
Un ive rsity of Wat e r loo STAT 221 – W. H. Che rry

‘Phone dis rup tio n 3 (Part 11)’

EM9006a: Ne w Yo rk Times, Janu ary 17, 1990, page s A1 and B7

A.T. &T. Pinpoints Cau se of Phone Disrupt ion
By CALVIN SIMS

The Ame rican Telephone and Teleg raph Com -
pany said yest e r day that it had traced the huge
disr uptio n in long-dist anc e se rvi ce that occur red
Mo nday to a single computer progr am that mal-
function ed and caus ed a chain reactio n in the net-
wo rk.

Comp any exe cutiv es said the malfunction oc-
curred in a progr am at a gia n t co mputer switch-
ing station in the New Yor k metropoli tan are a,
causing the computer to send out alarm mes sage s
to othe r sw itching station s.

As a res ult, many of the 114 switching station s
across the A.T.&T. net w ork were essentia l ly fro -
zen, and for much of Mon d ay after noon and
night about half of the nation a l and int e rnation a l
long-dist anc e calls were not conne cted .

By dis clo sing the problem and sayi ng they had
solved it, company officia ls soug ht to allay their
custome r’s con cer ns about the net w ork’s reliabil-
ity. The officia ls also offered busi nes s and resi-
dentia l custome rs some minima l reimbursment
fo r lo sses that may hav e re sul ted from the ser vic e
disr uptio n.

Bu sin esses that rely on the telephone to con duct
thei r affa i rs repor ted that they los t tens of mil lio ns
of dol lars in mis s ed sales when the switching sys-
tem failu r e disr upt e d mos t of the long-dist anc e,
in ter nation a l and toll-fre e 800 calls across the
coun try.

Fo r re sid e n tia l custome rs, the bre a kdown of the
co mpany’s net w ork, whi c h is regarded as the
mos t so phis ti c ated tele phone sys tem in the world,
caus ed conf usi on and frust r ation.

In a meeting wit h repor ters at the company’s net-
wo rk operation s cent e r in Bedm ins ter, N.J., Rober t
Alle n, A.T.&T.’s chair man, said company eng in-
eers wor ked throug h the nig ht to resol ve the prob-
le m and that he doubted that it wou ld occur aga in.

Mr. Allen said that A.T.&T. had receiv ed many
co mplaints about los t reve n ue from busin ess cus -
tome rs who lea s e toll-fre e 800 and outgo ing long-
dist anc e li nes. But he said the company is not li-
able for busi nes s lo sses that res ult from ser vic e
disr uptio ns. He said the company wou ld hon or
se rvi ce agreements that requi re A.T. &T. to pay busi-
ness custome rs $20 or $50, depending on the type
of tol l-fre e se rvi ce, for each bil led lin e that was
ou t of ser vic e.

‘Didn’ t Live Up to Standards’

To con s ole its resid e n tia l and busin ess custo -
me rs who had diffic ulty completing long-dist anc e

calls on Mon d ay, A.T.&T. said that it wou ld seek
permis sio n fr om the Federal Com mun i c ation s
Commis sio n to offer custome rs a day of dis cou nt
calling, comparable to the price cuts offered on
any holi day. Mon d ay was a nation a l holi day com-
memo r ating the bir th of the Rev. Dr. Mar tin Lu-
ther King Jr.

"Eve n thou gh it was a one -time hit to the net-
wo rk, it was cer tainly the mos t far-re aching ser-
vi ce problem we’v e ev er exper ienc e d," Mr. Allen
said. "We didn’t liv e up to our own standards of
qu ali ty. We didn’t liv e up to our custome rs’ stan-
dards of quali ty. It’s as sim p le as that. That’s not
accep table to us."

The net w ork failu r e is a maj or embar rassment
fo r A.T. &T. , the nation’s large s t long-dist anc e car-
rier, whi c h ha s tr ied to differentiat e it s se rvi ce from
that of its competito rs by adver tising the quali ty
and dependability of its net w ork. Telephone in-
du s try analys t s said the long-dist anc e disr uptio n
wa s a maj or blow to the company’s rep u t ation,
and giv es the company’s riv a ls, the MCI Commu-
nication s Corporation and the U S Sprin t Com-
mu nication s Comp any, new firepowe r in their bat-
tle to gain long-dist anc e custome rs.

"The conve n tio nal wid s om among telecom mu-
nication s ma n age rs is that you don’t get fire d fo r
choosing A.T.&T. becau se it has this aur a of invul-
ne r ability", said Frank Gove rnali, an analys t with
First Bos t on. "That wisdom change d ye s terday.
The failu r e of A.T.&T.’s net w ork hel ps giv e the
perc eptio n that the othe r guys can do just as wel l."

MCI, base d in Washington, was qui ck to take
advant age of A.T.&T.’s mis hap. "People are start-
ing to rev i ew whether they want to have their ser-
vi ce wit h only one car rie r", said Kat hle en Keega n,
an MCI spoke swoman. "We are seeing a slig ht
in cre ase in calls from custome rs who want to
sign up or just ask que s tion s."

Richard Firestone, chief of the com mon car rie r
bure au of the Federal Com mun i c ation s Commis-
si on, said that the age n cy had been clo sely mon i-
to ring the situation and was ple ase d that A.T.&T.
ha d acted qui ckly to resto re ser vic e. "The com-
missio n ha s long been encou rag ing competition in
the long-dist anc e in du s try and one of the ration -
ales is that it provi des con sum ers wit h alter native s
in case the re are problems like A.T.&T.’s ,"
Mr. Firestone said. "This situation has served as a
le arning exper ienc e fo r us all."

A.T. &T. said that alt hou gh its operato rs initia l ly
refu sed, eve n when aske d, to tel l subs cribers that
they cou ld place thei r calls wit h ot he r long-dis-
tanc e carrie rs by dia ling acces s codes, the opera -

to rs were lat e r in str ucted to giv e the codes to resi-
dentia l custome rs who reque s ted them .

The telephone company als o said that at the re-
qu est of a busin ess custome r, it att emp ted on Mon -
day to switch the customer’s tol l-fre e 800 ser vic e
ov er to a competito r’s net w ork but that its engi neers
we re unable to make the conne ction. A.T.&T. said
that it had infor med bot h MCI and U S Sprin t of
the diffic ulties it had exper ienc e d on its net w ork.

Proble m is Pinpointe d

The problem tur ned out to be an error writt en
in t o the origi nal progr am that inst ructs the swit-
ching computers whe re to rou t e the telephone
calls. A.T.&T. computer scie n tis t s wrot e the pro -
gr am , which finds the mos t ef fi cie n t path for long-
dist anc e calls to trave l ov er the net w ork. The com -
pany said that the progr am ha d been ins talled in
all of its switching station s and that the re had
been no maj or problems wit h it until Mon d ay.

Comp any officia ls said that the malfunction
coul d have occur red at any of the switching sta-
tion s and that they did not know yet why it occur-
re d in New Yor k. But onc e it did, it cau sed all
the other progr ams to start gen erating the alarm
signals.

Once the problem was pinpoin ted, A.T.&T. offi-
ci als said, they were able to ove rride the problem
prog ram wit h on e that was error-fre e. They said
it wou ld be sev eral days before they wou ld hav e a
perman ent solu tio n to the problem .

Aske d if the company was cer tain that the prob-
le m wa s not cau sed by a rog ue computer progr am
li ke a vir us or wor m plant e d by a computer
hack er, Walter Murphy, an A.T.&T. spoke sma n,
said, "We can’t cat egor ically rule it out but we re-
ma in confid e n t that it was not sabot age that cau sed
this dis rup tio n."

The switching problem occur red at about 2:25
P. M. on Manday and was resol ved at about 11:30
P. M. The gia n t tele phone company said that of
the 148 mil lio n calls that were dia led on its net-
wo rk Mon d ay, about 56 percent, or 83 mil lio n calls
we re complet e d.

One company, Idelm an Telem arketing Inc.,
base d in Omaha, estim ates that it los t $65,000 to
$75,000 in ser vic e reve n ue when mos t of its out-
go ing long-dist anc e tele phone lin es crash ed, forc-
ing it to send about 800 ser vic e repre sent ative s
home early for the day. Idelm an, one of the na-
tion’s large s t market e rs of produ cts by telephone,
estim ated that its cli ents los t $100,000 to
$200,000 in merchandise sales.
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