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ATRT takes fight over landline
requirement to the Legislature

Utility finds better
reception among
lawmakers

By Ethan Baron

Bay Area News Group

Telecommunications giant
AT&T, stymied last year by regu-
lators in its bid to drop land-line
service to California customers,
is taking its battle to the state
Legislature.

And so far, the reception is
much improved.

Assembly Bill 470 would al-
low the company, which pro-
vides the vast majority of the
state’s landline service, to drop
most of those customers, includ-
ing nearly all of the hundreds of
thousands in the Bay Area and
millions around the state. It eas-
ily passed a floor vote in the As-
sembly in late June, and is now
before the state Senate’s appro-
priations committee.

Berkeley hills resident Cyn-
thia Larson, 63, an author who
does pot own a cell phone, is
worried. “To me the landline is
irreplaceable,” she said.

Even if Larson started using
a cell phone, a fire or other nat-
ural disaster could disrupt in-
ternet and cell service, leaving
her cut off from vital informa-
tion. “Do I need to evacuate the
house right now? Is the fire com-

ing here right now? The landline
is the standard for reliable com-
munications. How many people
is it OK to kill through this lu-
nacy?” she asked.

Because of its earlier monop-
oly status and state law requir-
ing voice communications for
all who want them, AT&T is for
much of California the “carrier
of last resort” or COLR — the
utility required to provide phone
service to anyone wanting it in
its service area, unless another
provider takes over the legal ob-
ligation.

The bill aims to replace ag-
ing copper-wire landlines with
phone service from cellular and
cable providers. It would also
force AT&T to significantly ex-
pand California fiber-based in-
ternet and phone service — with
half the expansion in areas with
poor internet and phone service
— in exchange for breaking free
of its obligations as a carrier of
last resort under state law.

“Right now we have 5% of Cal-
ifornians still using their copper
lines,” said Southern California
Assembly Member Tina McK-
innor, the bill’s author. “Most
of that is an older population.
When we no longer have them
with us, like my parents, we
probably won’t be 5%. We have
to build up our infrastructure.
There’s no mandate making any
other company build the fiber.”

Last year, the California Pub-

lic Utilities Commission unani-
mously shot down a massively
unpopular proposal by AT&T to
scrap landline service for most
of the Bay Area and much of Cal-
ifornia. Critics charged the pull-
back would have stripped many
older people and rural residents
of a communications lifeline in
power outages and disasters
such as fires and floods.

Now, the utility, which re-
ported $12.3 billion in profit last
year, even though it says its car-
rier-of-last-resort status costs it
$1 billion a year, is ban king on
AB 470.

“It most definitely is an end
run around the PUC,” said Re-
gina Costa, telecom policy direc-
tor at The Utility Reform Net-
work, a San Francisco-based
consumer advocacy group op-
posed to the bill.

AT&T’s president for Califor-
nia Susan Santana pledged in a
statement late last month that
“no customer will be left with-
out access to voice or 911 ser-
vice.” If AB 470 passes, the com-
pany will work with state lead-
ers and residents “on policies
that create a thoughtful transi-
tion to bring more reliable, mod-
€rn communications to all Cal-
ifornians,” Santana said. AT&T
would move away from land-
lines in a “phased, multi-year
approach, and “current copper
services will be maintained un-
til new technologies are avail-

able that are equally or more re-
liable,” the company said.
AT&T has found support for
AB 470 among business and
community groups and pub-
lic officials, including San Jose
Mayor Matt Mahan. His office
did not respond to questions
about his support for the bill,
listed in the most recent legisla-
tive analysis of the proposed law.
The bill would let AT&T
end landline coverage in areas
deemed “well served” because
they have three alternatives for
basic voice phone service, in-
cluding a provider of wire-based
service such as cable, and a pro-
vider that offers the Lifeline dis-
count service for low-income
households. In most areas, two
of the alternatives would likely
be cell phone services.
McKinnor, whose campaign
for the 2026 election received
a $5,500 donation from AT&T
according to state records, in-
troduced the bill in February.
A spokesperson for McKinnor
said campaign donations “have
no impact on legislation that As-
semblymember McKinnor either
authors or takes a position on.”
McKinnor said the bill would
“create the largest union-built
private investment in advanced
fiber optic networks in state his
tory and will ensure that all Cal-
ifornia households will continue
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to be able to make afford-
able, reliable telephone calls
and connect with emer-
gency services when they
need it.” McKinnor noted
that during fires, landline
customers cannot receive
evacuation notices via text
message.

A dozen Bay Area as-
sembly members voted for
the bill. South Bay Assem-
bly Member Patrick Ahrens
said the bill “contains pro-
tections ensuring that no
one will go without access
to telephone service and
improves public safety by
making significant invest-
ments in public infrastruc-
ture.”

Assembly Member Gail
Pellerin, whose district
includes forested areas
of Santa Clara and Santa
Cruz counties where many
residents rely on land-
lines, declined to vote on
the hill. Pellerin said in a
statement she is focused
on ensuring her constitu-

ents, “especially those in
areas where internet ser-
vice is not reliable, are
not left without access to
a landline should we re-
move COLR obligations.”
Pellerin said that at the
time of the votes she “felt
there was a discrepancy
between the intent of the
bill and the actual real-life
applicability.”

If AB 470 passes, the
California Public Utilities
Commission would have to
adopt a map designating
well-served areas by Dec.
15,2026. But TURN’s Costa
argues federal government
maps to be used in creat-
ing the commission’s map
show areas where cable
and wireless broadband
are present, but millions
of Californians there lack
broadband and reliable
cell service. Companies
will not be required to pro-
vide service to every home,
Costa said.

A requirement for
backup power for cellular
or cable-based phone ser-
vices applies only to fire-
risk areas, despite Califor-
nia’s history with floods

and earthquakes, and loop-
holes mean many locations
could still lose phone ser-
vice during power outages,
Costa said.

Customers losing land-
lines could face higher costs
from purveyors of alterna-
tive services, according to
a report last month to the
state Senate’s committee on
energy, utilities and com-
munications.

“Nothing limits these
providers from raising their
rates after a telephone cor-
poration relinquishes its
COLR duties,” the report
said.

For customers in pur-
portedly well-served ar-
eas who lose landlines and
can’t secure an alternative,
the Public Utilities Commis-
sion would have to confirm
the absence of options.

“There is no way that
people will understand
what’s going on,” Costa
said, “and there’s no way
that the commission has
the resources to go out and
verify throughout the en-
tire state where there are
verified alternative ser-
vices.”




