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Calling On the Iowa Utilities Board To Improve Telephone Access for Persons with Disabilities

Executive Summary

Try to imagine life without a telephone….

The phone is our connection to family and friends. It’s a way for us to summon help in emergencies, contact businesses and co-workers, share the events of the day, or even order a pizza. Telephones are everywhere—we carry them, drive with them, and take them with us on airplanes. We take telephones for granted. Yet many children and adults in Iowa are not able to use standard telephones. Some have great difficulty hearing, speaking or being understood by others. Others have significant problems lifting, carrying, dialing or getting to the phone. Still more struggle to remember what numbers to dial or who to call in case of an emergency. 

Many of these children and adults rely on a statewide program called Telecommunications Access Iowa (TAI) to help them gain access to the phone system.  TAI provides vouchers to help individuals with limited income pay for specialized telephones that make it possible for them to connect to the outside world. TAI, however, only provides vouchers to “core customers,” Iowans who are hearing impaired, speech impaired, deaf or deaf/blind. Iowans with other physical and cognitive impairments, “core-plus” customers, are not eligible to receive funding from the program unless they also have impairments from the "core" category.

In spring 1999, the Iowa Program for Assistive Technology (IPAT) approached staff members of the Iowa Utilities Board (Board) to recommend that TAI coverage be extended to include a broader range of disabilities. These staff members requested more information in order to consider the issue. The University of Iowa Clinical Law Program was enlisted early the next year by IPAT to explore the issue of access to telephone equipment by persons with disabilities and to study and compare telephone equipment distribution programs. The goal was to determine how TAI can provide Iowans who have manipulative, movement, mobility and cognitive impairments the same access to equipment vouchers that people with hearing and speech impairments enjoy. This report explains how TAI can serve core and core-plus customers and maintain the quality and level of services currently provided.

A Brief History of Telecommunications Equipment Programs

In 1990, Congress passed the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Title IV of the ADA required telephone carriers to provide telephone relay (dual party) services for people who are deaf, hearing-impaired or speech-impaired. In response, Iowa and other states passed laws establishing statewide telephone relay services. These systems allow people using specialized equipment and people and businesses that may or may not use specialized equipment to converse with each other.

The Relay Iowa system was authorized by Iowa Code Chapter 477C and commenced operations in 1992. Before that time, core customers with hearing and speech impairments were generally only able to call other people who used text telephones (TTYs). To communicate by TTY, a person types his or her conversation, which then appears on a lighted display screen and/or paper printout for the receiving party to read. Unfortunately, both parties had to have TTYs to converse. Relay Iowa allows TTY users to communicate with non-TTY users, and allows non-TTY users to communicate with TTY users.  It also allows speech and hearing-impaired individuals using a variety of specialized equipment to communicate by telephone with each other and with people who have no speech and hearing difficulties.  A TTY user or a voice user initiates a call by phoning the relay service. The relay operator phones the other party and relays the conversation by reading the TTY user's responses to the voice user and typing the voice user's spoken content for the TTY user to read.  Spanish, Speech-to-Speech and other relay services are also available. 

Unfortunately, many people who would benefit from the relay service could not gain access to TTYs or other specialized telephone equipment and services.  The equipment is sometimes expensive, and insurance and benefits programs rarely pay or reimburse consumers for telephone equipment to use in the home. Forty-two states created equipment distribution programs (EDPs) to fill this communication gap, even though not required by federal law to do so. Each state has the freedom to fashion its program in the way it chooses. The vast majority are overseen or administered by state agencies.  Some of these programs loan the equipment needed to access the telephone network. Others buy the equipment and provide it to persons with disabilities free of charge. Iowa's program provides vouchers to people to apply toward the purchase of their own equipment. 

Many programs initially provided specialized telephone equipment only to core customers: those who were hearing-impaired, speech-impaired or deaf.  If a person who needed specialized equipment was not a core customer, she was turned away. Some states soon realized that limiting eligibility to core customers left many other individuals unable to obtain or afford the adaptive equipment they needed in order to communicate with others. Recognizing this need, lawmakers and agencies modified program eligibility guidelines to include as many people with different physical, sensory and cognitive impairments as possible. Currently, programs in 18 states serve a broad range of core and core-plus customers.  Legislation is pending in seven other states (i.e., Colorado, Idaho, Illinois, Georgia, New Hampshire, New York, and Pennsylvania) to establish or expand EDP coverage.


Iowa’s Equipment Distribution Program

Iowa's equipment distribution program opened its doors in 1995, issuing vouchers to core customers to purchase specialized telephone equipment. Iowa Code Chapter 477C authorized the Utilities Board to create and oversee the equipment distribution program with guidance and advice from the Dual Party Relay Council. A contractor, currently Deaf Services Unlimited, Inc., runs the day-to-day operations from an office and equipment showroom in Des Moines. TAI staff process applications, assist and educate customers, work with vendors, and issue vouchers, but they do not sell equipment. Customers buy the items and are responsible for maintenance, warranty work and repairs.

Applicants must be at least five years old, have a certified speech or hearing impairment, and live in a household with income below the limits set in the Utilities Board rules. In 2002, the annual income limit for a single person was $30,000. For each additional household member the income limit increases $9,000. So, for a family of four, the income limitation is $57,000. The program pays at least 95% of the cost of the telephone equipment item or package. TAI operations are not funded from the state's general revenue or budget, but rather are funded by an annual assessment on telephone companies. Additional program information and applications are available at http://www.relayiowa.com/tai/.

	Telecommunications Access Iowa Program Statistics

(based on Iowa Utilities Board's annual reports)



	
	Pieces of Equipment Provided
	Cost of Equipment Provided

	1998

1999

2000
	534

597

542
	$145,768

$140,651

$121,193

	Average
	558
	$135,870


Summary of Findings and Recommendations

Our task has been to demonstrate that TAI could serve core and core-plus customers without compromising the integrity, reputation and performance of the equipment distribution program. Iowa Utilities Board staff told us that program expansion, if it is to occur, would have to be accomplished without reducing services to current participants, eliminating the voucher system, modifying current non-disability eligibility standards or the funding scheme required by Chapter 477C, or imposing undue administrative or financial burdens. This is a pretty tall order, but one that we believe can be achieved in one of three ways. 

1. TAI can provide vouchers to pay for equipment in an integrated fashion to core and core-plus customers on a first-come, first-served basis.  Kansas, Missouri, Texas and other states use this approach.  

2. As an alternative, TAI can set aside a certain percentage of the equipment budget for core customers who are deaf, hard of hearing, speech impaired or deaf/blind. The remainder of the equipment budget would be dedicated exclusively to the core-plus customers that TAI does not currently serve, namely those with other physical, cognitive and sensory impairments. The percentages could range anywhere from a 50/50 to a 90/10 funding split.

3. If neither of these approaches is satisfactory, a third option would be modeled after South Dakota's EDP, which employs two separately administered programs, one that serves core customers, another that serves core-plus customers. The South Dakota Adaptive Devices Program for core-plus customers receives 10% of the equipment budget; and its Telecommunications Equipment Distribution Program for core customers receives the remaining 90% of budgeted funds. Iowa could apportion funds using this or a different formula.  

A one- or two-year pilot project would allow the Board to gauge and measure the effectiveness of any one of the three approaches. Whichever method Iowa uses to extend eligibility to core-plus customers, Iowa Code Chapter 477C and Utilities Board program rules must be amended in the following ways.

First, the program’s purposes and definitions must be revised to expressly extend eligibility to state residents who have a physical, sensory or cognitive impairment that prevents them from using standard telephones or service. 

Second, the list of equipment authorized for purchase through the use of program vouchers must be supplemented to include hands free phones, speakerphones, emergency, cordless and photo button phones and other adapted devices used by core-plus customers. 

Third, the list of examples of professionals authorized to certify impairments and verify the telephone needs of customers should be expanded to include physical and occupational therapists, mental health professionals, adult services and social workers and people with similar credentials. 

Fourth, a core-plus customer or an individual with a physical, cognitive, mobility or manipulative impairment should be appointed to serve as one of the six consumer representatives on the Dual Party Relay Council. There is no need to change other TAI guidelines.


Questions and Answers About the Effects of Extending TAI Coverage to Core-Plus Customers

Utilities Board staff posed several questions about the practical aspects and consequences of extending services to core plus customers.  Our answers to the questions are based on information and statistics from programs in other states that have EDPs. We compiled this information from interviews of government, industry and program officials, laws and regulations, annual reports, manuals, spreadsheets, applications and websites. We twice briefed the Board staff and met with TAI regarding the equipment distribution program, and shared our preliminary findings with them, including information contained in this report.  Here are the questions posed and our responses.

How many additional customers can TAI expect to serve if core plus customers are eligible to receive equipment vouchers?  

Core-plus customers make up approximately 13% of customers of core-plus programs in other states.  Our best estimate is that TAI can anticipate an increase of 13% in its customers (i.e., 73 additional customers) if it maintains service to core customers and extends service to core-plus customers.  

	Percentage of Core-Plus Customers by State and Impairment



	
	Visual
	Mobility
	Cognitive
	Total

	Kansas

	5.7%
	3.1%
	0.2%
	9.0%

	Maryland

	4.5%
	7.1%
	1.5%
	13.0%

	Massachusetts

	25.6%
	8.9%
	0.3%
	34.8%

	Minnesota

	N/A
	4.9%
	N/A
	4.9%

	Montana

	3.5%
	2.7%
	N/A
	6.2%

	New York

	20.7%
	23.3%
	0.7%
	44.6%

	Median
	5.7%
	6.0%
	0.5%
	12.2%


Core-plus customers fall primarily into three categories - those with physical limitations, those with sensory limitations other than hearing, and those with cognitive impairments.  The six programs listed in the table above distributed between 4.9% and 44.6% of their equipment to core-plus customers, with a median (or average) of 13.0%.  Individuals with vision impairments were the most likely core-plus customers.  Iowa’s program, on the other hand, provided vouchers for equipment, on average, to 558 core customers annually from 1998 through 2000. Based on a projected 13% increase, TAI can expect to serve approximately 631 consumers if it extends coverage to individuals with mobility, cognitive, and visual impairments.  

How much will TAI equipment budget need to be increased if core plus customers are eligible to receive equipment vouchers?  

TAI would need to increase its equipment budget by approximately 17%, or $23,098, to serve the additional customer base.  This estimate is based on information from the Kansas program, summarized in the following table, because it was the only core-plus program that provided cost of equipment broken down by type of disability.  

	Cost of Equipment for Core-Plus Customers as a 

Percentage of Total Equipment Expenditures

(Based on information from the Kansas Telecommunication Access Program.)



	     Impairment
	2000
	2001
	Average

	     Visual
	8.3%
	6.3%
	7.2%

	     Mobility
	8.9%
	5.7%
	7.1%

	     Cognitive
	0.1%
	0.2%
	0.2%
	

	     Totals
	17.3%
	12.2%
	14.6%


What types of telephone and adapted equipment and devices do core-plus customers need? How costly is the equipment? What services and supports are available to core-plus customers?

People with physical impairments often use hands-free phones, voice activated phones, voice dialers, phone holders, emergency response phones, cordless phones and other equipment. People with cognitive impairments generally order large button, photo and picture phones, emergency response phones and phones with memory and automatic dialers.

Most of these items are no more expensive, and in some cases are less expensive, than TTYs and other equipment used by core customers.  The equipment for core-plus customers is widely available and can be purchased at retail stores as well as through catalog companies and Internet retailers.  Vendors provide different types of customer and product support, including installation, one-on-one training and assistance, instructional videotapes and manuals, telephone and Internet help lines and repair and warranty services.

Iowa is rich with individuals and organizations available to help customers select and use telephone and adaptive equipment.  A sample of these resources includes the statewide offices of the Iowa Centers for Independent Living, the Iowa Program for Assistive Technology, the University of Iowa Center for Disabilities and Development, the Governor’s Developmental Disabilities Council, the Iowa Department of Human Rights Commission of Persons with Disabilities, Iowa Disability Advocates and others.

What expertise does TAI need to serve core-plus customers? 

Experience from other states has shown that EDP staff members have the skills and experience to serve core-plus customers with little additional training. A few of TAI’s current customers have multiple disabilities, including physical and cognitive impairments. Some TAI staff members reported they were familiar with the equipment needs of core-plus customers even though the Iowa program does not currently issue vouchers for this adaptive equipment. 

Who will verify core-plus customers' needs for telephone equipment?

Physicians and other qualified individual and state and federal agency representatives, as well as other professionals, certify core customer needs and have the expertise to do so for core-plus customers. Physical and occupational therapists, mental health professionals, adult services and social workers and others with similar credentials are also qualified to assess the needs and abilities of core-plus customers.

Are there programs other than TAI to help core-plus customers in Iowa obtain telephone equipment?

Funding sources for special phone equipment to be used by core-plus customers in their homes are extremely limited. A small handful of private organizations offer meager support. Public programs, such as Medicaid, Medicare and Veterans Affairs, also offer equipment to a few participants based on medical necessity, income limitations and other qualifications and restrictions that few can meet.  

Conclusion

The nationwide trend is to extend equipment distribution program coverage to citizens with disabilities that prevent them from using the standard telephone or network.  Access to technology is also a cornerstone of President Bush's New Freedom Initiative. Providing vouchers for phone equipment ensures that people have an equal opportunity to fully participate in every aspect of community life. 

The Americans with Disabilities Act and other federal and state laws have begun to transform the physical landscape, the workplace, private businesses and government services. The Assistive Technology Act funds public education, technical assistance and systems change efforts about telephone and other technologies. The Telecommunications Act is prompting companies to make and sell phone equipment that is usable by people with varying levels of physical, cognitive and sensory abilities. Despite these efforts, many people with disabilities continue to be denied access to telephone equipment. 

The Iowa Utilities Board has the opportunity to approve and act on the recommendations contained in this report and to draft and file legislation to extend TAI coverage to core plus customers. Other states have accomplished this goal with relative ease, at a reasonable cost and without phone company opposition. There is no reason Iowa cannot be among these leaders. It is a matter of fairness and equal access to a basic necessity, and a lifeline for many. 

This Executive Summary and the Complete Report, "Calling On the Iowa Utilities Board To Improve Telephone Access for Persons with Disabilities," was developed and distributed by Student Legal Interns under the supervision of Professor Len Sandler at the Clinical Law Programs, University of Iowa College of Law, Iowa City, Iowa 52242-1113.  The Iowa Program for Assistive Technology sponsored this Clinical Law Systems Reform Project.

The Student Legal Interns who authored this report are: Erick Prohs, Helen Schartz, Jon Altheimer, Matthew Cornetta, John Craiger, Keisha Cretsinger, Nicole Girault, Mark Graham, Bob Holub, Makayla Maclin, Sara Meinhard, Nathan Odem, Kraig Paulsen, Douglas Ponder, Elizabeth Reyes, David Tarbet, Craig Vogelsang, and Jason Wiley. 

For more information, or to request copies of the materials in alternate formats, contact the Clinical Law Programs, call 319-335-9023, fax documents to 319-353-5445, or send e-mail to  GOTOBUTTON BM_1_ leonard-sandler@uiowa.edu. 




Portrait of a Core-Plus Customer





My father had a stroke last September.  When he returned home from the hospital, we discovered that he could no longer dial the phone independently.  A hospital occupational therapist suggested a large number picture phone where pictures of the persons he called could be placed near each dial button.  Once we programmed the phone, Dad was able to use it with no difficulty.  It’s made a huge difference in his life, as he is able to maintain close contact with all of us family members.  It gives us peace of mind knowing that he can contact us in an emergency, or if he gets lonely and wants to talk.





We are fortunate that our family was able to purchase the equipment for Dad.  Many families aren’t so fortunate, and must go without such equipment.  After seeing the difference a telephone modification has made for Dad and our family, it has become clear to me that the Iowa Utilities Board needs to expand its distribution program to meet the needs of persons who experience communication difficulties resulting from strokes and other conditions.  As a service user, I would be willing to pay a little extra each month to see that such a service is in place for all Iowans who need it.





Mike Hoenig


Davenport, Iowa








Portrait of a Core-Plus Customer





When Beverly Krans’ mother lost the use of her legs, she found herself needing special telephone equipment to communicate with others on a day-to-day and emergency basis.  It is a scenario that likely occurs more often than we like to imagine.  Beverly wrote to the Iowa Utilities Board, describing the event that triggered her mother's interest in TAI: 	





"My mother. . . could tell . . . as she was lying in bed that her legs wouldn’t move.  She had had a slight stroke a year and a half earlier and it affected only one leg.  She knew the feeling since she had experienced it back then.  She realized that her portable phone . . . was left on the coffee table overnight.  She could see it from her bedroom.  She managed to get down on the floor and it took her two hours to crawl with her arms over to reach the phone in the living room....My mother was taken to the hospital and had surgery on her neck the next day because there was an 80% blockage in her vein."





A voice-activated phone would enable Beverly's mother to call others using her voice, a whistle or a tone, even though she could not get near the phone to manually dial a number.  Emergency features like an automatic dialer would allow her to call for help.  However, Beverly's mother would be hard-pressed to pay for the equipment.





Beverly Krans lives in Missouri.  That state has a core-plus program.  





Unfortunately, Beverly's mother lives in Iowa.  Our state program does not serve Beverly's mother or others who have mobility, movement or cognitive impairments.











� Percentage based on pieces of equipment distributed by disability category, 2000-2001


� Percentage based on pieces of equipment distributed by disability category


� Percentages based on applications in September 2000


� Percentage based on customers served 2000-2001


� Percentage based on pieces of equipment distributed by disability category


� Percentage based on total customers served as of December 30, 2001
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