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Mention network neutrality and you will immediately hear shrieks 
from service providers complaining about the burdens of operating 
the public network. Whether wired or wireless (and most of the 

wireless network is wired), those that build, operate and maintain the public network believe that they 
alone should profit from it. Ask Google or Amazon or NetFlix and they would disagree because the 
communications industry has crossed the line from optional to critical infrastructure. And critical 
infrastructure is what regulated utilities are for. For regulated utilities, federal and state governments 
guarantee, either directly or through pricing approvals, that everyone has access to the same capacity 
and quality at the same price. Regulated utilities are legal monopolies that are restricted from 
competing. The current scarcity of capacity, especially wireless, will ultimately result in less competition 
at the network level even as competition for services heats up. That’s where communications 
infrastructure is headed and rather than continue the ‘competition charade’ we should nationalize the 
network now and get it over with.

But what about breaking up AT&T in the mid-1980s and the modified final judgment (MFJ) in 1996? The 
MFJ in the US and similar legislation in other countries directed that communication services be 
competitive. In 1996, communications meant the line to my house and competitive meant that the 
company that put the line into my house has to let all their competitors use it for a fixed fee. The goal 
was to let non-network operators compete with operators to enable a greater variety of services and 
reduce prices. It was an admirable goal and the competition brought us 5 cent long distance, “Friends 
and Family” calling circles and dozens of internet service providers (remember AOL? Me neither.)  As 
demand for internet access grew, the number of competitors for network connections didn’t. The phone 
company or the cable company were the only real options and still are. When mobile voice became 
cost-effective, construction began in earnest. Every high piece of land sprouted three towers. As 
demand for mobile data starts to soar and profitability drops, building more cell sites isn’t cost effective. 
So much so that companies in the most competitive and densely served markets are realizing that 
building three identical radio access networks is unproductive and unprofitable. T-Mobile UK, 3UK and 
Orange UK have formed a joint venture to build, operate and maintain networks because they realized 
that redundancy was a luxury they could no longer afford. The new JV will be a separate, regulated 
entity while the previous owners will compete like crazy selling mobile products and services.

The arguments for making the network competitive in 1996 don’t hold up anymore. There has never 
been competition for network infrastructure. Even wireless spectrum is carefully allocated and 
regulated to achieve the goals of the government that granted it. Building, owning and operating 
network infrastructure is a capital intensive, highly regulated environment that only a government or 
regulated monopoly can afford. A nationalized network that enables gigabit wired and wireless 
connectivity to every residence, business and public place will not discourage competition. In fact, if  



network providers aren’t allowed to compete to sell services, maybe they can spend their time building 
capacity knowing that they will be fairly compensated for it. If service providers aren’t subsidizing 
network construction maybe they can spend their time building and bundling applications that make 
sense to customers, are reasonably priced and actually work.

Consider what’s happening in Asia.  Once regarded as virtually third-world, Asian countries now lead in 
numerous coverage and quality metrics and represent the future of communications.  In many Asian 
markets that is due to nationalized or common carrier infrastructure ownership. Consider this – 
Thailand, Singapore, the Philippines, Australia and New Zealand are rolling out national broadband 
networks and broadband penetration rates exceed or will exceed 75%. Wireless penetration in those 
countries exceeds 100% and ARPU is rising. Figures are similar for Hong Kong, China and Taiwan where 
network infrastructure is operated by common carriers. By comparison, Canada ranks 10 th and the US 
15th (65%) in broadband penetration (per 100 inhabitants), behind a number of European and Asian 
countries and regularly rank lower in affordability. 

So what to do? Costs will continue to rise and products and services will be limited as long as the 
government spends its time trying to make the kids play fair rather than building high speed 
infrastructure. If access is to be truly universal, there is value in creating a national broadband network. 
A number of North American network operators have already functionally separated network 
construction, operation and maintenance to improve their ability to compete at the services level.  But 
that still amounts to billions of dollars spent on redundant infrastructure and couldn’t that money be 
better spent elsewhere?

Nationalization has become a dirty word and I’m probably the last person to promote nationalized 
anything, but it’s a matter of what we want to spend our time and precious resources on. We can spend 
another 15 years bickering and pretending that there is competition to build networks that are essential  
plumbing – or – we can get the plumbing built and roll out advanced products and services to 
everybody. All traffic is becoming data and the pipe that is used to transport it will become invisible.  
Wireline or wireless – customers don’t care, cable or satellite – customers don’t care. They don’t care 
about the plumbing. If you asked a person what the pipes in their house are made of, most wouldn’t 
know. Some are copper, some PVC and many of the pipes that are underground are still tile. When 
watching TV or sending e-mail, we just want it to work. Individuals have had to manage the complexity 
of infrastructure and access for way too long. It’s time to make it consistent, reliable, affordable and 
most of all – invisible.

If that’s where we’re headed anyway, what are we waiting for? The owners of existing infrastructure 
(fixed, wireless and cable) should be compelled to come up with an equitable approach to building a 
national gigabit network using existing infrastructure, recommend fair compensation and turn over the 
infrastructure to a group of common carriers that are excluded from selling services. If that doesn’t 
work, the threat of eminent domain will get network operators to reach agreement in a hurry.  If  
network infrastructure is genuinely critical infrastructure then it should be treated that way and 
regulated for the benefit of all, not just the competitors. Politics aside, a number of Asian countries have 



seen the light and skipped over the bickering stage to do what is right and necessary to ensure that their  
citizens and businesses can thrive in a global, connected marketplace – the rest of us should take note.
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