


Particularly germane to this discussion is the matter of 
carrier of last resort (COLR). Briefly stated, local exchange 
carriers acting as COLRs accept a bundle of obligations 
put forth by federal and state regulatory bodies in exchange 
for certain competitive advantages. Often included in those 
obligations is the potential to provide services and whole-
sale interconnections in high cost and even unprofitable 
circumstances under the pretense of providing a fully inter-
connected network on which any connected phone can call 
any other connected phone.

COLR policies, “imposed costly duties on local ex-
change providers,” says the National Regulatory Research 
Institute, “but they produced a network that today gives 
nearly all customers the opportunity to purchase reliable 
and high-quality wireline voice services under nondis-
criminatory terms.” For their abundant generosity, COLRs 
typically receive compensating service funding and, in most 
cases, an exclusive franchise. 

As the regulatory framework moves in kind from the 
old network to the new, it’s hard to imagine a scenario in 
which a provider can be granted exclusivity, and there is 
still no telling where universal service funding, and the 
like, will be headed. Most likely, if the FCC has its way, 
USF shifts to support broadband deployments rather than 
voice services and deployments. 

Clearly, one of AT&T’s primary objectives in terminating 
the PSTN is to also terminate COLR requirements.

“The Commission … should seek comment on whether 
and the extent to which legacy COLR and related obliga-
tions conflict with the federal policy objective of universal 
broadband deployment and whether such obligations could 
reasonably coexist with a phaseout of POTS and the PSTN,” 
wrote AT&T lawyers in the company’s January FCC filing 
on the matter at hand.

“Foremost on the Commission’s agenda for enabling 
private investment to facilitate widespread deployment of 
broadband infrastructure should be the elimination of regu-
latory requirements that divert resources from broadband to 
the PSTN,” they continued.

Without the possibility of exclusive franchises and a 
guarantee of adequate public subsidies, which may or may 
not exist as USF shifts to broadband (and certainly won’t 
be enough for 100 percent U.S. penetration), once again 
the question becomes: can anyone be expected to bear the 
burdens of voice COLR? Certainly not Google. If nothing 
else, the uncertainty likely to remain for many years could 
hamper investment.

In many ways, the shutting down of the PSTN is coun-
terproductive to the move toward “anywhere, anytime, any 
device” access, and for that reason, among many others, its 
phase out will be anything but rapid.

In the end, however, depending on how a multitude of 
factors play out, contestants might need to prepare for a 
highly fractured and unfamiliar replacement.
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