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Where in the world can you find a government requirement that forces one company to pay the costs for another company to take its customers away?  Give up?  Well, it’s right here in the USA!

I’m speaking of a rule from the Federal Communications Commission that requires local phone companies—and their customers—to pay the freight for wireless phone companies to acquire local phone company customers by allowing the customers to keep their original phone numbers.  Don’t get me wrong; there’s nothing wrong with allowing customers to keep their phone numbers as they change from one company to another.  The question is, who pays?  Should it be the customer or company requesting the switch of service, or should it be the rest of the folks who choose to remain right where they are?  
Now it doesn’t seem to me to be too great a leap of logic to assume that if you want something, and that something costs money, you should have to pay for it.  But we’re talking about regulations here, where it may be dangerous to assume too much.  So we have this rule that says company A has to pay the costs associated with allowing Company B to take Company A’s customers.  And just to make sure we fully understand the logic of the rule, Company A has to incur many of these costs even if Company B has no customers who even want to leave Company A.  

That’s why the Missouri Public Service Commission, for example, recently ordered that customers of a Missouri local phone company should not be responsible for charges associated with transporting numbers and any associated calls outside of the company’s local service area.  The Missouri Commission also ordered that it would not be the responsibility of local phone company customers to establish facilities or arrangements with third-party companies to transport calls to a point outside of the local service area.    In other words, companies or customers requesting a service that costs something should have to pay those costs.
The Montana Consumer Counsel in a similar case before the Montana Public Service Commission has argued that the FCC rules are “unduly economically burdensome and inconsistent with the public interest, convenience and necessity.”  The Consumer Counsel recommended suspending the rules.  Alternatively, the Consumer Counsel recommended modifying the rules in a manner similar to the modifications adopted in Missouri and other states.  For example, noting that there does not appear to be any great demand for this service, the Consumer Counsel recommends that companies seeking to transport numbers from one company to another should ensure proper contractual arrangements are made and further pay the costs of transferring the traffic to the new number.  
That sounds reasonable enough.
But under the twisted logic of the federal rules, the issue of who pays is secondary to the notion of promoting competition, apparently at any cost.  However, even competition is threatened if one company pays for the transfer of its customers to another company.  Availability of basic phone service will diminish while the burden on local phone customers who wish to remain local wireline customers will increase.  
And speaking of goofy rules, here’s another one.  The same company that doesn’t have to pay for moving customers from a local phone company to its network also can request subsidies to pay for service it provides and receive those subsidies without demonstrating any need for the subsidy.  How can you subsidize the cost for providing a service if you don’t know what it costs?  And perhaps more fundamentally, why should you subsidize a service if you don’t need to, or if you don’t at least demand quality, delivery and other commitments in return?  

Now I know I just said it’s dangerous to assume too much.  But let’s hope, anyway, that our federal and state regulators will see the reason in requiring customers who want a service to pay for the service.  And let’s hope that our federal rule makers understand that if you want a subsidy to provide service then you ought to illustrate first that a subsidy is necessary, and second what it costs you to provide the service so regulators can determine how much subsidy, if any, you actually need.  Further, if you want a subsidy, you ought to show that you can provide high-quality, advanced services that are worthy of the subsidy you seek.  
It’s fine to provide any flavor of service or product you want to.  But is it too much to expect that consumers pay for what they receive?  And if a company wants to pursue additional funding at government expense, isn’t it logical to demand a demonstration of need and a commitment to provide the highest quality, advanced service available?  

Or is this too much to assume?

I trust our policy makers share the same high expectations as the rest of us.  

