provide competitive cable services across a broad Massachusetts service area. This is all in addition to competitive SMATV providers, and the competitive forces that will arrive with multiplexed digital broadcast services. 

