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Competitors Question Qwest’s Openness to Competition

Qwest Corporation of Denver has been spending considerable internal and external capital lately on trying to win regulatory approval to get into the long distance market in Montana and other Western states.  But before it may offer long distance service in its region, Qwest, which serves about 70 percent of the local phone customers in Montana, must meet the requirements of the Telecommunications Act of 1996.  That law provides a “carrot and stick” incentive to Qwest and the other Baby Bells to de-monopolize their networks so that competition can sprout in their service territories. 


The carrot is authority to offer long distance service in the region that Qwest serves.  Qwest and the other Baby Bells covet being able to be a one-stop shop for consumers’ local and long distance needs.  The stick is that Qwest must prove that its stranglehold over access to business and residential end users no longer exists. Among other things, Qwest must demonstrate that it offers nondiscriminatory access to wholesale network facilities that are necessary for others to use in order to provide competitive service.  If Qwest doesn’t open its network properly, it effectively can impair competition from ever getting a foothold, since Qwest often controls the final point of access to “end-user” customers.


So how is Qwest doing?  Can competitors set up operations in Qwest’s region and offer competitive services without running into discriminatory barriers to market entry?  

The Montana Public Service Commission has invited Montana telecommunications providers to a Forum in Helena tomorrow to discuss how well Qwest is providing necessary functionality to these new competitive local exchange companies, or CLECs.  Blackfoot Communications, New Edge Networks, 3 Rivers Telephone Cooperative, and Touch America will participate at the Forum.  These Montana companies are struggling to provide alternative telecommunications services to consumers in Missoula, Great Falls, Bozeman, Billings, Butte and elsewhere in Montana.  They have informed the Commission that Qwest’s business practices, whether the result of intentional discrimination or just incompetence, effectively inhibit their ability to offer competitive services to Montana residential and business consumers.  

Blackfoot Communications, for example, mentions that while Qwest has been working to improve its service, its service delays “still run at a rate of over 11% of the [service] orders placed by Blackfoot Communications—a level [Blackfoot and its] customers find unacceptable in the competitive marketplace.”  Blackfoot lists Qwest’s failure to meet service deadlines that result in delayed service installation and dropped service cutovers (when service is supposed to be switched from Qwest to a competitor).  Blackfoot also contends that Qwest tells competitors that it cannot provision certain wholesale services because it lacks facilities; but then turns around and provisions the same service for a retail customer contacting Qwest directly.  Competitors also contend that Qwest interferes with competitors’ relationship with their customers.

3 Rivers lists a litany of service delays, the result of which is that requests for service are taking 60 days to 7 months or more to complete.  3 Rivers notes that the effect of a “plethora of obstacles,..has been to hinder 3 Rivers’ attempts to establish competitive services in Qwest’s service areas.”

New Edge Networks contends that “our reputation is set by meeting our commitments and keeping our customers advised of the status of their service order.”  These commitments frequently are based on assurances that Qwest provides to New Edge or other competitors about its delivery of wholesale services on which the competitor depends.  However, according to industry performance data, “Qwest consistently provides New Edge much worse service [than it provides its own customers] thus setting themselves up as the reliable and preferred provider in the eyes of the Montana consumer.”

And in a work session at the Public Service Commission in December, Commissioners heard a report about Qwest’s practice of disconnecting its data service to customers who switch voice service providers.  The Report indicated that “Qwest’s refusal to continue to provide...services in these circumstances… inhibits competition for voice services…”  Commissioners agreed that such practices are not in the public interest and ordered Qwest to continue providing data services to such customers.

Qwest’s failure properly to provide wholesale service effectively is “rewarded” when the consequences of its failures are that customers will be reluctant to switch from Qwest to a competitor.

Qwest, meanwhile, is in denial.  For example, it filed a motion to strike entirely the comments of Touch America from tomorrow’s meeting in Helena.  And in response to other companies’ concerns, Qwest brings out its attorneys, who refuse to acknowledge any problems exist.  But there’s obviously a disconnect here.  Competitive telecom companies often have no choice but to interconnect to Qwest’s network.  They contend that Qwest fails to deliver promised services and Qwest flatly denies it.  These companies have no recourse.  That’s why the Public Service Commission will take the competitors’ concerns seriously tomorrow.

What worries up-start competitors in Montana is that if this is Qwest’s best carrot and stick behavior, what happens when the stick is taken away?

* * *
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