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‘Can the phone
phreaks c
phreak D@.b
the Post Office?

some months ago the Daily Telegraph magazine ended a lon

feature on American phone phreaks with this rhetorical question.

Now the Sunday Times! revelation that the Investigation Branch

of the Post Office is spending &£5 million on anti-phreak

measures — and the recent arrest of 17 people in West London,

charged with illegally using electricity through the phone
system - suggest that the authorities are getting worried. And
last month's publication of an underground do-it-=yourself
' guide to fixing phones - see facing page — shows that the Post
Office really has got something to worry about.
Copies of this anonymously-produced l4-page pamphlet, a rough
pastiche of the STD code book, have been circulating for

' several weeks. For the Post Office the most disturbing feature

L B

of 'People's Power Pamphlet 1' is that it shows how virtually
anyone can fix a phone - without using any complicated or
expensive equipment.

We look at the profits of the Post Office, the legal weaponry

which the phone phreaks are up against, the Post Office's
censorship of magazines — and at the suppression of the
American magazine Ramparts which published the article on which
'People's Power Pamphlet 1' is based.
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Profits

As is generally known the telecommuni-
cations section of the Post Office now
makes a lot of money. A modest £12.6
million profit in 1961-2 rose during the
decade to a peak of £93.5 million 1n
1970-1. And last year's figure was respec-
table enough at £58 million. However even
the 1970-1 profit fell below the Post
Office's target of 10 per cent return on
capital.

It's often supposed that the profits of
telecommunications are used to offset the
losses of the postal services. This 1s an
oversimplification. In fact letters have
in the decade 1970-1 lost only £12.9
million while parcels lost £62.1 million.
Also the new Giro managed to lose &£13.7
million and money orders £17.2 million.

And of course - despite its losses 1in
some sections - the Post Office still makes
an overall profit, £20.5 million in 1970-1,
£36.1 million in 1971-2.

It's also a relevant point that the Post
Office Fund - set up in the early 1930s
to absorb the Post Office's surplus, then
suspended in 1940 - would have been worth
£137 million by 1956, when a new fund was
established. The profit made by the Post
Office in this period went direct to the
Treasury.

The demand that the Post Office should be
profitable (even postal services are
supposed to make 2 per cent of total expen-
diture) obviously prevent it- providing an
efficient service. This happens in two
ways: first, services which lose money -
postal deliveries in rural areas - tend to
be cut backj; secondly, wages are held
down with a similar result.

In their evidence to the 1971 enguiry
which followed the postal strike, the UPW
stated: 'On the last occasion when Post
Office wage rates fell substantially behind
the going rate elsewhere it was necessary
in some places to cancel some deliveries
and collectionse..'

And on tariff increases the UPW pointed
out: 'Tariff increases have always been
designed to maintain a level of service
lower than that which was being given when
the last tariff increase was made. As a

‘enthusiasm to extend use of the telephone

result of this policy the level of smervice
to the community has continually declined.'

Finally, where 'uneconomic' services were
maintained, the UPW forcefully attacked
the Post Office demand that postal workers
should subsidise them by accepting low
wages. |

In her book Beyond Babel (Deutsch 1972) |
Brenda Maddox takes a critical look at the
Post Office's record of investment in new
equipment. In the early 1920s the GPO
decided to introduce Strowger step-by-step
switches throughout its exchanges - and
to maintain steady supplies gave five big
companies exclusive rights to supply
telephone equipment. This 'ring' of five
has since been reduced by take-—overs to
three: Plessey, GEC-ARI and Standard
Telephone and Cables. .

After the war the profit-conscious
industry and the Post Office agreed to keep
the Strowger system instead of developing
crossbar - a mistake which 'is to blame, as
much as anything can be, for the crossed
lines, static and dead silences now
encountered in the British telephone
service.'

BFurther blunders followed though not all
of them were caused by the industry's
concern to maximise profits. Some were
just blunders. The Highgate Wood all-
electric exchange opened and closed on the
same day in December 1962. Later the Post
Office spent £25 million on six projected
versions of an electronic exchange - and
cancelled all but two.

The Post Office now guarantees the ring
only 50 per cent of its orders - but in
practice the figure is higher. The Post
Office says it recognises the contribution
which the firms in the group have made to
electronic development and considers 'that
they should be guaranteed continuity of
production for a limited period to reap the
benefit of their investment'.

What this has meant in practice 1s that
by 1970 the average contract was eight
months behind schedulesy the newer the equip-
ment the greater the delay. Or, put another
way, i1t means that the existing waliting
list for new telephones remains a constant
figure - 100,000,

Generally the Post Office has shown little

among the working-class. 'It has never
fought with local authorities to install






































































































