
Historical Background of Wisconsin’s Telecommunications Relay System
The State of Wisconsin as represented by its Department of Electronic Government, Division of Management, Bureau of Network Service (BNS, formerly Bureau of Telecommunications Management) is responsible for the administration of telecommunication relay services in the Wisconsin.

Wisconsin was an early pioneer of telecommunications relay services as demonstrated from its early provision of message relay in 1978.  At one point in time, eleven local relay message centers existed in the state all funded and administered in various ways.   In the early 1980’s the first state supported message relay service accessed via a toll number was created.

The Department of Electronic Government (formerly Department of Administration) first established its FCC compliant relay system on August 1, 1992.  The State promoted the concept of relay as providing dial tone to customers and was the first state refer to relay as system (“Wisconsin Telecommunications Relay System”) instead of a service.  All aspects of relay mirror text to voice communications as closely as possible thus striving to achieve functional equivalency.

Since 1992, BNS was responsible for the development of three Requests for Proposals (RFPs).  These RFPs were written to meet or exceed all standards contained in Title IV of ADA.   Since purchasing telecommunications system and services tends to occur every three or five years, BNS predicted future FCC rule changes based on its reading of comments filed regarding the TRS Notice of Inquiry.  While language exists in the contract requiring the Provider to comply with any rules promulgated by the FCC, the State thought it wise to include specifications, which can be exercised when needed.  To this end, the State’s re-certification request will identify call features, which may not be implemented as of this writing but could be deployed if so required by the FCC.

Fact stated in this document come from the State’s current contract with Hamilton Telephone Company d/b/a Hamilton Telecommunications, RFP requirements and statistics provided throughout the first five-year contract.  In some cases, supportive statistical analysis represents a one-year period so that the Commission could have a “snap-shot” of the level of service provided.  This sampling is noted where appropriate.

Sample educational and promotional materials are attached to the original application but are not available in electronic format.   Materials include such times as pens, magnets, videotapes and brochures.

II
Governor’s Wisconsin Telecommunication Relay System Advisory Council

BNS worked with the Governor’s Wisconsin TRS Advisory Council to create two RFPs used to purchase its relay system.  The Council is represented by industry (interexchange carrier, local exchange carrier and Wisconsin State Telephone Association) and by customers (Wisconsin Association of the Deaf, speech and hearing impaired, speech disabled, hearing impaired, hearing customer and public member).  The list of the following Council Members and whom they each represent are mentioned below:

Council Member




Representing
Dr. Franklin Silverman




Speech Disabled

Edith Simon





Deaf/Blind

Jean Daniels





Hard of Hearing

Cheri French





Hearing consumers

Tom Harbison





WI Association of the Deaf

Jack Hathway





WI Telecommunicators, Inc

Ron Byington





Deaf

Dean Voeks





WI State Telephone Assoc.

Larry Powell





Public Member

Jim Maurer





Local Exchange Carrier

The Council played a key role in the development of RFP specifications, creation of evaluation measures and reviewing call feature options to determine which ones would be incorporated into the WTRS.  The Council’s purpose is to advise the State on issues relative to the provision of relay system.  However, the Council has been more involved than this as demonstrated by their participation on the evaluation for the RFP, writing the first operational manual and participating with events designed to train newly hired Communications Assistant (CA).  Furthermore, the Council is a valuable tool frequently used by the State to help resolve service questions or to develop creative solutions to customer needs.

III
Request for Proposal
BNS issued its 3rd RFP on July 1998.   Once again this RFP was written before the FCC completed its rule making process.  This was also done without many state models to follow, lack of knowledge regarding available technology and a simple lack of experience given that TRS was a new industry.

This RFP was written to meet or exceed the rules pertaining to Title IV of the ADA.  It also contained specifications designed to meet specific customers' demands, provide a more seamless system and make the system as functionally equivalent as possible.   The RFP also asked for technology, which is not required under the current rule, but, may be in the future.  Examples of this are video relay, text to speech, enhanced protocol, caller identification, access to 900 number and call release.  

IV
Providers of WTRS

The first Wisconsin contract award was also the first in the nation.   In 1991 State awarded the first contract to MCI Telecommunications (MCI) and Society’s Asset, Inc. (SAI) making them the first co-contracting partnership in the country.   Both entities were equally and separately responsible for the provision of contractually mandated specifications.  

In 1999, as the State entered into a new contract solely with Hamilton Telecommunications who also subcontracted with SAI to continue high quality operator and customer service.   The current contract was entered for three years with two additional one-year renewals.   The contract requires one price for all relay products with a contractual clause to encourage Hamilton Telecommunications to provide new technology applications being added to WTRS.

In 2000, Wisconsin appeared to be the first state to do market analysis before and after advertising the “Don’t Hang Up!” campaign.  The intention of this campaign was to increase awareness of the Wisconsin Telecommunications Relay System to the general public.  By doing so, the State of Wisconsin had to determine the base line to see what the public awareness levels were before and after the multi-media campaign in five market areas in Wisconsin.  The selected methodology was a 3 to 5 minutes phone survey with 100 randomly selected residents in each of the five market areas (500 completed calls in total). 

The State of Wisconsin and Hamilton Telephone Company discussed collaboration and shared cost to develop the media materials in March 1999.  By June 1999, as the State of Wisconsin and Hamilton Telephone Company had agreed upon the theme and the development agency as well as the cost formulas.   The State of Wisconsin send out a bid within Wisconsin for an Advertising Agency to purchase the media slots and analysis report on “before and after” the campaign.  As the result of the “Don’t Hang Up!” campaign, the analysis report indicated a significant increase on public awareness of the Wisconsin Telecommunications Relay System to the general public.   

For more information, please see McGlinchey & Associate’s “Wisconsin Relay System Benchmark Research Analysis 2002”in Tab 2.

During the course of State’s contractual relationship with Hamilton Telecommunications, a new FCC order affecting WTRS went into effect December 21, 2000.  Orders included the revision of the speed of answer, which required 85% of all calls must be answered within 10 seconds as measured on a daily average and increased words per minute typing from 45 to 60.   In addition to FCC order, there were other requirements such as handling of emegency calls, in-call replacement of call agents and speech to speech included in the contractual amendment.   (Please see a copy of the Addendum to Agreement to the Agreement (Contract #89050) pertaining in compliance with the new FCC’s order in Tab 2). 

In addition, on February 19, 1997, the FCC released the First Report and Order and Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (the “FCC Order) in CC Docket No. 92-105, which addressed the use of N11 codes and other abbreviated dialing arrangements.  In that Order, the FCC concluded that a three-digit TRS number would offer significant benefits to person with hearing or speech disabilities and general public and directed Bellcore to designate 711 exclusively for TRS use. The FCC tentatively concluded that the nationwide implementation of 711 should occur within three years of the effective date of the Order.    The State of Wisconsin has achieved the implementation date of 711, which was on or before October 1, 2001.   For more information about the State of Wisconsin’s implementation of 711, please read “Public Access to Information” under “functional standards in Tab 5.”

 The State of Wisconsin has implemented two innovative new technologies that dramatically improve the quality and efficiency for the citizens of our state who use the Wisconsin Telecommunications Relay System (WTRS).  As the first state to offer this innovative technology to relay users, Wisconsin is answering the Federal Communications Commission’s charge of applying advanced technology to improve the lives of people with disabilities.

The WTRS enables people who are deaf, hard of hearing, or speech disabled to communicate by TTY (text telephone) with anyone who uses a standard telephone through Communications Assistants (CAs). The CAs relay the hearing person’s exact words by typing everything back to a TTY user.   The speed and accuracy of the conversation depends on the speed and accuracy of the CA’s typing skills. 

The two technologies being tested in Wisconsin are Fastran (Fast Transcription) and CapTel (Captioned Telephone).  Both technologies make use of voice recognition applications to dramatically improve both speed (from 30% to 200% faster) and accuracy (five times more accurate), over traditional telecommunication relay service performance. These new technologies enable Wisconsin’s TRS to meet and exceed FCC requirements, which not only improve relay performance and services to people who are deaf or hard of hearing, but also the individuals, businesses, agencies, and organizations in the state they communicate with. 

More than 200 participants with various degrees of hearing loss are participating in Wisconsin’s nine-month technology trial of Fastran and CapTel, developed by Ultratec, Inc. 100 individuals are testing Fastran using TTYs or computers with TTY modems. A little over 100 individuals are testing CapTel using the Captioned Telephone provided to them by the state trial. Trial dates are October 1, 2001 through March 31, 2003.

On the following pages are written narrative describing how the Wisconsin Telecommunications Relay System complies with the Federal Commission’s rule.
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