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Co mpu ter Fai lu re Disrupt s A.T.&T. Long Dis t ance
A new wor r y: is the phone sys tem vul nerable to rog ue progr ams?

By CALVIN SIMS

Mi lli ons of people were unable to make
long-dist anc e calls yest e r day after the Ame -
rican Telephone and Teleg raph Company suf-
fe red a maj or failu r e in the computer pro -
gr am that operates its new long-dist anc e
sw itching equ ipment.

A.T. &T. said about half the long-dist anc e,
in ter nation a l and toll-fre e 800 calls dia led
on its net w ork were not complet e d. Callers
who tried got a busy sig n a l or a recorded
mes sage that the call cou ld not be com-
plet e d becaus e all circuit s we re busy.

Sh ortly after midn ight the company an-
noun ced that the computer problem ap-
peared to hav e been sol ved and that the
sw itching sys tem had been wor king nor-
ma l ly sin ce 11:30 P.M. A spoke sma n, Wal-
ter Murphy, said the company expected the
netwo rk to operate nor mally today, when it
will face a heavy volum e of wor kday calls.

"We hav e put in place some software fixe s
that stabilized the net w ork and con taine d
the problem ," he said. "The root cau se of
the problem is stil l to be inv estig a ted and
deter min ed, but the net w ork shoul d proces s
calls nor mally today ".

Ye s terday’s telephone problems were sprea d
across the cou ntr y. Busin esses needing in-
st ant acces s to places thousands of miles
aw ay had troub le getting throu gh. Rent al
car companies and hotel s repor ted fe wer
re ser vation s than nor mal.

Officia ls noted that the bre a kdown cau sed
fe wer problems than it mig ht hav e, becaus e
banks, gov ernment offic es and many busi-
nesses were clo sed for the holi day hon oring
the Rev. Dr. Mar tin Luther King Jr.

The company said it notic e d the problem
sh ortly after 2:30 P.M. Easter n time. At its
netwo rk operation s cent e r in Bedm ins ter,
N. J., a technicia n who spoke on the con d i-
tion of anony mity des cribed the scene as
"c h aotic and almos t ou t of con trol" as eng i-
ne e rs scr amb led to identify the problem .

By lat e after noon they fou nd it: a fa ilu r e
in the new computer softer ware that expe-
dites the switching of calls from one part of
the net w ork to another. The new sys tem
fin ds the mos t ef fi cie n t path for long-dis-
tanc e calls to trave l ov er the net w ork by al-
lowing the switches to com mun i c ate wit h

each othe r befo re they process the calls.

Engi neers from Bel l Laborato rie s , the tele-
phon e co mpany’s res earch arm, then bega n
wo rk on software that wou ld ove rride the
proble m.

A.T. &T.’s maj or riv a ls, the MCI Commu-
nication s Corporation and the US Sprin t
Commun i c ation s Comp any, als o us e the
new switching technol ogy, but they repor ted
no problems wit h thei r long-dist anc e net-
wo rks yest e r day.

MCI and US Sprin t did say they receiv ed
a flood of calls from custome rs who nor-
ma l ly use A.T.&T. , which con trols abou t 70
perc ent of the long-dist anc e market. A.T.&T.
operato rs ref use d, eve n when aske d, to tel l
subs cribers that they cou ld place thei r calls
with other long-dist anc e carrie rs by dia ling
acces s codes. The operato rs said they did
not know the acces s numbers, and that it
wa s ag ain st company poli cy to provi de in-
fo rmation on a competito r.

The failu r e of the sys tem , which is con sid-
ered the mos t so phis ti c ated tele phone net-
wo rk in the world, raises que s tion s abou t the
vuln erability of the nation’s telephone sys tem
to malfunction s in computer software and
rogue computer progr ams like vir uses and
wo rms. But Daisy Ott mann, an A.T.&T.
spoke swoman, said the failu r e wa s "n ot a vi-
rus or wor m or any thing insid iou s li ke that."

"We know what the problem is, and our
engi neers are in the process of fixi ng it," she
said.

Be cau se of the King holi day, the effects of
the bre a kdown were not as sev ere as they
might hav e been. But there was no sho rtage
of problems. "I cannot call out," said Art
Mo rriston, regio nal duty offic e r fo r the Fed-
eral Avi a t io n Administ r ation in Los Ang eles,
which cov ers air traffic in Califor nia, Ari-
zona, Nev ada and Hawa ii. "I’ve been trying
to call a lot of people." But he added that
air traffic and safety were not affe cted be-
caus e thos e co mmu nication s are by mic r o-
wave transmissio n.

Othe r busi nes s es fare d bett e r. Sharon Gam -
si n, a spoke swoman for the New Yor k St ock
Exchange, said the financia l market was not
hu rt by the net w ork problems eve n thou gh it
us es A.T. &T. , and Roy Berces, com mun i c a-
tion s ma n age r fo r the Pacific Stock Exc h a nge,

said: "Ba sically, the re was min ima l in ter rup -
tion. The net w ork trading sys tem has been
desig ned to take this into con sid eration and
sw itch to an alter native car rie r". In Jap an,
the telephone company KDD repor ted prob -
le ms wit h connection s to the United States
in the mor ning but said they ease d as the
day went on.

‘A ll Circu its Are Busy’

Orie tte Mani, manage r of the Azer Trave l
Ag enc y in Los Ang eles, said her offic e ha d
been havi ng troub le mak ing hot el and air
re ser vation s fo r cli ents. "I’ve been exper i-
encing problems wit h 800 numbers," she
said. "They say all the circuit s are busy".

Kend ra Silve rma n, a spoke swomen for the
Hilt on Ho tel s Corporation, said the corpo -
rate offic es in Los Ang eles were hav ing
troub le placi ng calls but adde d: "I t’s not dis-
rupting busin ess to any ser iou s degree. I’m
able to get throu gh if I’m persi stent enou gh.
It may take 10 calls."

On a nor mal busin ess day, the long-dis-
tanc e netwo rk handle s abou t 80 mil lio n calls.
In the first three hou rs after the problem de-
ve loped, the company said, wel l ov er half the
calls dia led were not conne cted . "I n my 20
ye ars I hav e not seen a  situation that affec-
ted as many cit ies as this ," Bur ke Stin s on, a
co mpany spoke sma n, tol d The Associat e d
Pres s.

A.T. &T. sub scr ibers who find that its ser-
vi ce is unavaila ble can use MCI’s net w ork by
dialing an acces s code, 10222, and then 1, the
area code and the telephone number. US
Sprint’s net w ork can be reache d by dialing
10333. Use rs are charged the same rat e as
the net w ork’s reg ular custome rs, and are bil-
le d throug h thei r local telephone companies.

The new switching sys tem , which is the ap-
pare n t caus e of the problem , is desig ned to
proces s tw ic e as many calls as the previous
syst em, which is now handli ng mos t of the
calls on the net w ork.

A.T. &T. had a sim ilar dis rup tio n in 1988
when a con str uction crew in New Jersey ac-
ci dent ally sev ere d a fibre optic com mun i c a-
tion s li ne. The company had to rerou t e hu n-
dreds of thousands of calls from its net w ork
operation s cent e r in Bedm ins ter, N.J., and
there were maj or delays in ser vic e.
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