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As 2005 comes to a close, it’s a good time to look at where we’ve been, and where we’re headed.  As usual, the telecommunications market has not been standing still.  We’ve seen mergers of telecom titans like Verizon and MCI, Sprint and Nextel, or SBC and AT&T, which ironically will become AT&T in a sort of “back to the future” twist.  And we’ve seen companies like Google and e-Bay amassing fortunes, and using part of their wealth to jump into the telecom market.  

More and more telecom activity is based on Internet protocol and broadband—or high speed--connectivity.  Thus, you have cable companies providing Internet-based data and voice services, or telephone companies offering data and video products.  For decades, telecom execs have been focused on providing a “one stop shop” for consumers’ total telecom needs.  The more things change, the more they stay the same.  Only the shop is getting a lot bigger.

All of this activity is good for the economy and good for consumers.  Ubiquitous access to information facilitates commerce and reduces (even eliminates) time and distance barriers.  For example, Montana beef jerky can be sold to consumers anywhere in the world in a transaction that takes seconds to complete.  Doctors can view high-resolution medical data for a patient hundreds of miles away without immediate access to a medical care facility.  Intellectual content can be accessed from anywhere by anyone at any time.  Information is power, and an advanced telecommunications infrastructure facilitates the diffusion of information into the fabric of our economy.

From a policy perspective, the key is “ubiquitous access to information.”  To ensure that anyone has access to information content from anywhere in the country, it is essential to maintain a telecommunications infrastructure much like the national highway system, that enables any sort of vehicle to get practically anywhere in the country.

To preserve and even enhance this ubiquitous infrastructure, all users need to contribute to its vitality.  Moreover, they need to comply with various conventions designed to ensure public safety and convenience.  Returning to the highway analogy, all users of the national highway system pay for its maintenance through gasoline taxes.  And all vehicles using the system meet certain consumer standards; they have brakes, turn signals, seat belts, etc.

So it was that much of the regulatory and legislative activity of 2005, and expected activity in 2006, is aimed at exploiting the advantages of broadband telecommunications capabilities, and ensuring that all telecommunications providers participate equitably in providing ubiquitous access to telecommunications services and that basic consumer protection standards are maintained.  

The Montana Legislature kicked off the year by passing telecom bills aimed at promoting distance learning and teleworking, and by starting to look at how maximize access to enhanced 911.  These bills again sound the theme of optimizing the economic benefits of ubiquitous access to telecommunications.

Looking to the Public Service Commission, the PSC this year was among the first in the nation to adopt rules establishing public interest standards to be used when determining whether a telecom provider should qualify for federal support for providing essential service throughout a service area.   The PSC also has launched a proceeding to determine an appropriate use of service quality standards to apply to telecom providers.  It also filed comments with the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) regarding the obligation of all telecom providers to pay for the underlying telecom infrastructure.


And the FCC, for its part, took several actions aimed at promoting ubiquitous access to advanced telecommunications.  For example, it initiated a proceeding to explore how telecom networks compensate one another for the use of their networks.  The purpose of the proceeding is to ensure that all providers contribute equitably to a nationwide telecom infrastructure.  The FCC also is exploring how to preserve and promote the system of supporting access to telecommunications infrastructure in high cost areas.  The key here is to ensure that all telecom providers contribute to the support mechanism, while restricting distribution of support only to situations where support actually is needed to advance the public interest.  
A major subtext in this policy discussion is how to ensure that similar telecom services are accorded similar levels of regulatory oversight and consumer protection safeguards.  Promotion of competition and continued investment in ubiquitous access to advanced telecommunications services dictate that similar services are treated similarly.  
Congress, too, is involved.  Several pieces of legislation have been introduced to promote investment in broadband communications and to preserve and advance ubiquitous access to telecommunications.  
2005 has been a busy year in the telecom arena, and 2006 looks no different!
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