Direct Debbie Strategic Telecoms Review





This press circular, from the Free Colombian Trade Federation’s Ministry of Information, summarizes a strategic review conducted by the directors of  Bo-Tel.  Shareholders should head for Beachy Head whenever the term ‘strategic review’ is uttered by directors.  However the terminal paragraphs are addressed also to the RU’s Ofcom to enable them to consign the directors of  BT and Vodafon to the penitentiary under the terms of the 2002 Enterprise Act.  








Punters, their babies and their pets will by now have received their new Mistress Cards – named in honour of  Mistress Direct Debbie, Senior Non-Executive Director of the Mr Nikodemos Nikodemopoulos’s Bo-Tel Corporation, based in Billirici on the Isle of Knossos in the Free Colombian Trade Federation.  We have a full list of telephone users who have not yet signed up.  We will be phoning you up  three times a day.  That’s only for a start…





Miss Debbie is always grateful for information about rival operators, but Bo-Tel is unlikely to introduce the transparency within the following item in the recent Annual Report of  02, formerly Moo Moo, formerly 02, a gaseous substance emitted by renewable energy resources responsible for global cooling.








(millions of pounds)            2005                             2004





turnover::                          6683                               5694


profit                                   386                                  233


dividends                             196                                     -


directors emoluments       4758                               5318


[actually the directors emoluments are in thousands, not millions]


(including Neddies)   





We are more impressed by the performance of BT, a rival which took on O2’s G3 costs, which commences with ‘BT is one of the world’s largest providers of communications solutions….’.  We too provide ‘solutions’.  We regard the punters as complete idiots and train them to be so.  Every simple operation is presented as a problem to which we, at a price, provide a ‘solution’.  Thus we have an expert-designed computer program which enables you to tie your shoelaces…





But Ms Debbie finds herself more mystified by the first sentence of the Chief Executive’s ‘statement’. ‘In 2005, convergence is at the heart of BT’s strategy’.  Ms Goldenlay tells us that in the Federation ‘convergence’ is a technical term in economics.  The negative interest rates we impose result in all currencies collectively converging to the collective asymptote of zero.  It turns out, however, that Mr Cheshire Fatcat means by convergence the united activity of fuctions differentiated by division of  Labour.  Thus when you go out to a party, the activities of the valet with a degree in tying shoe laces converge with the activities of the valet with a degree in combing hair.





At first we supposed that some idiot must have been paid millions of pounds to invent this word on behalf of Mr Verwaayen.  It turns out, however, that the vocable  just happened to have been battering the Cheshire Fat Cat’s mind.  Later in the report we find that the functional unification of telephone networks owned by different operators is called ‘convergence’.  Also, a new regulator has been introduced into the UK, Oftel as opposed to Offtel, ‘because of the increasing convergence between television, broadcasting, radio and direct debit’ .. that is, they are becoming less and less distinguishable.





Nevertheless we would like to see in annual reports a great degree of convergence in accountancy rather than the artificial separation of extraordinary and non-extraordinary items.  The financial report largely relies on EBITDA before exceptional items and goodwill amortisation, which supposedly has become fashionable in the Telecoms Industry and is necessary to compete with rivals in share price and share-price related directors’ perks.  Fledgling Telecom companies used such measures because they initially made nothing but losses and it was useful (when flogging overpriced shares and when borrowing money) to have some measure which reflects the expectations of the eventual business – though as a matter of fact most of our flybynight rivals just went on making losses until they finally had to admit to it and go out of business, or non-business. 





 Certain extraordinary items appear in all reports every year or at regular intervals.  They may be added to particular years in preference so as to fiddle the directors’ incentive payments, when these depend on increase in shareprice from some base over a three year period.  It is true that alleged profits on sales of subsidiaries should be shelved aside, but losses on such sales and downward revaluations of assets – that is, effectively, mistakes in previous accounts, should be included.  Also, readjustments should be made clear in the contemporary accounts rather than there being clandestine readjustment of previous figures that allows bogus claims about increased earnings per share and so forth.  Interest payments and goodwill reductions (and/or ‘depreciation’) are very definitely part of the main accounts.  Devaluations of dollars held by the company – on account of Mr Bush’s low interest rates – which have been the excuses for absurd transactions – should be ignored altogether.








Mistress Debbie also has not got time to waste and Directors should not write as if they were compiling an essay on a business management course full of convoluted jargon and obscurantisms and statements of the obvious – and constant repetition.  It might be helpful to call a spade a spade or not bother with ‘outsourcing and management of fixed voice…bla bla..’ for whatever it is that everyone knows is the business of BT. The so-called Annual Reviews that are sent out with the aim of concealing the full facts, instead of  containing the same jargonised convoluted obscurantist essays, would be more useful if they gave the actual information, minus the padding, in intelligible language.  If we go on a tour of a power station we do not want to hear a lot of MBA waffle from the engineer conducting the party.  As it stands Mistress Debbie finds herself as if searching for garden plants in a flower bed overrun by weeds and is danger of overlooking some important point…





It is very useful to know what services BT provides, if we can decode what they actually are, but the pricing of these goodies is so obscure and complicated that we don’t bother.  A more transparent pricing structure or everything extra being provided free might be more encouraging.  We should not for instance be inundated with nuisance calls from marketing companies so that it becomes impossible to use the phone and then need a special service from BT to stop these calls.  Nor is there a need in a broadband package for an automatic bar on ‘unsolicited’ emails.  They are all unsolicited.  People are not receiving emails which they do not know have been sent and it would be preferable for the user herself to block emails from particular addresses.  The scammers, in any case, have devices whereby they masquarade as users of email identities of those who regularly communicate with the victim.





Ms Goldenlay has been advising BT that it should be competing with the mobile phone scammers and not raising its prices to their levels.  It should be providing phones which can be plugged in anywhere and putting the scammers out of business.  Whereas people who make idiotic or obvious suggestions are paid billions for their advice to stupid company directors, Ms Goldenlay gives her useful advice free.. and BT do seem to have appreciated the point.  Nevertheless, Ms po Lune has had to report the continuous increase in minimum BT phone box charges and the replacement of boxes, at great expense, by cubicles containing forever more complex and expensive machines on which to conduct operations nobody wants to perform within such portakabins.  BT is carrying on with this policy, so we read .. and in general is moving too quickly into what may be wrong directions.





We notice, however, what is the most important point in the BT report:-  Broadband (page l0) is ‘one of the fastest growing consumer products of all time’ and particularly useful if downloading video, music and lengthy software.. and other supernumaries. On page 12:’actively encourage customers to migrate to new wave services such as Broadband’(plus the unnecessary services that accompany it).  Then on page 28 the fat cat comes out of the bag.  “Technical Changes that we are using to drive customers from traditional services to new wave services such as Broadband’.  In view of the high costs of this scam and the small contribution it makes to turnover and profit and the way it incurs further costs by clogging up the lines, which are not broadband anyway, it is hard to see why they bother about this scam.  Well, we know why.  This trapping people into broadband is expensive but the regulator has a different pricing formula for broadband so that, when people are trapped, BT hopes it can cash in.  Broadband just means ‘more expensive’, nothing else.  Also, in the jargon, ‘regulation’ means ‘higher prices’ and ‘deregulation’ means ‘higher prices’.





Miss po Lune has drawn attention to a number of scams – including (I) broadband (2) direct debit and the use of credit and debit cards for what is effectively direct debit and (3) various scams that become possible because people are conned into Direct Debit but which may also come to afflict less gullible punters.  Incentives or pressures to succumb to Direct Debit should be illegalised.





One example quoted was that of  Miss Maid Marion of Loxley, near Sheffied, attempting to get an internet contract – that is a contract as opposed to Pay as You Go (which can be rather expensive).   She found that it was impossible to get a contract which was not broadband and/or direct debit.  BT’s contribution to this included their Surftime facility no longer having any non-broadband providers.  In fact, if the punter clicks onto the listed providers, he just gets broadband adverts.  Not even BT provides Surftime contracts and its BT Yahoo only does direct debit, or debit card equivalent, with broadband.





Ms Gloria Goldenlay spent a great deal of time trying to fix up a contract for Maid Marion before this became absolutely clear.  Eventually BT sent an enormous bill justified by the Surftime service not provided.  You have to sign up before going through the palaver whereby you discover that there isn’t any Surftime.





Ms Goldenlay, whose office on the Isle de Belsize in the Sea of Colombia, corresponded with BT on Miss Marion’s behalf using her Loxley address.  At no other time has she used it.  Ms Goldenlay was therefore surprised that a letter to her should have been delivered at that address from a company apparently representing BT’s rival or friend, Sky.  Closer inspection suggested however that this was a scam which only appeared to come from Sky, though maybe they knew  about it…





Another case which Miss po Lune mentioned was that of Mr Nikodemos Nikodemopoulos providing a Vodafon for the use of his delinquent Royaumes Unies nephew, Young Caravaggio.  It turned out that Young Caravaggio was being pestered with nuisance calls from a scammer offering ‘sexy pictures’ and that Mr Nikodemopoulos was presented with a bill of some two hundred pounds –eventually – for this victimisation.  Caravaggio tried to stop these calls and Mr Nikodemopoulos repeatedly phoned up Vodafon and wrote to them asking for these nuisance calls to be stopped.  He also wrote to Ofcom and Offcom.  Eventually, because Mr Nikodemopoulos deducted the charge for such calls from the payment, the phone was cut off.. but the nuisance calls and charges remained.  Eventually Mr Nikodemopoulos, during a visit to the RU, accompanied by his nephew, went to a Vodafon Shop.  The young man initially supposed that the instructions given by Vodafon.. to dial STOP..would be effective.  So he phoned up Vodafon who have a secret code of their own they can use.  They tried but the code did not work.  Eventually they phoned back that it would take at least three days to stop the delivery of the nuisance calls…





As matters stand, Mr Caravaggio’s phone has been cut off and Mr Nikodemopoulos keeps on getting reminders about the £200 he supposedly owes Vodafon.. and he writes back that he owes them nothing and that they rather should be compensating him.  Now they have sent a letter which contains various threats including the claim that they are going to inform agencies that Mr Nikodemopoulos is a bad credit risk.  Mr Nikodemopoulos has never borrowed any money in his life and does not intend to.. but this slander could be inconvenient.





Ofcom insist that these matters are none of their business.  The information on Ofcom in the BT annual report contradicts this.   For instance, Ofcom has a duty to ‘further the interests of citizens’.  There exists also a concept of  SMP – significant market provider – a concept akin to ‘monopoly’ which leads to regulatory restrictions being put on the operator.





BT had been previously accused of being an SMP in relation to internet provision and in particular ‘non-broadband services’.   It turns out, on the basis of the information in this circular, that BT is sufficient a market force in that to prevent people obtaining non-broadband services altogether.  As such they should at least be forced to charge for the alleged broadband non-broadband regulatory prices.





We find that there was in 2003 an investigation into BT obtaining ‘customer specific information obtained from other communications providers’.  In the previously cited example, somebody purporting to represent Sky had obtained information from a letter sent to BT.





There has also been an investigation into the pricing of BT’s Openworld broadband services.





It turns out, moreover, that it is not merely an antiregulatory offence to act as a cartel, but, under the 2002 Enterprise Act BT and Vodafon directors can be sent to prison for ‘trading practices which harm consumers’ and for operating a ‘cartel’.  What has been going on in relation to denying punters non-broadbanband services is most certainly a cartel!
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