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Definition of Universal Service: Joint Board Recommendation

Last week the Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service issued its recommendation to the Federal Communications Commission on the definition of universal service.  Universal Service is a federal program, which provides support to high cost telecommunications companies so that all Americans can receive comparable telephone service at comparable rates.  Universal service helps assure that rural Montanans can pick up their phone and receive roughly the same quality of service that urban New Yorkers can.

But what exactly is meant by “roughly the same quality of service?”  The Federal-State Joint Board’s answer is a wonderful example of your government at work.

Their definition of supported service includes simple voice grade dial tone.  Nothing fancy.  

In fact, that’s the problem.  Their definition is not anything like what we’ve come to assume real telephone service is.  When you pick up the phone, you expect and receive more than rudimentary voice grade access.  Most importantly, for example, you expect to actually get dial tone, without dead spots, dropped calls, or messages that your call can’t go through because too many people are using the network.  You expect to be able to plug your computer into the phone line and get access to the Internet at some acceptable speed.  You expect to be able to choose your long distance provider.  You expect unlimited local calling, access to services for hearing and speech impaired, and local number portability, where you can switch carriers but keep the same telephone number.  These are all basic services that you’ve come to expect.  Moreover, some of these services are delivered to you because they’ve been required by the same government that now says out of a different corner of its mouth that such services are not necessary, at least when it fits the government’s mood.

The law says that the Federal State Joint Board shall review the definition of universal service to consider whether other services are widely available and should be included in an “evolving” definition of universal service.  I don’t think any of the services I listed earlier doesn’t meet these criteria.  That is, acceptable Internet access speeds, access to the long distance provider of your choice, number portability, etc., all are generally available today.  

But here’s the rub.  The FCC intentionally dumbs down the definition of universal service to subsidize low quality providers.  These providers wouldn’t be able to provide service that resembles what you and I think of when we think of basic telephone service.  Some people say that’s OK.  We should have a dumb definition of universal service so that competitors can enter markets with a low-quality service and thereby give people a choice between smart and dumb service.  We should be able to choose between a Cadillac and a Ford, they say. 

I say the choice is more like between a Ford and a wheel barrow.  

And that brings me to my second problem with the Joint Board’s recommendation.  Not only has the FCC created on its own a new criterion for the definition of universal service—that is, forced “competition” by low grade providers—but it says that the provider of low quality service does not have to provide any justification for amount of universal service support it receives.  Instead, it can receive universal service support at the same level as the high quality provider, even if it’s only offering basic, dumb service.  

Now there’s our government at work for us, making sure that our money is spent wisely and efficiently. 

So the same government that says it wants to promote broadband Internet access, or deployment of E-911 and other advanced telecommunications services, in reality wants to head in precisely the opposite direction.  When forced to define what it is you really deserve to receive when you pick up your phone, our government says get rid of the Ford; your wheelbarrow’s just fine.

This is Geoff Feiss of the Montana Telecommunications Association, for Montana Public Radio.

