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"Conwergence is the telecoms mdustry s new mantra. Whether
customers really want it is anether matter, says Tom Standage

AT his come over fhe télecoms in-
dustry? The spectacular crash of
20001, with Ity sssocisted bankroptaes,
freud and the destruction o wround $1 tril-
lion of fnvestors' fnoney, has evidently
been forgotten. The gloom has given way
to a frech sense of opportomity and a e
newed frenzy of dealmaking. The past
couple of years have seen a series of huge
wekeovers and mergers among nelwork
operators and makers of telecoms aquip-
mefitaround the world

W Amencd sec paid 316 billlon for
AT, 1ok 1ts mame, and then swallowed
geltsouth for a lurthar $67 billiGn. Tte rival
Vedkzon, meanwhile, bought Mo for §8.4
billipn, n Eurape Telefdnica, Spain's na
‘ponaf incumbent operator, hought O,
wireless firm with networks in sevcnsl
Buropean countries, for £47.7 billlon (5313
billionl, wTe, Britain's cable operator,
hought Virgin Mobile. 3 mobile opurator,
[of £962n1 Vodalone, the world's bigeest
mohile operator by revenue. signatled are-
rrea from its global ambitions und sold its
Japranesé arm 1O Softhink. & local wireling
hiroadband operator, for 5.4 billion.

In addition 1o these and many oilyer
deals, aperators amund the world hegan
Intlding “pextgeneration nefworks” at
vast expense: Verran is spending over $15
billinn on s géw nétwork, and Britain's
HT iy Spending 616 billion: Thesg networks
allow telecams nperators o offer tloyi-
sion service i addilion (o yvouee calls and
broadband intornet aceess.

Meanwhile, large imlemnel companies
including Google, Yahuo! and Microsoft's
msn marched imo the wlecoms business
by launching new services offering free
calls over the Internet, Skypé, the leaderin
llu-; market, was acquied by eBay for Sxa

And egquipment-makers began
teaming up too: Cisco, the worid's largest
cetwork-equipment firm, bought Scien-
fic-Atlant, whlch makes relevision ser-
tap boxes, for $6.a billion: Alcatel and L
cent agreed fo merge inan $11 billlon deal;
and Nokia and Siemens combmed their
network-equpmentdivisions.,

At first sight these deals-might not ap-
pear (o hiave much to do with each-other.
But @l of these transactons were
prompied by 8 single undedying trend
that has become the industry’s new man:
fralconvergence

All togethermovw

What this meuns, roughly, (s the coming
rogether of plreviously séparata communt
cations und entertainment services:

and mobile telephony. broadband in-
tamet ackess and television. But more of
ten the word 157usad in 2 quasi-mystical
wiy to evoke information heaven- “Conr
vergence really means. the freedom lor
CORSWIMER (0 (5¢ fny Service ungder any
areumstances they chaose 1v,” says Bep
Vérwaayen, the hoss of ar.1ris a question
of cunvesicnce, entiching people's lives,
because we can provide commumeations,
wfornuailan wnd entertainment the way »



