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Consumers gained when Ma
Bell died, but benefits are at risk

BY LAWRENCE J, SPIWAK

Guest Commaneary

This menth, U.8.
consumers will mark ehe
20th anniversary of the
break-ugp of the olg AT&T
“Ma Beli” monopoly, While .
consumers have significantly
benefited from divestiture,
we should also understand
that these benefits are
fr&gge and, despite
technolagical innovationa,

a return {o a regional Ma
Ball system i3 not out of the
guedton.

indeed, we have come
avery lang way from the
nme I could only call my
Grandma.aftor 11 pm.or -,
an Sundays before 5 p.m.
Instead, consumers now
have a range of options
of compenng service
packages, pricing options
and technoloFiee. And, for
the mast basic services, the
compedtion of the past-Ma
Bell era hag driven the cost
of sarviee substantially
lower.

Tiws competition did
not come overnight: In
arder to get long distance
competidon to work,
regulators warked very hard
to: :
» Lower barriers to entry
for new competitors like -
MCT and 8print.

« Create a healthy
whalesale market for
long distance capacity by
campelling AT&T to sel}
network access to these
campetitors.

* And prevent any
carrier from cantrolling
“bortlenecl” facilitles of
the “last mile.” As o result,
the long distance market
wag transformed from ona
player to three players,
aneg now 1o at least seven
national nerworks used by
an estimzted 600 carviers
praviding cansumners with
comipetitive choices.

While compeorition was
starting to flourishinthe
hmg distance segment, duye
ta the very different (i.e., far
more expansive) economics
of entering the local
segment, local compotition
was alovy e emerge.

In responge, Congress
passed the landmark
Talacommunications Act of
1996, where, in its slmpicst -
terms, Congrees would allow
the Baby Bells ta begin
selling long distance service,
roviding they openad thelr
loca) markets to compeliton

to potential competitors,
Today, almost 20 yeara to
the day of the brealp, the
Federal Communications
Commisslon has finally
lyen the green lght

ell company long-distance
service in every one af the
S0 states. .

_Yer, because of the
qiffevent econgtnics of the
“last mile" end the long
distance gectars of the
network, it {s far saster 10 go

Brom local into long distance
than it is to go from long
diatance into local. Thus, the
Baby Balls continue to hold a
death grip over the lines that
enter consumers’ homes and
have rapidly capnired the
“al} diatanca" market, while
steadfastly doing what they
can 1o dater competiturs
(both in the poiitical arena
and in the field) from q{alntng
acceas to their natworks.

To wit, Republican FCC
Commwrissioner Kevin J.
Martin recently warned

that: “While 13 millicn local
access lines are now being
seyverd by coniperitive
dervice praviders uaing
unhundled elementa, nearly
25 millfon consumera have
chosen to teke bundied

local and long distance
service packeges from the
incumbent" Boll compeanies
(ussentially a 3-to-1 rativ).
Similaxly, The Washingten

Pogt recently reported that
Verizon Communications
Ine., the largest local service
provider in the nasion

and the third-largest long
distance provider in the
nation, hns now signed u
more thap SO percent of ?ts
local residential cystomers
in same gtates for long-
distance service. The degree
of market penetration is
smsﬁrmg. conaidering

that MC! and 3print (before
the 1996 Act the number
twa and three lang distance

providers reapectively)
cambined never reached
& S0 percent mariet share
in the 20 vears since tho
original AT&T divestiture.
Az policymakers look
toward the next 20 vears,
they must walk a careful
\ine. They muet allow Bell
and nan-Bell providers
alike the chance to competa
fairly in.eve
while alsp malking sure
cthat the mrkat—ofamn
pruvisiona of the 1996 Act
yemain intaer. If not, then
there ia a vory goad chance
that we might wake up to
the re-croation of the old

Mg Boll monaply for “one
gtop shopping’’ o a regiohal
rather than ou a national
basis. ) )
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