
Last week at Las Vegas’s Consumer Electronics Show --— better known as CES — tech engineers, 
journalists, bloggers and fanboys did their usual thing, i.e., they fixated on new toys and gadgets. 

Meanwhile, the men behind the curtain — including the chief executives at AT&T and Verizon — were busy 
making plans for the future of the Internet. 

While attendees obsessed over Samsung’s new curved TVs, people like AT&T VP Hank 
Hultquist were saying things like 
(http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Farstechnica.com%2Finformation-
technology%2F2013%2F01%2Fthe-telephone-network-is-obsolete-get-ready-for-the-all-ip-
telco%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGsKVj4zniy9PZAJtH1G3ZNIuH-yQ), “This telephone 
network we've grown up with is now an obsolete platform, or at least a rapidly obsolescing platform .... It will 
not be sustainable for the indefinite future.” 

Sounds innocuous enough, right? No one could reasonably claim that copper phone lines — what we, in our 
wireless age, refer to as “landlines” — are the wave of the future. But they’re definitely still of use. AT&T 
uses them extensively for its broadband service, and some European carriers provide high speed broadband 
over them. Is AT&T acting the part of cultural critic or is something else going on? 

Something else is going on. 

Last year, AT&T announced its plans 
(http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.att.com%2Fgen%2Fpress-
room%3Fpid%3D23506%26cdvn%3Dnews%26newsarticleid%3D35661&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFv5il
eV4EyOgfHrfsYDNUK6bXjwA) to invest $14 billion to expand its wireless offerings. The supposed goal is to 
move away from older telephony technology toward a future in which all phone calls are routed through your 
Internet connection. But AT&T is also trying to boost its profit margin by getting states and federal agencies to 
remove all regulations that require it to serve the public. 

More and more people are using Internet services like Google Voice, Skype and Vonage to make phone calls, 
so AT&T would like us to believe that it’s simply investing in the inevitable future. With AT&T, however, 
there’s always something else going on. Those old copper lines reach just about every residence in the country 
thanks to regulations that require traditional telephone providers to serve everyone who wants phone service. 

So if AT&T frees itself from these requirements, thousands of hard-to-reach rural residents might find 
themselves without phone service. (This explains, in part, why AT&T reached out to the Federal 
Communications Commission to begin a “dialogue about how to deal with this shift – IN OTHER WORDS 
HOW TO DEREGULATE SO AT&T ISN’T OBLIGATED TO REACH THOSE PESKY RURAL PHONE 
SUBSCRIBERS. 

And don’t believe AT&T’s claim that old-fashioned telephone networks are obsolete. Telecom companies rely 
on these lines to send all kinds of data, and these networks are the backbone for DSL and other data services 
— including those run by AT&T. 

In fact, a network’s physical makeup — whether copper, fiber or cable — is irrelevant; all sorts of 
technologies can run on all sorts of wires. So to argue that certain connections are obsolete obscures the truth 
and serves AT&T’s goal of getting the FCC off its back. 

Back to CES. At the same time that AT&T was justifying kicking thousands of phone subscribers to the curb, 
Verizon CEO Lowell McAdam was trumpeting the benefits of a consolidated wireless industry 
(http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.reuters.com%2Farticle%2F2013%2F01%2F07%2Fus-



ces-verizon-
idUSBRE9060OU20130107&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFAkfMy9cEkHTBm4FavsZKhmdfBvA).  

“Three to four strong carriers,” McAdam said, “are a lot better for the market than a couple of weak ones that 
are struggling to stay afloat and do dumb things.” By “dumb things” McAdam means “dumb” behavior — like 
smaller carriers offering lower-cost service to compete with biggies like AT&T and Verizon. 

 

  

 

  


