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The Deaf and Disabled Telecommunications Program’s (DDTP or the Program) Equipment Program Advisory Committee (EPAC) held its monthly business meeting at the DDTP Main Office in Oakland, California.
EPAC Committee Members Present:
Keith Bonchek, Deaf Community Seat
Mussie Gebre, Deaf-Blind Community Seat
Jacqueline Jackson, Blind/Low-Vision Community Seat
Tom Mentkowski, Hard of Hearing Community Seat
Brian Pease, Mobility Impaired Community Seat
Kenneth Rothschild, Deaf Community Seat
Sylvia Stadmire, Senior Citizen Community Seat
EPAC Non-Voting Liaisons Present:
Dave Kehn, CCAF, Customer Contact Operations Manager
Alan Solomon, CPUC, Communications Division
CCAF Staff Present:
Mary Atkins, Marketing Department Manager

Dan Carbone, Customer Contact Liaison
Sally Chan, Marketing Specialist
Emily Claffy, Special Projects Coordinator
John Koste, Telecommunications Equipment Specialist
Jen Minore, Field Operations Manager, Northern California
Barry Saudan, President and CEO

Angela Shaw, Field Operations Manager, Southern California
Jackie Taylor, Director of Operations
Reina Vazquez, Receptionist/Committee Assistant 
David Weiss, CRS Department Manager
Others Present:
Nadine Branch, Attendant to Jacqueline Jackson
Lindsey Dokianos, Sonic Alert
Mike Donovan, Sonic Alert
Jonathan Gray, Clarity

Sandy Gross, AFCO Electronics
EPAC Chair, Sylvia Stadmire, called the meeting to order at 10:05 a.m.
I. Administrative Business
A.
Introductions 
The Committee Members, California Communications Access Foundation (CCAF) staff, and California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC or Commission) staff introduced themselves. 
B.
Agenda Modification and Approval
The agenda was approved without modification.
1.
Review of emergency evacuation procedures 
Reina Vazquez reviewed the emergency evacuation procedures with the Committee. 
C.
Review of Minutes from Previous Meetings
The minutes from EPAC’s April 8, 2016 meeting were approved with two corrections.
II.
CPUC Update
Alan Solomon, Communications Division (CD) Program and Project Supervisor began his report with an update on the new equipment pilots. The Odin VI wireless is currently being evaluated for the low vision and blind community as a pilot program which began in fall of last year.  As of April 30th 180 units have been distributed.  The Clarity cordless phone and ClearSounds battery backup were also approved as a pilot in February of 2016. The Quattro 4L and the HearAll cell phone amplifier have been approved for distribution in the Program. Alan was pleased to report that the ClearSounds Bluetooth Hub and multi-network A1600BT amplified phone and similar devices from other manufacturers have been approved for testing. 
Alan then moved on to the contracts and reiterated that all DDTP contracts are required to be competitively bid pursuant to State contracting rules.   The contract for the marketing service provider was awarded to TMD Group May 5th and the captioning contract was awarded to CCAF. 
 
Regarding the marketing campaigns, Alan reported now that TMD Group’s contract is finalized, plans can move ahead for advertising in June.  
As for speech-generating devices (SGDs), Alan reported that 165 applications have been reviewed and 5 applications are currently under review.   
Alan concluded his report by informing the Committee that CD is moving forward with planning the SGD tablet pilot and a contract has been signed with the California Foundation for Independent Living Centers (CFILC) to conduct the pilot. 
Brian Pease remarked that his friend who has used a $7,000 SGD in the past is now using an iPad and says that iPads are the way to go; they’re far less expensive and they offer more features. Brian added that he thinks that iPads and tablets are the wave of the future and we should incorporate them into the Program. Barry Saudan reminded the Committee that the needs of SGD users are highly specialized and there is no one size fits all device. This is why the CPUC is launching the iPad pilot to learn to what degree the device can meet the needs of this unique community.   
III.
Presentation by Sonic Alert
Lindsey Dokianos and Mike Donovan of Sonic Alert provided a presentation for the Committee on three products: a home signaling system, a telephone signaler, and an amplified cordless phone.  Mike began by giving a brief history of the 40 year old company which specializes in devices for the deaf and hard of hearing. Lindsey then showed the devices to the Committee and described and demonstrated the features and benefits of each and answered the members’ questions. The Committee made several suggestions of modifications to the devices that they would like to see which would make them more useful for more people and Lindsey and Mike thanked the Committee for the feedback. 
I. Public Input
There was no public input at this time.
II. CCAF Staff Reports
A. CRS Report 
David Weiss referred the members to the CRS reports in the binder and highlighted some of the data, noting the steady downward trend in both traditional relay calls (TRS) and CapTel calls. David remarked that many CapTel users have switched to IP relay, but that much of DDTP equipment is not compatible with digital service. When asked if this trend was worrisome, David replied that it is in that IP relay isn’t offered through the Program in California and the CPUC cannot regulate internet telephone service.  He added that things are happening regarding this transition from analog to digital at the federal level and asked Alan Solomon to explain a bill that is currently being considered by the legislature that may have a great impact on the Program. Assembly Bill 2395 (AB2395) is a bill sponsored by AT&T that would ultimately modify California’s universal service requirements by allowing any carrier to discontinue voice service   starting January 1, 2020 if an alternative carrier is available and willing to take over the voice service. If no alternative carrier is available, the customer can petition the CPUC to order the existing carrier to provide voice service only for the next 12 months. The CPUC opposes the bill as it is vague and has no clause addressing the disabled community or what will be provided to consumers after the 12 month period. David reminded the Committee that if they want to make comments about the bill that they should forward their comments to the CPUC who will in turn make comments on their behalf. 
B. Field Operations Report 
  
Jen Minore introduced Angela Shaw, the Southern California Field Operations Manager, and noted that the February reports were in tab 8 of the meeting binder.  Angela reported that there were 142 outreach events in February, 136 of which were generated by the outreach specialists themselves. Also in February there were 408 field visits where outreach specialists met with individuals in the community at places such as senior centers, senior services agencies, and various support groups. In response to Sylvia Stadmire’s question as to why there were no distribution events in downtown Sacramento or other major metropolitan areas, Angela replied that the events are deliberately held in areas that are not close to our service centers so that we can support the people who are unable to get to a center. In response to Kenneth Rothschild’s remark that CTAP did not attend the recent Deaf Nation conference, Angela and David Weiss explained that participating in the conference is not worth the cost of investment as the booths are expensive and CTAP has enrolled very few new customers at past events. The Committee had no further questions about Angela’s report.
C. Marketing Report 
Mary Atkins was happy to report that the marketing services contract was executed on May 5th and that now plans can move forward for advertising campaigns in June. Mary was also delighted to report that one of our Russian speaking outreach specialists managed to get a full page CTAP ad placed on the front page of a Sacramento based Russian language Newspaper. The Committee had no questions about Mary’s report.
D. Consumer Affairs Report
Dan Carbone referred the Committee to his reports in tab 7 of the meeting binder and said that he had just one thing to add to the report regarding wireless feedback and customers having difficulties with cell phones that they have received through the federal program not being Bluetooth compatible. Dan noted that this is an ongoing problem and that he’s happy to hear that the Program is looking into the ClearSounds Bluetooth Hub which will hopefully augment these phones and make them useful for DDTP customers. The Committee had no questions for Dan.  
E.  
Customer Contact Report 
Dave Kehn referred the Committee to the reports in tab 6 and noted that in February the contact center had handled 13,674 calls, a 64% increase over January, once again showing the correlation between advertising campaigns and upticks in DDTP activity, not just at the call center but also at the service centers and with equipment shipments from the warehouse. Dave was happy to report that advertising coupled with increased outreach activities in January meant the addition of 1,630 new customers to the Program in February. 
       F.
Equipment Report – Dave Kehn
Dave Kehn was excited to report that CD has approved both the Quattro 4L neckloop and the HearAll cell phone amplifier as permanent additions to the Program, allowing us to offer accessories to cell phones to make them more accessible. The purchase order for the devices has just been issued and it is anticipated that distribution will begin in the next 45 to 60 days. Dave also reported that CD has approved EPAC’s recent recommendation to test the ClearSounds multi-network Bluetooth amplified phone and similar devices as well as the Bluetooth Hub. John Koste has been reaching out to various other manufacturers and hopes to have samples available to begin their testing and evaluation in the next two to three weeks. Brian Pease asked if EPAC could have a list of the products and their manufacturers once we have all the samples in house and Dave agreed to share the information with EPAC as soon as it is available. 
       G.
Wireless Report 
Dave Kehn reported that the Odin VI mobile device pilot is going well and that as of today we have distributed all 192 units available for the pilot. Toward the end of May CCAF will begin analyzing the survey results and writing their report that will go to CD in June. Kenneth Rothschild asked if we would be looking at the California LifeLine wireless equipment as possible additions to our program. Barry Saudan replied and remarked that we have been hearing from our outreach specialists that the free phones provided through LifeLine have no accessibility features, nor do they have Bluetooth or any ports that would allow connection to augmentative devices, so they would not be something that we would look at for the Program.
III. Lunch 11:30 – 1:00

VII.
Committee Member Equipment Update

John Koste presented two amplified phones which are currently in the Program for people with varying levels of hearing loss. The first device John showed was the line powered CSC500 from ClearSounds which has been in the Program for several years. The phone is for people with mild to moderate hearing loss and is also suitable for people with cognitive impairment or mobility issues and it has a maximum amplification of 30dB, tone control, and a speakerphone. Although this phone is dependent on a wire line, it has the advantage of still being operable during a power outage.


The second device John showed was the Alto which is not line powered but uses an AC adapter. The phone has 53 dB of amplification, 15 dB for outgoing speech, a built-in speakerphone, and talkback features. It is suitable not just for people with mild to severe hearing loss, but also for people who have low vision or are blind and for people with speech impairments.  While corded phones have better sound quality and clarity, this phone is cordless but it allows for more mobility and it is the second most distributed phone in the Program.  In response to Tom Mentkowski’s question about notification features, John replied that the phone does flash when it’s ringing. John said that the only challenge with the phone is that it does not perform as well on VoIP lines as it does on a land line. 
VIII. Discussion of the Sonic Alert Presentation
Kenneth Rothschild stated that he thought the devices had several features that would be beneficial for people with hearing loss. Tom Mentkowski remarked that the devices didn’t have many features he would find useful.  Brian Pease said he enjoyed the presentation but wonders if the devices would offer any newer options than equipment that is already in the Program, such as amplified phones or bed shakers.  Kenneth said he thought there was room for improvement and wonders if the devices might be modified to add different signaling features that he would find useful. Jacqueline Jackson remarked that she could see some value in the devices for her blind and low-vision constituents and thinks the products might work well for a younger population. John Koste remarked that if testing were done and a device added to the Program, it would most likely be the HomeAware home signaling system. Dave Kehn explained that the HomeAware system that includes a main receiver, a smart phone transmitter, a land line transmitter, and a smoke/CO2 transmitter is a kit that was put together by the manufacturer for consideration by the state. Dave added that Sonic Alert would be open to re-kitting it to our specifications. John then provided a brief history of the company and added that although Lindsey and Mike have just recently joined Sonic Alert, the company has been around for a long time and has an excellent reputation and good name recognition in the industry. David Weiss added that he hasn’t seen much these last several years in the way of new equipment for the deaf, so he thinks the Sonic Alert products might be one place to look for devices that are workable or can be adapted for the deaf community. After more discussion the Committee decided to move forward with a letter to CD recommending modifications to the HomeAware kit and, if approved, moving ahead with testing of the device. 

New Action Item #7:

CCAF will work with Patsy and the Committee to draft a letter suggesting modifications to CD regarding the Home Aware Kit by Sonic Alert. The intent of the letter is for CD to inquire if improvements can be made to the product before EPAC considers recommendation for testing and inclusion in the Program.
IX.  EPAC Business

A.
Report from the Chair 
Sylvia had reported that a group she is a part of, the California Senior Legislature, is also following Assembly Bill 2395 (AB2395) and is planning to submit comments, but at this point they are waiting for further action on the bill. Sylvia also reported that she has been in touch with Jen Minore to organize an outreach presentation at a senior facility in Oakland on June 28th. Sylvia invited all in the area to attend if they want to see Outreach in action.  
B.
Review of Action Items List
Action Item #5: Tom Mentkowski will contact the Hearing Aid Industry Association and invite someone to speak with EPAC about moving away from T-Coil technology.

Tom reported that he had spoken to some people in hearing aid research who assured him that T-coils in hearing aids are here to stay because many people use loop systems like the one in the conference room to be able to follow what’s going on in meetings or classrooms. However, Tom added that they also said that the emphasis has shifted to voice recognition technology which would allow the hearing aid wearer to more easily separate speech from background noise. The Committee decided to close this item. 
Action Item #6: Patsy will work with Brian to write a letter to CD to recommend the research and testing of the Bluetooth Hub and Multi Network (landline and Wireless) Amplified / Multi-Function Bluetooth Enabled Telephones

Alan Solomon reported that with Brian’s input, Patsy wrote the letter, sent it to CD on behalf of EPAC, and CD has approved the testing. This item was closed.


At this point, Dave Kehn requested that compiling a list of the multi-network phones and their manufacturers be made an action item.

New Action Item #8: CCAF will work with Dave to compile a list of the models and manufacturers of the Bluetooth Hub and Multi Network (Landline and Wireless) Amplified / Multi-Function Bluetooth Enabled Telephones that will be tested for inclusion in the program.

C.    Member Reports
Keith Bonchek reported that he had attended the Deaf Expo recently and had taken a friend with him who was unfamiliar with deaf culture and it was a real eye-opener for both of them. Keith remarked that he thought there must be many seniors with hearing loss who could benefit from the products he saw there as well as from DDTP products, but that they are in denial about their hearing loss and don’t know about all the devices that could help them. Barry Saudan said that Keith was exactly right and that this is what we hear from CTAP reps who are out in the field. It’s the caregivers and family members who notice the hearing or vision loss and seek out devices on behalf of their elderly relatives because the person who needs the device refuses to accept the fact that they’re losing their sight or their hearing. Tom Mentkowski remarked that he saw this every day when he was in the hearing aid business and that part of it is that many people just don’t realize they’re losing their hearing as it happens gradually. Tom said the best thing to do with people who are in denial is to have a close family member take them to a hearing center and say, “just do it.”

IX.
Future Meetings and Agendas
The Committee confirmed that their next meeting would be June 10th, that there would be no meetings in July or August, and that they’ll return to meetings in September. 
The meeting was adjourned at 2:05 p.m.
These minutes were prepared by Patsy Emerson.
 
