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PURPOSE, SCOPE, AND AUTHORITY 

 
Purpose 
The purpose of this investigation is to determine whether CenturyTel of Inter Island d/b/a 
CenturyLink (CenturyLink) complied with Utilities and Transportation Commission 
(commission) laws and rules during a ten day service outage that began Nov. 5, 2013, when an 
underwater fiber failure caused toll and data outages in San Juan County, and whether 
commission staff should recommend penalties for any violations of laws or rules.  
  
Scope 
The scope of this investigation focuses on CenturyLink’s business practices prior to, during, and 
immediately following the outage. 
 
Authority 
Staff undertakes this investigation pursuant to Revised Code of Washington (RCW) 80.01.040 and 
80.04.070, which grant the commission authority to conduct such an investigation, as well as RCW 
80.04.380, which authorizes the commission to penalize public service companies for violations of 
commission rules and other requirements.   
 
Note: this report presents the findings of a commission staff investigation and staff’s 
recommendations for action by the three-member commission in a subsequent proceeding. This 
report has not been reviewed formally by the commissioners. Conclusions and recommendations 
contained in this report are those of commission staff, and not the commissioners. 
 
Staff  
Rayne Pearson, Consumer Protection  
(360) 664-1136 
rpearson@utc.wa.gov 
 
Robert Williamson, Regulatory Services  
(360) 664-1288 
bwilliam@utc.wa.gov 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Beginning early on the morning of Nov. 5, 2013, CenturyLink experienced a voice and data 
outage in the San Juan Islands when an underwater fiber segment of the company’s system was 
severed, which isolated the host switch in Friday Harbor from the remainder of the network.  

The outage resulted in a loss of toll calls, data communications, and local calls on San Juan, 
Lopez, Orcas, Blakely, Decatur, and Shaw Islands, and between those islands and the mainland. 
Approximately 5,800 access lines on San Juan Island retained intra-island calling ability.  
Following considerable efforts and incremental restoration, CenturyLink fully restored service 
on Nov. 15, 2013. The outage affected a total of 15,921 regulated access lines. 

Commission staff initiated an investigation on Dec. 6, 2013. On Dec. 9, the commission held a 
public hearing in Friday Harbor to hear from the Company, as well as from local customers and 
government agencies. Representatives from the San Juan County Department of Emergency 
Management, San Juan Fire Service, Orcas Power and Light Cooperative (OPALCO), San Juan 
Chamber of Commerce, and local businesses expressed dissatisfaction with CenturyLink’s 
infrastructure, equipment, and service; communication during and immediately following the 
outage; and the service restoral timeframe. 

Subsequent to the hearing, commission staff undertook further investigation to: 

• Determine what caused the outage; 
• Evaluate CenturyLink’s restoration efforts; 
• Evaluate CenturyLink’s communications with affected customers during the outage; and 
• Determine the extent to which CenturyLink’s facilities in the San Juan Islands were 

adequate to provide service as required by state law. 

Staff worked with an outside consultant, Robert Munoz, Undersea Cable Consultants, LLC, to 
assist in the investigation of the cause of the outage and evaluate the company’s restoration 
efforts. Mr. Munoz’s full report is attached as Appendix J. 

As a result of this investigation, staff concluded that CenturyLink violated the following laws 
and commission rules: 

• WAC 480-120-412(2), Major Outages – Notification to the commission 
• WAC 480-120-412(3), Major Outages – Notification to county E911 coordinator 
• WAC 480-120-412(5), Major Outages – Dissemination of information to the public 

Staff also concluded that, given the circumstances, CenturyLink was fortunate to have restored 
service in just 10 days.  Finally, after investigating the national standards in the 
telecommunications industry for providing service to island communities, staff was unable to 
conclude that CenturyLink’s facilities were inadequate compared to similar facilities around the 
country. 
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Following the outage, CenturyLink replaced the severed undersea cable and committed to 
installing a microwave system to ensure backup service in the event of future disruptions. That 
installation is currently underway. 
 
Penalty Recommendation 
Staff recommends the commission issue a formal complaint against the company and assess a 
penalty of up to $173,210 for 15,935 violations of commission laws and rules, as follows: 

• Up to $3,000 for three violations of WAC 480-120-412(2) for failing to promptly notify 
the commission of the outage. 

• Up to $10,000 for ten violations of WAC 480-120-412(3) for failing to immediately 
notify the county E911 coordinator of the outage and provide periodic updates. 

• Up to $1,000 for one violation of WAC 480-120-412(5) for failing to implement 
procedures specific to this outage to disseminate information to the public and public 
officials. 

• $10 for each of 15,921 violations of WAC 480-120-412(5) for failing to disseminate 
information to the public, for a total penalty of $159,210. 

Technical Recommendations 
To limit the impact of future outages, staff recommends the commission require CenturyLink to 
do each of the following: 
 

• Notify the commission when each microwave system’s spectrum has been 
approved by both the Federal Communications Commission and Canadian 
authorities.1 

• Notify the commission when both microwave systems are suitable for providing 
service. 

• Submit an annual maintenance plan to the commission specifying, at a minimum, 
the microwave facilities to be inspected and the frequency and manner in which 
inspections are conducted. 

• Report annually to the commission that both San Juan microwave systems are 
able to provide redundant capacity to island customers. 

• Report annually to the commission any routine maintenance performed during the 
preceding year for both the underwater fiber cable and microwave systems.  

• Require the company to petition the commission for approval of any company 
plans to modify or eliminate redundant service between the islands and from the 
islands to the mainland. 

• By Nov. 30 each year, submit proposed annual inspection plans for the 
subsequent calendar year for all underwater facilities in Washington owned by 
CenturyLink that connect a community to the public switched network. The plans 
should, at a minimum, specify the location of the facility to be inspected and the 
frequency and manner in which inspections are conducted. 

                                                             
1Because of its proximity to the U.S.-Canadian border, both the FCC and Canadian authorities must approve the 
Mount Constitution to Bellingham route. 
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• By March 31 each year, submit an annual report to the commission describing the 
actual inspections conducted in the preceding calendar year. 

Report Format 
This investigation report is divided into four sections. The first section provides background 
information about the company and the investigation. The second section describes the network 
and discusses findings related to the cause and restoral of the outage. The third section discusses 
findings related to CenturyLink’s communications with commission staff, local government, and 
affected customers during the outage. Staff’s recommendations appear in the last section. 
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BACKGROUND 

Company Information 
CenturyTel of Inter Island d/b/a CenturyLink is an incumbent Local Exchange Carrier (LEC) in 
the San Juan Islands, incorporated in the state of Washington and owned by CenturyTel of the 
Northwest. CenturyTel of the Northwest is owned by CenturyLink Holdings, which is in turn 
owned by CenturyLink, Inc. On March 14, 2011, the commission issued Final Order 14 in 
Docket UT-100820, approving and adopting, subject to conditions, a multiparty settlement 
agreement authorizing CenturyLink, Inc. to acquire indirect control of Qwest Corporation, Qwest 
LD Corp. and Qwest Communications Company LLC.  
 
Investigation 
Following CenturyLink’s November 2013 voice and data outage in the San Juan Islands, 
commission staff initiated this investigation to determine whether the company complied with 
commission laws and rules. On Dec. 6, 2013, Regulatory Services staff sent a series of data 
requests to CenturyLink inquiring about the make and manufacturer of the severed fiber optic 
cable, placement of the cable, pre-existing or past damage to the cable, maintenance of the cable, 
metrics for measuring network reliability, and information about whether CenturyLink had or 
has service agreements with OPALCO for assistance in the event of a network outage.2 Staff 
issued follow up data requests on Jan. 8, 2014, and Feb. 28, 2014.3 

On Jan. 6, 2014, Consumer Protection staff requested the following information from 
CenturyLink related to the service outage: 

1. The number of affected customers, identified by island, customer type (commercial or 
residential), and CenturyLink services affected. 

2. A chronology of all internal communications related to the outages, including summaries 
of phone calls and copies of any emails or other written correspondence. 

3. A chronology of all communications with stakeholders related to the outages (such as 
commission staff, other federal, state, county, and local governments), including 
summaries of phone calls and copies of any emails or other written correspondence.  

4. A chronology of service restoral by location, number of customers, and service type. 
5. Information about whether CenturyLink had a communication plan in place. 
6. Information regarding plans for communicating with stakeholders during future outages. 
7. CenturyLink’s plans to provide bill credits to the customers who the missed service 

during the outage.  
 

On Jan. 21, CenturyLink provided responsive information to all but item 2, above. On March 4, 
CenturyLink produced the remaining responsive documents and information. 
 
 
 

                                                             
2 See Appendix A for a copy of the Dec. 6, 2013, data request. 
3 See Appendix B for a copy of the Jan. 8, 2014, data request, and Appendix C for a copy of the Feb. 28, 2014, data 
request. 
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INVESTIGATION – NETWORK DESCRIPTION, OUTAGE, AND 
RESTORAL 

 
Network Description 
CenturyLink provides voice services in the San Juan Islands through one central office host 
switch (located in Friday Harbor on San Juan Island) and a number of remote line switches4 
connected by underground and submarine fiber optic links. The map below, prepared by 
CenturyLink and modified by staff, illustrates the network that provides voice, E911, and data 
services to the San Juan Islands. 

 
 
Long distance calling and E911 services require a connection between the central office host 
switch in Friday Harbor (located on San Juan Island) and the remote line switches located on the 
other islands. The two fuchsia flags identified as “single route” on the chart above represent the 
two connections that, if severed, would isolate the central office host switch in Friday Harbor.  
 
The submarine fiber optic cables have been installed over time, as follows:  

• The link from Anacortes through Decatur Island to Lopez Island was installed in 1984.  
• The link from Shaw Island to Lopez Island was installed in 1985. 
• The link from Orcas Island to Shaw Island was installed in 1986. 
• The link from Blakely Island to Orcas Island was installed in 1986. 
• The link from Decatur Island is also linked to Blakely Island, and was installed in 1988. 

                                                             
4 A remote line switch aggregates calls for the customers it serves. The switch is capable of processing local calls 
between customers connected to the switch. Other types of calls such as long distance, E911, or customers not 
connected to the remote line concentrator will be sent to the host switch (Friday Harbor) for processing.  
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• The link from Lopez Island to San Juan Island was installed in 1999 and replaced in 
2013.5  

The original CenturyLink “MF48” submarine cable replaced an analog microwave route from 
the islands to the mainland. It was built by Pirelli Jacobsen, an underwater fiber contractor, in 
1999. Harbor Offshore, Inc., laid the last fiber link from Anacortes to Decatur Island in 2004, 
completing the company’s fiber route for its San Juan Islands customers to the mainland. The 
Pirelli single-armored submarine cable consists of 48 glass optical fibers embedded within a 
hermetically sealed copper tube. Inside the tube, the 48 fibers are contained in a helical slotted 
plastic rod extruded around a high strength steel wire. The copper tube is covered by a 
polyethylene sheath. Outside the polyethylene sheath, there is a layer of galvanized steel wires 
that provide mechanical protection.  The wires are then wrapped with a thick layer of 
polypropylene yarn, and subsequently wrapped with jute. The Pirelli submarine cable is similar 
to other non-repeated6 optical submarine cables in use around the world today for shallow water 
applications, and it meets international standards.7 
 
Network Outage 
On Nov. 5, 2013, CenturyLink experienced a voice and data outage in the San Juan Islands when 
a fiber segment of the company’s system connecting Lopez Island to the main switch on San 
Juan Island was severed.  
 
During the failure, CenturyLink customers on Orcas, Decatur, and Lopez Islands had access to 
local intra-island service, but were unable to contact other islands until Nov. 7, 2013. Because of 
the loss of connectivity to the Friday Harbor central office host switch on San Juan Island, 
customers on those islands had no access to long distance calling and could not reach 911 for 
emergency services. Before basic 911 service was restored on Nov. 7, CenturyLink issued a 
press release instructing its customers to call their local fire department in the event of an 
emergency. CenturyLink customers on San Juan Island could make basic 911 calls, but had no 
access to inter-island calling or long-distance service. Limited Internet service was available on 
all islands except San Juan. The outage partially impacted cellular service provided by 
unaffiliated carriers. 
 

                                                             
5 Decatur, Blakely, Orcas, Shaw, and Lopez Islands are connected via a self-healing fiber ring. A self-healing ring 
has the ability to automatically reroute the calls if there is a disruption in service on the primary route (e.g., the 
primary route for Blakely Island would send calls north to Orcas Island). For example, if this fiber link was severed, 
those calls would automatically reroute to Orcas in the other direction on the ring (through Decatur).   
6 Fiber Optic repeaters are generally required for fiber optic facilities that are longer than 28 miles. None of the fiber 
links in the San Juan are long enough to require the signal to be repeated. 
7 International Telecommunications Union (ITU) Recommendation G.973 and Optical Fibres, Cables and Systems 
Manual (ITU T Manual 2009.) 
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The fiber link connection where the failure occurred follows a corridor specified by the 
Washington State Department of Natural Resources (DNR) between Lopez and San Juan Islands. 
A power cable owned by OPALCO also lies within the DNR cable crossing corridor, which is 
clearly marked on marine charts as a cable crossing. The company’s contractor, Harbor Offshore, 
used a remotely operated underwater vehicle to inspect the CenturyLink fiber optic cable and 
found that it had been moved or dragged north from its original position and pulled tight up 
against a rock feature.8 
 
On Nov. 4, 2013, at 8:05 p.m., the ebb current ran south at 4.02 knots; it changed to a strong 
flood with a north-running current at 4.53 knots on Nov. 5 at 2:46 a.m., about one hour before 
the network failure was noticed at 3:45 a.m. It is possible that the cable suffered earlier damage 
and the subsequent tidal movement severed the cable. When staff and consultant Mr. Munoz 
later viewed the failed section at the company warehouse in Gig Harbor, it appeared that the 
cable had been severed, rather than abraded, from tidal movement.9  
 
CenturyLink personnel contacted the U.S. Coast Guard and the Washington Department of Fish 
and Wildlife requesting any information they had concerning vessels in the area on Nov. 5. 
Neither entity was aware of any vessels in the area. Mr. Munoz also performed a search of 
historical vessel data at the time of the failure and found that a research vessel, the R/V 
Centennial, owned and operated by the University of Washington, passed over the cable on its 
regular schedule on Oct. 9, 15, 22, and 29, 2013.10  Staff requested from the university 
information concerning the vessel’s activities at that time, and copies of the vessel’s sailing log. 
The university provided a copy of the log on June 11, 2014. While the log only provided 
information on the vessel’s departure and arrival times at its dock at Friday Harbor, the cover 
letter explained that any research equipment the vessel drags through the water is delicate, and 
would break if it touched the bottom. Mr. Munoz could not identify any other definitive ship 
traffic in that area. Further discussions of other possible factors that may have contributed to the 
fiber break are contained in Mr. Munoz’s report.11   
 
Restoral 
CenturyLink contracted with Harbor Offshore, Inc. to repair the failed fiber link. The 
contractor’s dive team arrived at the San Juan Island site on Nov. 6, 2013, to begin making 
repairs. According to Mr. Munoz,  
 

“The cable service was restored in less than 10 days after the break, which is 
somewhat unusual for shallow water repairs. Shallow water repairs require 
specialized equipment such as a barge, navigation tools, cable chute, a powered 
cable reel and experienced repair personnel. A ROV (Remote Operated 
underwater Vehicle) was also on site to assist with locating the cable break and 
performing the repair. For all of these tools and resources to be available on such 
short notice is an achievement worth noting. It usually takes up to a month or 

                                                             
8 Appendix J, page 5, paragraph 2, through page 6. 
9 Appendix J, page 15, paragraph 8. 
10 Appendix J, page 19, paragraph 8.3, through page 21. 
11 Appendix J, page 14, paragraph 8, through page 19. 
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more to mobilize the necessary tools and resources for a shallow water repair.”12  
 
CenturyLink located a sufficient amount of spare submarine fiber cable at a company warehouse 
in Kent and purchased the appropriate splicing equipment from Waveguide, Inc. in Seattle. 
CenturyLink has since restocked spare cable and supplies. 
 
According to Mr. Munoz, even with the right equipment and crew in place, finding and fixing 
the cable was difficult. The month of November was stormy, and high winds in the San Juan 
Islands made it difficult to use the ROV and barge. Additionally, in the San Juan Channel at 
Griffin Bay between San Juan and Lopez Islands, the tidal current— which changes every six 
hours mostly running north and south— sometimes runs above four knots. The company 
reported that current and wind made it very difficult to keep the barge on station so that the ROV 
could “swim” the cable to find the fault. Also, when an “armored” submarine splits, it recoils 
from the tensile pressure of the metal armor moving the ends from the original position, and the 
ends of the severed cable may be moved even farther by the current. Once Harbor Offshore 
found the ends of the failed cable it needed tractor tugs to “hold station” within a three-foot 
window to bring one end of the existing cable to the surface, splice it to a new section of cable, 
and lower the repaired cable to the seabed.  
  
Mr. Munoz stated,  
 

“Cable repair operations commenced with the recovery of the parted western end 
of the cable. Once sufficient cable had been recovered beyond any damaged cable 
and water ingress, the Western end of the cable was cut and prepared for splicing. 
The western end of the cable was spliced to a section of spare cable, and once the 
splice was completed, the repair barge began laying spare cable eastward towards 
Fishermen Bay landing. The cable repair was completed with a new shore landing 
at Fishermen Bay.” 13  

 
When the new 6,100 foot cable was spliced to the undamaged portion of the remaining cable, the 
repaired cable was lowered to the seabed and anchored to the bottom using large heavy portions 
of chain to restrict potential tidal movement. The cable was rerouted away from an existing rock 
pinnacle, which may have been a factor in the failure.  
 
Service was fully restored on Nov. 15, 2013. Both Mr. Munoz and CenturyLink’s repair 
contractor stated that the repair of the fiber cable was accomplished in a short period of time 
because of the availability of the necessary equipment and qualified personnel.14 They also 
agreed it is not unusual for an underwater repair to take longer than 30 days.  
 
Service Restoral Timeline 
The following table, submitted by CenturyLink in response to staff’s data requests, details the 
service restoration chronology. 

                                                             
12 Appendix J, page 10, paragraph 2. 
13 Appendix J, page 7, paragraph 2. 
14 Appendix J, page 26, paragraph 11. 
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Date Time Voice	
  Service	
  Impact 
11/05/13 0345 Voice	
  monitoring	
  systems	
  detect	
  loss	
  of	
  connection	
  to	
  Friday	
  Harbor	
  switch.	
  	
  

Approximately	
  11,000	
  voice	
  customers	
  are	
  impacted.	
  	
  About	
  5,800	
  on	
  have	
  intra-­‐
island	
  calling	
  capability	
  on	
  San	
  Juan	
  Island.	
  	
  The	
  remaining	
  5,200	
  on	
  other	
  islands	
  
have	
  no	
  voice	
  calling	
  capability	
  over	
  the	
  CenturyLink	
  network	
  –	
  some	
  cellular	
  service	
  
is	
  still	
  working.	
  	
   

11/05/13 0815 911	
  service	
  re-­‐routed	
  to	
  local	
  law	
  enforcement	
  on	
  San	
  Juan	
  Island.	
  	
  (Approximately	
  
5800	
  voice	
  connections). 

11/05/13 0926 911	
  service	
  re-­‐routed	
  to	
  local	
  law	
  enforcement	
  on	
  Orcas	
  Island.	
  (Approximately	
  
4200	
  voice	
  connections). 

11/05/13 1555 It	
  becomes	
  clear	
  that	
  the	
  cause	
  of	
  the	
  trouble	
  is	
  under	
  water. 
11/06/13 1340 Dive	
  team	
  arrives	
  on	
  location.	
  	
  Weather	
  and	
  unexpectedly	
  strong	
  currents	
  would	
  

hamper	
  search	
  for	
  cable	
  damage	
  over	
  the	
  next	
  several	
  days. 
11/06/13 1750 CenturyLink	
  and	
  OPALCO	
  complete	
  a	
  fiber	
  connection	
  in	
  preparation	
  for	
  partial	
  

restoration	
  of	
  service	
  over	
  radio.	
  	
  Minimal	
  change	
  in	
  service	
  impact. 
11/07/13 1301 CenturyLink	
  authorizes	
  Verizon	
  to	
  use	
  space	
  on	
  its	
  Radio	
  tower	
  to	
  partially	
  restore	
  

Verizon	
  cellular	
  service. 
11/07/13 2359 Inter-­‐island	
  calling	
  restored	
  on	
  Lopez	
  and	
  Orcas	
  islands.	
  	
  911	
  re-­‐routed	
  to	
  San	
  Juan	
  

County	
  Sherriff’s	
  office	
  on	
  San	
  Juan	
  Island.	
  	
  ANI/ALI	
  service	
  not	
  yet	
  available	
  for	
  911.	
  	
  
Almost	
  all	
  voice	
  customers	
  now	
  have	
  intra	
  and	
  inter-­‐island	
  calling	
  capability. 

11/08/13 2022 Toll	
  service	
  (outside	
  the	
  islands)	
  calling	
  partially	
  restored.	
  	
  All	
  voice	
  customers	
  have	
  
the	
  capability	
  to	
  call	
  outside	
  the	
  islands,	
  but	
  capacity	
  is	
  limited. 

11/09/13 0925 Some	
  special	
  service	
  circuits	
  for	
  cellular	
  carriers	
  and	
  other	
  large	
  business	
  customers	
  
are	
  restored. 

11/09/13 2108 911	
  ANI/ALI	
  enabled	
  –	
  911	
  operations	
  normal.	
  	
   
11/11/13 1729 Fiber	
  damage	
  located	
  with	
  Remotely	
  Operated	
  Vehicle. 
11/11/13 1739 Confirmed	
  all	
  FAA	
  service	
  restored.	
  	
  Voicemail	
  restored. 
11/12/13-­‐ 
11/14/13 

 Isolated	
  outages	
  with	
  relatively	
  short	
  durations	
  occur	
  as	
  CenturyLink	
  works	
  to	
  add	
  
additional	
  capacity.	
  	
   

11/15/13 0930 Service	
  is	
  100%	
  restored. 
 

On the date of the failure, the San Juan Islands had a single connection to the outside world from 
the Friday Harbor central office host switch. The lack of multiple physical routes between the 
main switch at Friday Harbor and the rest of the islands’ networks, coupled with the main 
switch’s lack of multiple physical routes to the mainland, contributed to the company’s inability 
to offer uninterrupted service.   
 
Following the repair of the severed undersea cable, two portions of the network without multiple 
routes remain, and the loss of either would result in the same situation experienced during the 
outage on Nov. 5. The single route links are as follows:  
 

1. The submarine fiber optic link between Anacortes and Lopez Islands (via Decatur 
Island) compose the single connection to the mainland, and its loss would isolate the 
islands. This link crosses Rosario Strait, an extremely busy shipping lane. Any repair 
in this location would be complicated by restrictions for working in the middle of that 
shipping lane. 

2. The submarine fiber optic link between Lopez Island and San Juan Island isolates the 
host Friday Harbor central office switch from the outside world and the other inter-
island remotes. 
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In order to provide continuous voice and 911 service among the San Juan Islands and between 
the San Juan Islands and the rest of the national network, CenturyLink has committed to 
installing two digital microwave systems. The first supports voice and 911 service between the 
islands, and the second establishes a connection from Friday Harbor to Bellingham via Mt. 
Constitution, which, pending completion, will support commission-regulated services such as 
E911 and voice calling between the San Juan islands and the rest of the national network in the 
event the undersea cables fail.15  These microwave systems are estimated to cost about $500,000, 
not including ongoing maintenance and tower leasing costs.   
 
In addition to the construction of the microwave networks, CenturyLink is also actively seeking 
an agreement for capacity sharing with another fiber provider in the San Juan Islands. This 
agreement would provide redundancy for 100 percent of its voice and data traffic – both 
regulated and non-regulated services – to its San Juan Island customers. 

State Network Requirements 
Washington law requires telecommunications companies to provide services “in a prompt, 
expeditious and efficient manner … and … service shall be modern, adequate, sufficient and 
efficient.”16 Neither the law nor Commission rules define what constitutes “modern, adequate, 
sufficient and efficient” service. More specifically, Commission rules do not currently require 
telecommunications companies to provide multiple physical routes between a company’s 
switching centers, or to the broader national telecommunications network. 
 
In this case, whether service is “modern, adequate, sufficient and efficient” can be determined by 
looking at the common practices throughout the telecommunications industry. Accordingly, staff 
sought information from other jurisdictions in North America with island communities to 
determine whether those jurisdictions have laws or rules requiring multiple physical routes 
between switching centers, or to the broader national telecommunications network.  
 
At staff’s request, the National Association of Regulatory Utility Commissions (NARUC) 
distributed a survey to members of its telecommunications committee. It received responses from 
New York, Georgia, Arkansas, New Mexico, Iowa, Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and 
Texas.  None of these states have rules requiring telecommunications companies to provide 
multiple physical routes between a company’s switching centers or to the broader national 
network.  In addition to the NARUC survey, staff independently contacted Maine, North 
Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, California, Oregon, Alaska, and the Canadian 
provinces of Nova Scotia and British Columbia.  Like those states that responded to the NARUC 
survey, none of these jurisdictions require multiple physical routes between switching centers or 
to the broader network. 
 
Major Outages 
Staff reviewed CenturyLink’s recovery effort to determine whether the company complied with 
WAC 480-120-412(1), Major Outages, which provides as follows: 
 
                                                             
15 Although the Commission does not have direct authority over CenturyLink’s provision of broadband (internet) 
services, staff understands that the microwave system will also be used for backup or redundancy purposes in 
support of some of the company’s broadband service offerings traveling via microwave to Bellingham.   
16  RCW 80.36.080 
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All companies must make reasonable provisions to minimize the effects of major 
outages, including those caused by force majeure, and inform and train pertinent 
employees to prevent or minimize interruption or impairment of service. 

Today’s telecommunications companies provide an array of voice and data services, and outages 
potentially affect businesses, banking, medical services, and other essential activities. While a 
normal landline cable repair can be completed in hours, not days, the repair of an underwater 
fiber cable is extremely complex and time consuming. 
 
Staff’s investigation determined the company had sufficient materials on hand to repair the fiber, 
and its employees were adequately trained to locate the break and engage qualified contractors to 
repair the cable. Staff believes the company took the necessary steps to comply with the Major 
Outages rule; repairing an underwater cable damaged at a depth of approximately 280 feet on a 
seabed floor could have taken substantially longer to repair given the complex environment. 
 
Staff supports the company’s efforts to install redundant systems, and believes CenturyLink 
should additionally seek a capacity sharing agreement with OPALCO to ensure each company 
has redundant routes to the mainland. This option would give CenturyLink a third redundant 
route, allowing the company to transport all of its voice and data traffic to the mainland in the 
event of an outage. 
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INVESTIGATION – COMMUNICATION DURING THE OUTAGE 
 
Public Hearing 
As part of this investigation, the commission held a public hearing on Dec. 9, 2013, in Friday 
Harbor. A number of local government officials and business owners spoke about the outage and 
provided feedback related to CenturyLink’s responsiveness and restoration efforts. Consumers 
also expressed concerns about the company’s infrastructure and lack of redundancy.  

The following themes emerged during the public comment hearing: 

1. The serious financial consequences the outage had on local businesses; 
2. CenturyLink’s failure to communicate adequately with affected customers; and  
3. The company’s lack of redundancy and reliable infrastructure. 

External Communication during the Outage 
The following table, submitted by CenturyLink in response to staff’s data request, contains a 
chronology of the company’s communications with external stakeholders during the outage. 

Date Time Topic Reach 
11/05/13 Not	
  

provided 
“A	
  fiber	
  optic	
  cable	
  has	
  been	
  cut	
  underwater	
  between	
  Lopez	
  
and	
  San	
  Juan	
  Islands	
  impacting	
  CenturyLink	
  Services,	
  including	
  
911	
  services,	
  throughout	
  the	
  islands;	
  911	
  services	
  on	
  San	
  Juan	
  
Island	
  have	
  been	
  rerouted	
  to	
  the	
  local	
  911	
  center.”	
  	
  	
   

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/05/13 Not	
  
provided 

-­‐	
  	
  Outage	
  notifications	
  sent	
  to	
  the	
  commission.	
   
-­‐	
  	
  Coast	
  Guard	
  from	
  operations	
  department	
  inquiring	
  about	
  
vessel	
  traffic	
  in	
  the	
  area	
  at	
  the	
  time	
  of	
  the	
  breakage;	
  no	
  traffic	
  
was	
  identified	
  during	
  that	
  time	
  period	
  by	
  the	
  Coast	
  Guard,	
  but	
  
they	
  did	
  not	
  rule	
  out	
  the	
  possibility	
  of	
  private	
  fishing	
  vessels	
  
with	
  no	
  GPS	
  equipment. 
-­‐	
  	
  Multiple	
  communications	
  with	
  OPALCO.	
  

N/A 

11/06/13 Not	
  
provided 

“CenturyLink	
  is	
  working	
  with	
  Orcas	
  Power	
  &	
  Light	
  Cooperative	
  
(OPALCO)	
  to	
  provide	
  a	
  temporary	
  solution	
  that	
  would	
  restore	
  
local	
  voice	
  and	
  911	
  services	
  for	
  customers	
  on	
  San	
  Juan,	
  Orcas,	
  
and	
  Lopez	
  Islands.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/06/13 Not	
  
provided 

-­‐	
  	
  Coast	
  Guard	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  operations	
  reporting	
  lack	
  of	
  
vessel	
  activity	
  in	
  the	
  area	
  of	
  the	
  cable	
  breakage	
  on	
  Nov.	
  5. 
-­‐	
  	
  OPALCO	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Construction	
  Engineering	
  re:	
  
emergency	
  circuit	
  configuration. 
-­‐	
  	
  OPALCO	
  to	
  network	
  planners	
  re:	
  emergency	
  workload	
  
logistics. 
-­‐	
  	
  CenturyLink	
  Network	
  Operations	
  to	
  Verizon	
  requesting	
  any	
  
available	
  radio/microwave	
  capabilities	
  to	
  assist	
  in	
  restoral.	
  

N/A 

11/07/13 Not	
  
provided 

“CenturyLink	
  crews	
  restored	
  911	
  and	
  local	
  phone	
  service	
  
between	
  Lopez	
  and	
  San	
  Juan	
  Island	
  last	
  night	
  at	
  11:59	
  p.m.	
  911	
  
has	
  been	
  rerouted	
  to	
  the	
  San	
  Juan	
  County	
  Sheriff’s	
  office	
  in	
  
Friday	
  Harbor.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 
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11/07/13 Not	
  
provided 

-­‐	
  	
  E911	
  IT	
  Program/Operations	
  Manager	
  to	
  commission	
  and	
  
CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  describing	
  short	
  and	
  long	
  term	
  effects	
  
of	
  restoration	
  project.	
  	
  CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  to	
  government	
  
officials	
  forwarding	
  the	
  short	
  and	
  long	
  term	
  efforts	
  on	
  the	
  
restoration	
  project.	
  	
   
-­‐	
  	
  Commission	
  staff	
  forwarding	
  an	
  email	
  from	
  E911	
  Operations	
  
to	
  CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  and	
  Legal	
  informing	
  that	
  dial	
  tone	
  
has	
  been	
  restored. 
-­‐	
  	
  Commission	
  staff	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  informing	
  that	
  
staff	
  received	
  notification	
  from	
  the	
  Washington	
  Military	
  
Department	
  regarding	
  the	
  CenturyLink	
  San	
  Juan	
  Island	
  outage. 

N/A 

Date Time Topic Reach 
11/08/13 Not	
  

provided 
“CenturyLink	
  crews	
  restored	
  911	
  and	
  local	
  phone	
  service	
  
between	
  Lopez	
  and	
  San	
  Juan	
  Islands	
  Wednesday,	
  Nov.	
  6,	
  at	
  
11:59	
  p.m.	
  911	
  has	
  been	
  rerouted	
  to	
  the	
  San	
  Juan	
  County	
  
Sheriff’s	
  office	
  in	
  Friday	
  Harbor.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/08/13 Not	
  
provided 

-­‐	
  	
  OPALCO	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Operations	
  explaining	
  that	
  OPALCO	
  
will	
  seek	
  to	
  recover	
  damages	
  from	
  CenturyLink	
  should	
  any	
  
damages	
  to	
  OPALCO	
  services	
  result	
  from	
  CenturyLink	
  recovery	
  
efforts.	
   
-­‐	
  	
  CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  to	
  commission	
  providing	
  a	
  detailed	
  
update	
  on	
  the	
  San	
  Juan	
  outage	
  and	
  restoration	
  efforts.	
  	
  FCC	
  
Operations	
  at	
  Homeland	
  Security	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Engineering	
  
granting	
  the	
  Special	
  Temporary	
  Authority.	
  	
  Commission	
  staff	
  to	
  
CenturyLink	
  Operations	
  and	
  Public	
  Policy	
  requesting	
  an	
  
understanding	
  of	
  how	
  the	
  network	
  is	
  configured	
  in	
  the	
  San	
  
Juans.	
   
-­‐	
  	
  Seattle	
  Times	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Marketing	
  requesting	
  
information	
  to	
  report	
  on	
  the	
  cable	
  break. 
-­‐	
  	
  OPALCO	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Engineering	
  giving	
  summary	
  of	
  week’s	
  
progress. 
-­‐	
  	
  Commission	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Operations	
  and	
  Public	
  Policy	
  
requesting	
  information	
  on	
  how	
  the	
  network	
  is	
  configured	
  in	
  the	
  
San	
  Juans. 
-­‐	
  	
  Emails	
  among	
  commission	
  staff,	
  911	
  Operations	
  Manager	
  and	
  
restoration	
  team	
  discussing	
  status	
  of	
  911	
  on	
  the	
  islands.	
  	
  

N/A 

11/09/13 Not	
  
provided 

“Overnight,	
  CenturyLink	
  crews	
  restored	
  long	
  distance	
  service	
  
throughout	
  San	
  Juan	
  County.	
  CenturyLink	
  and	
  OPALCO	
  
continued	
  to	
  work	
  through	
  the	
  night	
  to	
  restore	
  internet	
  service	
  
to	
  San	
  Juan	
  island.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/09/13 Not	
  
provided 

Harbor	
  Offshore17	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  confirming	
  5	
  cables	
  sighted;	
  
described	
  as	
  damaged	
  cable,	
  bird	
  caged	
  armor,	
  with	
  football	
  
shaped	
  weights. 
CenturyLink	
  network	
  to	
  ADTRAN18	
  discussing	
  the	
  order	
  of	
  
products	
  necessary	
  for	
  repairs.	
  	
   

N/A 

11/10/13 11:36	
  a.m. “Services	
  have	
  been	
  temporarily	
  restored	
  to	
  the	
  San	
  Juan	
  
Islands.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/10/13 10:38	
  p.m. “CenturyLink	
  is	
  working	
  around	
  the	
  clock	
  to	
  restore	
  
communications.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/11/13 Midnight “CenturyLink	
  is	
  working	
  around	
  the	
  clock	
  to	
  restore	
  
communications.” 

Statewide	
  media	
  via	
  
newswire;	
  local	
  
distribution	
  and	
  CL	
  
social	
  media 

11/11/13 6:26	
  p.m. “CenturyLink	
  severed	
  fiber	
  located:	
  company	
  continues	
  massive	
  
effort	
  to	
  repair	
  cable,	
  restore	
  service.” 

Statewide	
  media	
  via	
  
newswire	
  and	
  local	
  
distribution	
  and	
  
CenturyLink	
  social	
  
media 
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11/12/13 9:35	
  a.m. “CenturyLink	
  restoration	
  efforts	
  on	
  the	
  barge	
  are	
  temporarily	
  
suspended	
  due	
  to	
  inclement	
  weather	
  and	
  40	
  knot	
  winds.” 
 
 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/12/13 11:27	
  a.m. “Currently,	
  CenturyLink	
  is	
  experiencing	
  an	
  outage	
  on	
  Orcas	
  
Island	
  that	
  is	
  impacting	
  911	
  and	
  voice	
  services.” 
 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 
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Date Time Topic Reach 
11/12/13 Not	
  

provided 
-­‐	
  Commission	
  staff	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy,	
  Legal,	
  and	
  
additional	
  commission	
  staff	
  forwarding	
  a	
  complaint	
  email	
  from	
  
Rock	
  Island	
  Technology	
  Solutions.	
  Commission	
  Staff	
  to	
  
CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  requesting	
  that	
  Public	
  Policy	
  contact	
  
San	
  Juan	
  County	
  Emergency	
  Management	
  re:	
  outage	
  update,	
  
media	
  questions. 
-­‐	
  Commission	
  staff	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  forwarding	
  
email	
  from	
  San	
  Juan	
  County	
  Emergency	
  Management	
  exploring	
  
alternative	
  solutions	
  for	
  additional	
  bandwidth.	
  

N/A 

11/13/13 10:22	
  a.m. “The	
  outage	
  that	
  was	
  reported	
  on	
  Orcas	
  Island	
  on	
  11/12	
  was	
  
caused	
  by	
  call	
  volumes	
  exceeding	
  capacity.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/13/13 4:42	
  p.m. “CenturyLink	
  is	
  experiencing	
  an	
  outage	
  impacting	
  voice	
  
communication	
  services	
  on	
  the	
  islands	
  starting	
  at	
  approx.	
  3:59	
  
p.m.	
  on	
  Wednesday,	
  11/13.	
  This	
  outage	
  is	
  not	
  due	
  to	
  capacity,	
  
but	
  adding	
  additional	
  equipment	
  to	
  augment	
  the	
  network.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/13/13 
 

8:24	
  p.m. “As	
  previously	
  messaged,	
  CenturyLink	
  experienced	
  voice	
  
communication	
  outages	
  earlier	
  this	
  afternoon,	
  services	
  were	
  
restored	
  for	
  the	
  majority	
  of	
  residents	
  at	
  5:10	
  p.m.	
  CenturyLink	
  
continued	
  to	
  monitor	
  issues	
  with	
  a	
  small	
  number	
  of	
  customers	
  
until	
  8	
  p.m.	
  this	
  evening	
  on	
  Lopez	
  and	
  Orcas	
  Islands.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/13/13 Not	
  
provided 

“Orcas	
  Island,	
  Wash.	
  –	
  CenturyLink	
  will	
  be	
  hosting	
  a	
  public	
  
forum	
  to	
  address	
  any	
  concerns	
  from	
  customers	
  regarding	
  the	
  
underwater	
  fiber	
  cut.” 

 

11/13/13 Not	
  
provided 

-­‐	
  	
  San	
  Juan	
  County	
  Emergency	
  Management	
  to	
  CenturyLink,	
  
State	
  and	
  Federal	
  elected	
  officials,	
  and	
  local	
  government	
  
facilitating	
  a	
  conference	
  call	
  to	
  update	
  the	
  public	
  on	
  restoration	
  
efforts. 
-­‐	
  	
  CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  and	
  Marketing	
  from	
  San	
  Juan	
  
County	
  Emergency	
  Management	
  proposing	
  new	
  agenda	
  for	
  
daily	
  update	
  calls.	
  	
   
-­‐	
  	
  Commission	
  staff	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  inquiring	
  how	
  
much	
  the	
  outage	
  will	
  cost	
  CenturyLink.	
   
-­‐	
  	
  CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  to	
  Senator	
  Ranker	
  informing	
  him	
  of	
  
the	
  FCC	
  request	
  for	
  Special	
  Temporary	
  Authority	
  for	
  a	
  
microwave	
  radio	
  pass	
  in	
  the	
  11	
  GHz	
  band.	
   
-­‐	
  	
  Commission	
  staff	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  and	
  additional	
  
commission	
  staff	
  attaching	
  emergency	
  declaration. 
-­‐	
  	
  CenturyLink	
  Public	
  Policy	
  to	
  commission	
  staff	
  discussing	
  
general	
  estimate	
  of	
  projected	
  costs	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  on	
  the	
  
outage. 
-­‐	
  	
  San	
  Juan	
  Journal	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  Marketing	
  and	
  Operations	
  
asking	
  for	
  clarification	
  of	
  cable	
  replacement	
  and	
  backup	
  system. 
-­‐	
  	
  Construction	
  Engineering	
  to	
  OPALCO	
  concerning	
  possible	
  
issues	
  with	
  fiber	
  on	
  the	
  OPALCO-­‐CTL	
  cross	
  connect.	
  	
  	
  	
  

 

11/14/13 11:34	
  a.m. “CenturyLink	
  services	
  may	
  experience	
  intermittent	
  disruptions	
  
throughout	
  the	
  day	
  in	
  voice,	
  911,	
  and	
  data	
  services	
  as	
  we	
  
continue	
  with	
  the	
  restoration	
  effort.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/14/13 Not	
  
provided 

-­‐	
  	
  San	
  Juan	
  County	
  Department	
  of	
  Emergency	
  Management	
  to	
  
elected	
  officials	
  and	
  local	
  government	
  providing	
  contact	
  
information	
  for	
  CenturyLink. 
-­‐	
  	
  CenturyLink	
  marketing	
  to	
  parties	
  affected	
  by	
  outage,	
  
including	
  department	
  of	
  emergency	
  management	
  and	
  local	
  
government	
  officials. 
-­‐	
  	
  Updates	
  from	
  CenturyLink	
  Construction	
  Management	
  
regarding	
  submarine	
  cable	
  repair	
  work.	
  

N/A 
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Communication with Commission Staff 
CenturyLink’s chronology notes that it provided an outage report to commission staff on Nov. 5, 
2013. The report, received by staff at 3:47 a.m., described the outage as follows: “5831 lines 
impacted due to toll isolation. Possible maintenance activity.”19 The notice gave an estimated 
restoral time of 8 a.m. that same morning. Subsequent to the company’s report, the Military 
Department’s State Emergency Operations Officer notified Staff that the outage was far more 
extensive and was likely due to a severed fiber cable. The Military Department invited 
Regulatory Services staff to participate in conference calls with CenturyLink on Nov. 6 at 10:30 
a.m. and Nov. 7 at 10 a.m. CenturyLink’s first official communication with Staff about the 
nature and extent of the outage came on Friday, Nov. 8, 2013, in an email from Mark Reynolds, 
NW Regional Vice President.20 In his email, Mr. Reynolds explained the company’s lack of 
communication as follows:  

 “Notice was made to the WUTC via our standard notice process on 11/5. Rebecca 
 [Beaton, Regulatory Services] and I agree that with such a major event, the WUTC 
 needs to be linked into all information dissemination. I assumed that the notification of 
 subsequent meetings of the emergency management agencies included the WUTC.  
 Obviously that was not a good assumption and I take full responsibility for not reaching  
 out to WUTC to ensure it was in the loop. I apologize for the inconvenience and commit  
 to making immediate contact when future events arise.” 

WAC 480-120-412(2), Major Outages, provides that: “When a company receives notice of or 
detects a major outage, it must notify the commission and any PSAP serving the affected area as 
soon as possible.” The outage report submitted by CenturyLink on the morning of Nov. 5 did not 
describe a major outage; it described a toll restriction due to “possible maintenance” that was 
expected to be restored within hours.  CenturyLink’s first official communication with 
commission staff about the nature and extent of the outage came from the aforementioned email 
from Mr. Reynolds.  

11/15/13 Not	
  
provided 

“CenturyLink	
  crews	
  restored	
  services,	
  including	
  all	
  voice	
  and	
  
high-­‐speed	
  internet,	
  to	
  the	
  San	
  Juan	
  Islands	
  this	
  morning.	
  Crews	
  
worked	
  overnight	
  in	
  the	
  rain	
  to	
  connect	
  the	
  new	
  fiber	
  that	
  was	
  
laid	
  yesterday.” 
 
 

Statewide	
  media	
  via	
  
newswire	
  and	
  local	
  
distribution	
  and	
  
CenturyLink	
  social	
  
media 

Date Time Topic Reach 
11/15/13 11:01	
  a.m. “Lopez	
  Island,	
  Wash.	
  –	
  CenturyLink	
  will	
  be	
  hosting	
  a	
  public	
  

forum	
  to	
  update	
  residents	
  on	
  the	
  progress	
  of	
  the	
  underwater	
  
fiber	
  restoration.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 

11/15/13 Not	
  
provided 

-­‐	
  	
  San	
  Juan	
  County	
  Emergency	
  Department	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  
thanking	
  CenturyLink	
  for	
  restoration	
  efforts	
  and	
  concerns	
  going	
  
forward. 
-­‐	
  	
  CenturyLink	
  operations	
  and	
  marketing	
  updating	
  a	
  reporter	
  at	
  
the	
  San	
  Juan	
  Journal. 
-­‐	
  	
  OPALCO	
  legal	
  to	
  CenturyLink	
  team	
  requesting	
  review	
  and	
  
signatures	
  on	
  master	
  service	
  agreement.	
  

N/A 

11/20/13 5:17	
  p.m. “Because	
  of	
  the	
  recent	
  outage	
  caused	
  by	
  the	
  undersea	
  fiber	
  
optic	
  cable	
  cut,	
  CenturyLink	
  is	
  actively	
  working	
  on	
  a	
  solution	
  for	
  
out	
  of	
  service	
  adjustments.” 

Local	
  and	
  Regional	
  
media 
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CenturyLink’s failure to comply with WAC 480-120-412(2) and notify the commission directly 
of a major outage violates the rule for each day the company failed to act. Because the Company 
identified the cause of the outage on the afternoon of Nov. 5, staff finds three violations of WAC 
480-120-412(2) for Nov. 5, 6, and 7.  
 
Communication with the PSAP and E911 
Brendan Cowan, Director of San Juan County Department of Emergency Management, spoke at 
the Dec. 9 public hearing in Friday Harbor, where he expressed concern that his department was 
not directly notified of the outage until nearly 12 hours after it had occurred, and then only in 
response to an email Mr. Cowan sent to the company. For the San Juan Islands, the Department 
of Emergency Management serves as both the PSAP and the E911 coordinator. Mr. Cowan 
reported that at 3:03 p.m. on Nov. 5, 2013, “our office reached out to the mainland CenturyLink 
contacts, asking for information about a possible submarine cable break – that was news to us.”21 
Because CenturyLink failed to communicate with the Department of Emergency Management, 
Mr. Cowan relied on unconfirmed reports in the local media and “an amateur radio volunteer 
who reported overhearing radio traffic indicating that the outage was due to a submarine cable 
break.”22  

Mr. Cowan sent the following email to CenturyLink on Nov. 5 at 3:03 p.m.: 

 “As I assume you’re aware, we’re in the midst of a serious comms/911 outage in San 
 Juan County. Initial reports were that it was an underground fiber line that was dug up 
 and it would be repaired by 2pm, but now we’re hearing rumors (not from 
 CenturyLink) that it was actually an underwater cable and might be much longer, 
 possibly days. 
  
 So far, the information coming from CenturyLink about this has been non-existent 
 or minimal. Calls and emails to Debbie Martinez, our local CenturyLink contact, have 
 been unreturned. I understand that you’re busy, but would really benefit from better 
 information flow from your organization. 
  
 We’ve long had an effective system in place where updates were emailed by 
 CenturyLink to outage@sanjuandem.net and this automatically updated our key 
 Emergency Response  organizations. Since the personnel transition following the 
 retirement of Bill Henikman, this has not happened.” 
 
On Nov. 5, 2014, At 3:13 p.m., both the Department of Emergency Management and State 911 
were first officially notified by CenturyLink that, “We’ve had splicers working on the fiber cut 
since 1:30 p.m. today and hope to resolve this soon.”23  

In addition to violating WAC 480-120-412(2) as it relates to notifying PSAPs “as soon as 
possible,” CenturyLink’s failure to immediately notify the San Juan County Department of 
Emergency Management violated WAC 480-120-412(3), which provides, “When a major outage 
affects any emergency response facility, a company must notify immediately the county E911 
coordinator and the state emergency management authorities, and provide periodic updates on 
the status of the outage.”  
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According to Mr. Cowan, “we never had clear information, it was always complicated.” And 
according to Mr. Duncan, the Friday Harbor Town Administrator, “The information that was 
being passed down the line that we could pass on to our citizens was muddled at best.” Staff 
believes the evidence provided by Mr. Cowan and Mr. Duncan supports a finding that 
CenturyLink violated WAC 480-120-412(3) by failing to provide meaningful periodic updates 
on the status of the outage for its duration.  Each day of the outage constitutes a separate and 
distinct violation; between Nov. 5 and Nov. 15, CenturyLink violated the rule ten times.  
 
Communication with Customers 
WAC 480-120-412(5) provides that, in the event of a major outage, “all companies must 
implement procedures to disseminate information to the public, public officials, and news media. 
All companies must provide a statement about the major outage that includes the time, the cause, 
the general location and approximate number of affected access lines, and the anticipated 
duration.” 
 
At the commission’s public hearing on Dec. 9, 2013, several consumers and public officials 
commented about the company’s lack of communication during the outage. Bob Jarman, a San 
Juan County Council member, stated that, “The main issue we had with CenturyLink was 
communication, failure to get information out.”  

Duncan Wilson, Friday Harbor Town Administrator, commented that, “Somebody knew where 
the ships were, somebody knew where the divers were, somebody knew what was going on, and 
that information was not making it back to this island.”  

Paul Kamin, Manager, Eastsound Water Users Association, submitted a written comment, noting 
that, “CenturyLink was slow in releasing information about the outage and was completely 
dependent on media outlets to distribute their press releases …The lack of information added to 
the stress of the situation. I encourage the UTC to examine the timeline of this service outage in 
conjunction with the announcements that CenturyLink provided. San Juan County has no radio 
stations in the County, and there is no daily print media.” 

Sandra Green, from the Four Winds Camp, submitted the following written comments: “We 
need an emergency communication plan. What do we do, how do we find out what’s going on – 
besides the jungle drums, which are not always accurate …The people in the islands understand 
about underwater cables and we know that equipment mainly breaks; just give us the information 
without the spin.” 

Connie Jones, of Canoe Island French Camp, submitted the following written comment: “My 
biggest complaint about CenturyLink and the phone/internet outage was the lack of 
communication with their clients. As a client of both internet and phone in Washington and 
Oregon, I was quite amazed that I never received an email or phone call from CenturyLink 
during or after the hiatus in service.” 



UT-132234 CenturyLink 2014 Investigation Report 
 

22	
  

Rick McCoy, from Lopez Island Pharmacy, submitted the following written comments: “…when 
off-island health care providers tried to call us we later found out that they were told that the 
numbers were disconnected. First this cost us revenue and second some of those calling thought 
we were out of business, a perception that someone who calls us infrequently still might have … 
a more specific automated answer needs to be implemented, something that outlines the problem 
to the caller in exact terms … [and] a more widespread notice to local broadcast media and 
others on the problem, as well as blast email at least to CenturyLink subscribers.”  

Roger Sherman, of Microsoft, submitted the following written comment: “In my opinion, 
CenturyLink should be severely penalized for its failure to provide basic communications 
services to this county. There is no excuse for lack of a backup. Failures like this are totally 
predictable except for the date of their occurrence. The response to this failure was also totally 
botched for lack of adequate planning.” 

Although CenturyLink issued daily news releases for the duration of the outage, the company 
failed to post information at its local Friday Harbor office or other physical locations throughout 
the islands, such as fire stations, schools, or grocery stores until “about the third day.”  At that 
point, CenturyLink posted its news releases “on the door of the central office located at 50 
Second Street, Friday Harbor, and at Kings Market, the Post Office and Market Street 
Grocery.”24 Each of those locations is in Friday Harbor; nothing was posted at any location on 
the other affected islands.  

In response to staff’s data request for any existing communications plan, CenturyLink submitted 
a document entitled “Local Outage Procedures – Market Development Managers & Corporate 
Communications” that describes, in general terms, which personnel are authorized to speak with 
the media, what information should be collected, and external messaging.25 The document 
describes generic procedures that are not at all specific to Washington or this outage. Staff 
therefore finds that CenturyLink failed to implement procedures specific to this outage to 
disseminate information to the public and public officials, as required by WAC 480-120-412(5). 
Additionally, CenturyLink’s failure to communicate adequately with its customers during the 
outage constitutes 15,921 violations of WAC 480-120-412(5), one for each regulated access line 
affected by the outage. 
 
Commission-Referred Consumer Complaints and Inquiries  
Consumer protection staff received two complaints and two inquiries related to the outage. Two 
customers requested and received credits. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
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Enforcement Authority and Policy 
Staff typically recommends a “per violation” penalty against a regulated company where the 
violations result in serious consumer harm; for repeat violations of a rule after the company 
receives technical assistance; or for intentional violations of commission laws or rules. The 
commission has the authority to assess penalties of $100 per violation, per day against a 
regulated company without providing the opportunity for a hearing.26 The commission also has 
the authority to assess penalties of up to $1,000 per violation, per day following a formal 
complaint and hearing.27 

In this investigation, staff documented 15,935 violations of commission laws and rules, and 
recommends a penalty of up to $173,210. While the company restored service as soon as 
possible, staff believes the foreseeability of the outage – coupled with the company’s lack of 
planning and poor communication with regulators, customers, and stakeholders during the 
outage – warrants a penalty of this size. While staff could recommend penalties of up to $1,000 
per violation, to do so would be unduly punitive. Staff considered the following factors to 
determine the recommended penalty amount28: 
 

1. How serious or harmful the violation is to the public. 
 
CenturyLink’s equipment failure caused serious financial harm to customers and, because 
of 911 outages, could have resulted in fatalities. Business owners described significant 
revenue losses due to an inability to communicate with suppliers and customers; 
pharmacies were unable to communicate with doctors’ offices to obtain necessary 
medication for patients; and residents could not communicate with  family members off-
island. The financial impact was significant, and could have been avoided if the company 
had installed redundancy or coordinated other backup planning in advance. 

 
2. Whether the violation is intentional. 

 
Although the outage itself was unintentional, the evidence supports a finding that it was 
foreseeable. CenturyLink’s lack of redundancy ensured that, in the event of a cable break, 
services would be lost indefinitely. 
 
Staff also believes the evidence supports a finding that while CenturyLink’s poor 
communication with commission staff, E911, and its customers was unintentional, it was 
avoidable. Without a redundant system in place, the company knew or should have 
known that such an outage was inevitable, and therefore should have had procedures in 
place for notifying regulators and other stakeholders about the nature and extent of the 
outage, as well as the expected restoral timeframe. 
 

3. Whether the company self-reported the violation. 
 
The company failed to report the outage to the commission until three days after it 
occurred, which violates commission rules. 
  

4. Whether the company was cooperative and responsive. 
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Responses to Consumer Protection staff’s data requests were delayed and incomplete. 
Otherwise, the company was cooperative and responsive during the investigation. 
  

5. Whether the company promptly corrected the violations and remedied the impacts. 
  
Given the circumstances, the company was fortunate to be able to restore service in a 
relatively short time, and has provided credits totaling $271,487.86 to affected customers.  

  
6. The number of violations and the number of customers affected. 

 
The outage affected 15,921 regulated access lines, and staff found a total of 15,935 
violations. 

  
7. The likelihood of recurrence. 

 
Absent a redundant network, the likelihood of recurrence is very high. With redundancy, 
however, the likelihood of recurrence with respect the company’s communication during 
an outage is contingent upon the company’s plans and strategy going forward. 
 

8. The company’s past performance regarding compliance, violations and penalties.  
 
In August 2008, staff reviewed 212 commission-referred consumer complaints filed 
against CenturyLink’s predecessor company Qwest between Jan. 1 and June 30, 2008, to 
determine Qwest’s compliance with rules and laws enforced by the commission. Staff 
found that Qwest violated 11 consumer protection laws and rules. Staff provided Qwest 
with a copy of the investigation report and met with company representatives to discuss 
the findings and provide technical assistance. 

Staff performed a follow-up investigation in March 2010, using 102 consumer complaints 
filed against Qwest between March 1 and June 30, 2009. Despite the company’s 
assurance of future compliance and the ongoing technical assistance provided through the 
commission’s consumer complaint process, staff found violations of ten statutes and 
rules. Staff recommended the commission issue a formal complaint against Qwest for 69 
violations of laws and rules enforced by the commission, and recommended a penalty of 
$69,000. 

In March 2014, staff performed a subsequent follow-up investigation using 144 consumer 
complaints filed against Qwest and CenturyLink from Sept. 1, 2011, to Aug. 31, 2012. 
Staff found several repeat violations, and recommended the commission issue a formal 
complaint against the company and impose penalties of up to $313,000.  

9. The company’s existing compliance program. 
 
Staff is not aware of any existing compliance program.  
 

10. The size of the company. 
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The company reported total Washington intrastate operating revenues of $476,017,729 in 
2013. 

Penalty Recommendation 
Staff recommends the commission issue a formal complaint against the company and assess a 
penalty of $173,210 for 15,935 violations of commission laws and rules, as follows: 

• Up to $3,000 for three violations of WAC 480-120-412(2) for failing to promptly notify 
the commission of the outage. 

• Up to $10,000 for ten violations of WAC 480-120-412(3) for failing to immediately 
notify the county E911 coordinator of the outage and provide periodic updates. 

• Up to $1,000 for one violation of WAC 480-120-412(5) for failing to implement 
procedures specific to this outage to disseminate information to the public and public 
officials. 

• $10 for each of 15,921 violations of WAC 480-120-412(5) for failing to disseminate 
information to the public, for a total penalty of $159,210. 

Additionally, Staff recommends that CenturyLink closely review this report and the violations 
cited herein, which constitute technical assistance. Future violations will result in additional 
enforcement action, including penalties. 
 
Technical Recommendations 
To limit the impact of future outages, staff recommends the commission order CenturyLink to do 
each of the following: 
 

• Notify the commission when each microwave system’s spectrum has been approved 
by both the Federal Communications Commission and Canadian authorities. 

• Notify the commission when both microwave systems are suitable for providing 
service. 

• Submit an annual maintenance plan to the commission specifying, at a minimum, the 
microwave facilities to be inspected and the frequency and manner in which 
inspections are conducted. 

• Report annually to the commission that both San Juan microwave systems are able to 
provide redundant capacity to island customers. 

• Report annually to the commission any routine maintenance performed during the 
preceding year for both the underwater fiber cable and microwave systems.  

• Require the company to petition the commission for approval of any company plans 
to modify or eliminate redundant service between the islands and from the islands to 
the mainland.	
  

• By Nov. 30 each year, submit proposed annual inspection plans for the subsequent 
calendar year for all underwater facilities in Washington owned by CenturyLink that 
connect a community to the public switched network. The plans should, at a 
minimum, specify the location of the facility to be inspected and the frequency and 
manner in which inspections are conducted.	
  

• By March 31 each year, submit an annual report to the commission describing the 
actual inspections conducted in the preceding calendar year. 
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