
STATE OF IOWA 
 

DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE 
 

UTILITIES BOARD 
 

 
  

ORDER REQUIRING FILING OF REVISED TARIFF  
  

(Issued January 30, 2020)  
  

  
PROCEDURAL BACKGROUND  

  
On January 2, 2019, the Utilities Board (Board) issued an order terminating 

the rule making in Docket No. RMU-2017-0004, “Rule Making Regarding Inmate 

Calling Rate Caps [199 IAC chapter 22].”  In the order, the Board directed that all 

alternative operator services (AOS) companies, as defined in Iowa Code                   

§ 476.91(1)(a), file tariffs with the Board for review and approval.  The Board’s 

primary focus in requiring the filing of new tariffs is to ensure that all AOS companies 

that are providing or offering AOS to correctional facilities in Iowa receive Board 

approval of current tariffs that have rates and services that are just and reasonable.   

On March 14, 2019, the Board issued a second order in Docket No. RMU-2017-0004 

to clarify the directive in the January 2, 2019 order that all AOS companies were 

required to file a complete set of new tariffs for Board approval.  The Board extended 

the date by which tariffs were required to be filed to April 1, 2019.    

  
IN RE:  
  
RELIANCE TELEPHONE OF GRAND  
FORKS, INC.  
  

  
  
  

          DOCKET NO. TF-2019-0026  
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Eleven AOS companies filed proposed tariffs in response to the Board’s March 

14, 2019 order.  On March 28, 2019, Reliance Telephone of Grand Forks, Inc.  

(Reliance), filed a complete tariff in response to the Board’s March 14, 2019 order.  

The proposed tariff was identified as Docket No. TF-2019-0026.  

On April 17, 2019, the Office of Consumer Advocate (OCA), a division of the 

Iowa Department of Justice, filed a conditional objection to the Reliance tariff.  Also 

on April 17, 2019, Prison Policy Initiative, Inc. (PPI), filed an objection to the tariff and 

requested the Board docket the tariff.  PPI also requested intervention in Docket No. 

TF-2019-0026.  On May 1, 2019, the Board issued an order docketing the proposed 

tariff and granting PPI intervention in the docket.  On May 24, 2019, the Board issued 

an order requiring Reliance and the other AOS companies to provide additional 

information about the AOS being offered.  

On May 13, 2019, OCA filed an objection to Reliance’s proposed tariff.  OCA 

objected to the proposed rates in the tariff on the ground they are not just and 

reasonable, and OCA urged that the proposed rates be investigated and 

disapproved.    

On June 7, 2019, Reliance filed the additional information requested by the 

Board in the May 24, 2019 order.  On June 24, 2019, Reliance filed additional 

information regarding its costs at the correctional facilities where Reliance provides 

AOS.    
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  On August 20, 2019, the Board issued an order opening an inquiry in Docket 

No. NOI-2019-0001 into AOS in Iowa.  In the order, the Board requested responses 

to certain questions from those companies that had filed proposed AOS tariffs, 

including Reliance.  Reliance did not file any additional information in Docket No.  

NOI-2019-0001 in response to the August 20, 2019 order.  

On January 22, 2020, Reliance filed proposed revisions to the proposed tariff 

filed on March 28, 2019.  In the proposed revisions, Reliance proposed to add a Plan 

B on Original Sheet Nos. 14 and 14.1 that proposed different rates than Plan A for 

prepaid cards and direct billed calls.  Reliance also proposed a new Inmate Wallet 

Rate.    

OBJECTIONS TO PROPOSED TARIFF  

A. OCA OBJECTION 

OCA states that Reliance’s prepaid rates are as high as $0.50 per minute.  

OCA notes that Reliance’s proposed tariff does not specify a rate for collect calls nor 

has the company offered any justification for the intrastate rates in the proposed tariff.  

OCA objects to the proposed intrastate rates as those rates exceed the interstate 

inmate calling rates set by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC).  On July 

8, 2019, OCA filed reply comments and generally restated its previous objections to 

the tariff.  
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B. PPI Objection  

PPI filed comments on May 13, 2019, objecting to Reliance’s proposed tariff.  

PPI notes that Reliance serves approximately 54 correctional facilities in Iowa with an 

average correctional facility population of 12.  PPI states that the proposed rates are  

$0.25 for local direct bill calls and $0.40 for intrastate calls.  PPI states that 

Reliance’s prepaid card rates are set at $0.50 per minute for Plan A and at $0.40 per 

minute for Plan B.  PPI objects to Reliance’s proposed rates.   

PPI asserts the Reliance website states that there is a 3 percent credit card 

processing fee plus a fee of $3.00, which according to PPI contravenes the FCC cap 

of $3.00 and contradicts the tariff Reliance proposed.  PPI also asserts that 

Reliance’s third-party transaction fee for MoneyGram is $7.95, which is more than 

that of most other vendors, and PPI believes a portion of the fee goes back to 

Reliance.    

PPI requested that the Board reject Reliance’s proposed tariff until Reliance:   

1. Eliminates the disparity between the rates in the tariff and its website;   
2. Files a new tariff that does not charge more for intrastate calls than for 

interstate calls;  
3. Files a new tariff that accurately describes the company’s ancillary fee 

charges and/or brings its ancillary fees into alignment with applicable FCC 
caps; and  

4. Files a sworn affidavit certifying that it does not receive any consideration 
from MoneyGram.  
  

Additionally, PPI suggests that the Board order Reliance to refund the 

improper 3 percent credit card processing fee to all Iowa consumers who paid those 

fees.   
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PPI also filed reply comments on July 8, 2019.  In its reply comments, PPI 

commended Reliance for its transparency and noted that the information in 

Reliance’s financial filing is extremely helpful in allowing the Board and the public to 

gain an understanding of Iowa’s correctional facility calling landscape.  PPI noted, 

however, the information provided:  (1) is for a one-month period; (2) bases the 

equipment costs on average costs and not actual costs; and (3) bases Reliance’s 

direct costs on average costs.    

Additionally, PPI stated that according to the FCC, “[f]or fees for single-call 

and related services and third-party financial transaction fees, we allow providers to 

pass through only the charges they incur without any additional markup.  We limit 

automated payment fees to $3.00, live agent fees to $5.95, and paper statement fees 

to $2.00.  Apart from these specific fees, no additional ancillary service charges are 

allowed.”    

PPI stated that no other provider has chosen to interpret the FCC’s rules the 

way Reliance does.  PPI stated that Reliance’s collection of this 3 percent charge is 

improper because the 3 percent ancillary charge is not listed in the tariff and, 

therefore, the Board should require Reliance to issue refunds to consumers who paid 

this improper charge.  

PPI suggests that the MoneyGram fee is inflated and Reliance should be 

required to provide documentation for any suspiciously high third-party payment fees.  

PPI stated that based on its analysis of the information provided by Reliance, the 
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company’s highest commission is 50 percent and, on average, the commission is 39 

percent.  PPI stated that ending commission payments would allow Reliance to drop 

its average per minute rate by $0.19 from $0.48 per minute to $0.29 per minute.  

  
ANALYSIS OF RELIANCE PROPOSED TARIFF  

  The Board has reviewed the proposed tariff filed by Reliance, the objections, 

and the responses filed by Reliance to the Board’s May 24, 2019 order.  Based upon 

that review the Board has determined that Reliance will be required to file a revised 

complete tariff with the revisions discussed below. 

The Board’s authority over AOS companies and AOS is pursuant to Iowa 

Code § 476.91, which states as follows:  

  476.91(2).  Jurisdiction.  Notwithstanding any finding by the 
board that a service or facility is subject to competition and should 
be deregulated pursuant to section 476.1, all intrastate 
telecommunications services provided by alternative operator 
services companies to end-user customers, using other than 
ordinary residence or business telephones, are subject to the 
jurisdiction of the board and shall be rendered pursuant to tariffs 
approved by the board.  Alternative operator services companies 
shall be subject to all requirements and sanctions provided in this 
chapter.  Contracting entities shall be subject to the requirements of 
any board regulations concerning telecommunications services 
provided by alternative operator services companies.  

  
  476.91(3)  Requirements.  The board shall adopt and enforce 
requirements for the provision of services by alternative operator 
services companies and contracting entities.  
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A. History of Reliance Service  

Reliance’s original AOS tariff was approved in Docket No. TF-2005-0155.  The 

proposed tariff was filed in that docket on March 29, 2005, and the tariff became 

effective June 16, 2005.  The current tariff on file for Reliance was last revised in  

Docket No. TF-2009-0040.  The tariff revisions that were approved increased the 

Operator Assisted Station Collect Service charge from $1.45 to $2.45.  The revised 

tariff was approved by Board staff letter on March 24, 2009.  The revised tariff 

became effective on June 1, 2009.    

Reliance filed a registration with the Board on March 9, 2019, and selected 

service type, “other-Inmate Collection Call Service.”  Reliance is compliant with its 

annual reports, and its 2018 report shows revenue from intrastate service.  Reliance 

completed the Dual Party Relay Service (DPRS) Assessment from 2014-2017; 

however, Reliance has not completed the assessment for 2019.  In 2018, the 

assessment method changed, which impacted how AOS companies were assessed.  

Prior to 2018, AOS companies were billed a remainder assessment.  AOS 

companies were not assessed in fiscal year 2018 during the implementation of the 

new assessment requirements in Iowa Code § 477C.7.  AOS companies are now 

required to submit payment quarterly of 3 cents per month for each revenue-

producing telephone number.  
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 B.  Review of Reliance Tariff  

On June 7, 2019, Reliance filed its response to the Board’s questions and 

responded to the comments filed by OCA and PPI.  According to information 

provided by Reliance, it serves 55 correctional facilities in Iowa.  There are a total of  

374 phone lines in the 55 correctional facilities.  Reliance’s prepaid phone rates are 

$0.50 per minute at 45 locations.  At 10 locations the prepaid rate is $0.40 per 

minute.  Reliance reported that it is unable to provide the average number of inmates 

at each correctional facility as the number varies daily.    

Reliance provided the actual dollar amount of traffic for May 2019.  Reliance 

states some of the correctional facilities cannot pay the $57.00 monthly line charge 

from Windstream to route the calls out of the correctional facility to cover any of the 

direct costs associated with each call, plant investment amortization, or contribution 

to overhead and maintenance.  According to Reliance, many of these correctional 

facilities were abandoned by Securus Technologies, Inc., and Reliance is providing 

service to these correctional facilities as a gesture of goodwill.  Reliance states with 

most of these correctional facilities it did not expect to make a profit, but began 

providing service to help out the correctional facilities.  Reliance states the revenue 

from other Iowa correctional facilities where it provides service helps cover the cost of 

those facilities where Reliance does not earn a profit.    
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1. Correctional Facilities  

The correctional facilities where Reliance provides service are listed in the 

information provided by Reliance in response to Board orders.  The correctional 

facilities where Reliance is providing service are required to be included in Reliance’s 

tariff and Reliance is required to file any changes in the list of correctional facilities 

served as revisions to its tariff for Board approval.  

2. Posting and Dialing Directions  
  

Reliance states that all rates are posted at every telephone installed at each 

correctional facility.  Reliance posts all rates on its website:   

www.reliancetelephone.com.  In addition, Reliance also utilizes an Inmate 

Information Center at each correctional facility that allows inmates to contact 

Reliance customer service with any questions or problems.  Reliance states that it 

allows the inmate to leave courtesy call requests, and Reliance customer service 

agents call the friends and family and explain the calling options.  Reliance states 

that each time a new customer calls its customer service center, live operators 

explain the options for the cost of the call.  

Reliance states inmates have free access to its Inmate Information Center that 

allows the inmate to request courtesy calls to friends and family, send support 

requests, and check phone card balances.  Reliance also states that inmates can 

retrieve their free voicemail provided by Reliance.  Reliance states it posts the dialing 
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instructions at all telephones.  However, this information is not contained in its 

proposed tariff. 

According to paragraph 22.6(3)(a) of the Board’s rules, the company is 

required to post information on or in close proximity to all telephones serviced by the 

company and in locations visible to visitors.  Reliance’s website indicates that 22 of 

the Iowa counties it serves do not offer voicemail to callers and it does not appear 

that an inmate would have access to a live operator.   

The posting requirements in Board rules are as follows:  

22.6(3) Posting.  
a. Contracting entities must post on or in close proximity to all 

telephones served by an AOS company the following information:  
(1) The name and address of the AOS company;  
(2) A customer service number for receipt of further service and 

billing information; and  
(3) Dialing directions to the AOS operator for specific rate 

information.  
b. Contracts between AOS companies and contracting entities shall 

contain provisions for posting the information. The AOS companies 
also are responsible for the form of the posting and shall make 
reasonable efforts to ensure implementation, both initially and on 
an updated basis.  

  
  Reliance states that it does not have posting requirements or dialing directions 

requirements in its tariff.  Reliance will need to include those provisions in its revised 

tariff filing.  If Reliance contracts with a correctional facility that requires posting 

requirements other than those in the Board’s rules, or as approved in Reliance’s 
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tariff, Reliance is required to include a non-compliance provision in its tariff and to file 

the contract which requires non-compliance.  199 IAC 22.6(7).  

3. Billing  

Reliance states that collect calling or direct billing are accounts that the friends 

and family set up with Reliance.  Reliance states that online access is available for 

call history and billing.  Phone cards are used by the inmate, and the available 

balance is accessible through the Inmate Information Center at the correctional 

facility and is also relayed to the inmate each time the inmate uses the card.    

According to Reliance, customers can establish a direct prepayment account 

with Reliance.  In addition, Reliance asserts that an available balance is provided to 

the customer.  Reliance’s proposed tariff states when a call is accepted, the 

telephone system creates a billing record, which includes the originating and 

terminating phone number, the date and time of day, and the length of call.  

Board rules at 199 IAC 22.6(5) specifically require that calls be itemized and 

identified separately on the bill, except for calls billed to a commercial credit card.  

Reliance’s tariff is required to include a provision that each call will be separately 

identified on each bill.  It is not clear in the proposed tariff to whom the term 

“customer” refers.  In the revised tariff, Reliance will be required to specify to whom 

the term “customer” refers. 
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4. Services Offered    

Reliance’s proposed tariff beginning at Original Sheet No. 11, Section 3.1, 

describes the services offered.  According to the proposed tariff, Reliance offers 

automated operator-assisted calling for collect calls.  The Inmate Telephone System 

creates a billing record of each call with the originating and terminating telephone 

numbers, the date and time of the call, and the length of the call.  The calls are priced 

based upon the rates in Reliance’s tariff.  The proposed tariff provides that 

customers, presumably inmates, can establish direct prepayment accounts with 

Reliance.    

In addition, the proposed tariff provides that prepaid cards are provided at 

some correctional facilities.  For prepaid cards, calls are made by dialing either a toll 

free access number or other access dialing sequence.  The proposed tariff provides 

that the balance on the prepaid card is available to the caller each time the caller 

uses the prepaid card.  The proposed tariff provides that “[u]nlike direct prepayment, 

prepaid service is not billed against future payment, as all service is available for 

immediate usage.”    

Reliance’s tariff should include all services offered by Reliance at the 

correctional facilities where it provides AOS.  If Reliance does not offer all of the 

services described in the proposed tariff at all of the correctional facilities, then 

Reliance will be required to explain how it determines what service is offered at each 
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correctional facility and, if the difference is based upon the contract for a correctional 

facility, Reliance is required to file the contract.  

In the January 22, 2020 revised tariff filing, Reliance proposed to provide a 

Plan B with different rates than the rates proposed in the March 28, 2019 proposed 

tariff, described as Plan A.  Reliance is required to include in its tariff a description of 

the two plans and the different service requirements for each plan. 

5. Rates and Charges  

  Reliance states that many of the rates and surcharges and most of the 

ancillary charges in the proposed tariff have been set by the FCC.  Reliance states 

that it still has some authority over the local, intrastate, and phone card per-minute 

rates.  Reliance states the rates in the proposed tariff are based on capital 

investment at each correctional facility.  Direct costs from the local land line provider, 

direct costs from the local carrier toll-free origination charges, direct costs from the 

long distance carrier for calls in and out of Reliance’s central switch, and other costs 

are required to provide AOS at a correctional facility.    

  Reliance states that the following costs are included in its average estimated 

investment calculation for providing AOS:  

• Call controller:  $2,800  
• Stainless steel phones: $175.00 per phone (average 6.6):  $1,155.00  
• On-site Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) and analog telecom 

switches:  $1,000.00  
• Free voice mail server:  $1,500.00  
• Relcore server, switch, and router:  $2,500.00  
• Labor to install and training for all of the above:  $2,000.00  
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• Total investment at the average correctional facility in Iowa: 
$10,955.00; amortized at 60 months, $182.58 per month.   

Reliance also provided the monthly direct costs for each correctional facility 

in Iowa as follows:  

• Five-year equipment amortization cost per month:  $183.00  
• Relcore developer software tools per year:  $200,000/160 correctional 

facilities:  $104.00  
• Ongoing maintenance and county support: $75.00  
• Free phone calls for the booking process and attorneys:  $25.00  
• Cost of local land lines:  $27.00 to $57.00; average cost $42.00 times 

average 2.5 lines per correctional facility=$105.00  
• Average direct cost per month for a correctional facility in Iowa: 

$492.00.  
  
Reliance stated that the cost of local toll-free origination charges inbound to its 

central switch varies from $0.02 to $0.144 per minute.  Also, the cost of long distance 

carrier outbound service from Reliance’s central switch is $0.11 per minute.  Reliance 

states this does not include overhead, maintenance, administration, or other central 

headquarter expenses.  Reliance states that there are cheaper ways to process 

inmate phone calls and use a centralized VoIP system; however, other AOS 

providers have bought up patents and Reliance has no financial means to attempt to 

obtain use of the patents or challenge the patents.    

The Board has reviewed the financial information provided by Reliance 

regarding the cost of providing AOS to inmates in correctional facilities.  The costs 

are average costs of equipment and the average cost of interconnection with other 

telecommunications service providers.  Use of average costs for providing  
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AOS in correctional facilities does not necessarily support the rates proposed by 

Reliance.  According to PPI, the rates include commissions to the correctional 

facilities.   

In addition, the proposed tariff does not have a rate for collect calling set up by 

the inmate’s friends and family.  The tariff approved by the Board is required to 

include all rates and charges for AOS and any deviations from those approved rates 

need to be approved by the Board.  If Reliance contracts with a smaller correctional 

facility where Reliance considers it necessary to charge different rates, then Reliance 

will be required to file those different rates for Board approval and provide justification 

for the different rates.    

The Board understands that the FCC has developed different rates for 

interstate calls from small correctional facilities and those FCC rates can be used as 

a guide by Reliance.  However, Reliance is required to provide support for all rates it 

proposes to charge, including Plan B rates.  Reliance is required to provide an 

explanation addressing the different rates in the Plan A and Plan B.  

6. Ancillary Charges  

Reliance’s proposed tariff provides the following charges for ancillary service 
options:  

• Automated Payment Processing Fees:  $3.00  
• Live Agent Fee:  $5.95  
• Paper Bill Fee:  $2.00.  

  
Reliance also passes through to inmates’ credit card fees and other third-party 

fees.  Reliance states that it believes the FCC permitted companies to pass on the 
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third-party financial transaction fees, such as a credit card processing fee or 

MoneyGram fees, to the inmate with no markup.    

 Reliance’s website states that a 3 percent ancillary charge is added to the 

Automated Payment Processing Fee.  This additional fee is not listed in the proposed 

tariff.  Reliance asserts that the FCC did not prohibit this fee and it’s a pass-through 

fee in addition to the $3.00 fee.  PPI believes the Board should order Reliance to 

refund the 3 percent fee to each customer who paid the 3 percent ancillary fee since 

the fee is not included in Reliance’s tariff.  At this time the Board will not address the 

request by PPI to refund the amounts paid by callers for these additional fees.   

The Board is requiring Reliance to file a revised tariff and to file an explanation 

and support for charging of additional fees.  Once the revised tariffs are filed, the 

Board will consider whether the fees are just and reasonable and whether refunds 

are appropriate.  

 
ORDERING CLAUSES  

 IT IS THEREFORE ORDERED:  

1. The proposed tariff filed by Reliance Telephone of Grand Forks, Inc., 

on March 28, 2019, is rejected.  

2. Reliance Telephone of Grand Forks, Inc., shall file within 30 days of the 

date of this order a revised tariff with the following revisions:  
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a. Include all correctional facilities where Reliance Telephone of 
Grand Forks, Inc., is providing service.  

 
b. Include the posting requirements in the Utilities Board rules at 

199 IAC 22.6 or include a statement of non-compliance as 
required by 199 IAC 22.6(7). 

c. Include a provision that calls will be itemized and identified 
separately on the bill, except for calls billed to a commercial 
credit card.    

d. Include all services offered at the correctional facilities where it 
provides AOS, including a description of Plan A and Plan B 
services.  Services that are not provided at all correctional 
facilities shall be identified, and the justification for not offering 
the service at a specific correctional facility shall be provided.  

e. Include all rates to be charged for services offered and file 
support for proposed rates.   

f. Provide additional justification for charging different rates at 
different correctional facilities.  

g. Include a rate for collect calling set up by the inmate’s friends 
and family.   

h. Include all processing fees for calls and provide justification for 
charging each processing fee and any additional charges.    

UTILITIES BOARD 
 
 
      /s/ Geri D. Huser    
 
 
 
      /s/ Nick Wagner    
ATTEST: 
 
 
/s/ Kelsie Vanderflute   /s/ Richard W. Lozier, Jr.   
 
Dated at Des Moines, Iowa, this 30th day of January, 2020.  
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