Peter Howe looks at the raft of fines - hundreds of millions of dollars -

that the Bells have been paying in recent years for delaying the access to

their phone lines and switching stations that was stipulated in the

Telecommunications Act of 1996 and the notion that the fines have come to

be seen as “just one more cost of doing business.” One estimate for the

fines they’ve paid: $1.4 billion. Howe: “It’s a number that sounds big,

but represents less than 1 percent of the Bell companies’ combined 2001

revenues of $156.9 billion. And what is impossible to estimate is how many dollars of business the Bells kept competitors from getting - and how many competitors they helped drive into bankruptcy - for every dollar they spent in fines.”

US Representative Ed Markey: “Regulators repeatedly catch them red-handed

acting anticompetitively, but it appears that all the FCC and the state

regulators can do is give them a slap on the wrist. The FCC has put in

place a policy where crime, in fact, does pay. It’s a good business plan.”

The Bells’ point of view: they’re doing what they can and aren’t to blame

for the ill-conceived business plans and billions of dollars wasted. An

analyst: “Yes, there’s this drive to paint the Bells as the big baddies in

the market, but they’re businesses. They’re not just there to behave in

the public interest. They have shareholders to consider.”
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