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CenturyLink's fiber network is boosting Internet speeds and adding cable TV service. But regulators say customer 
service has slipped. (Mark Graves/The Oregonian)
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CenturyLink badly wanted her business. That seemed obvious to Barbara Bachmeier, from 

the advertisements flooding her mailbox and the salesman who knocked on the door of her 

Southwest Portland home.

When she decided to sign up for CenturyLink's new cable TV service earlier this month, 

though, the company suddenly seemed a lot less eager. Bachmeier said CenturyLink first told 

her it couldn't connect her until July. When she complained, the company said it could do it 

faster – but no sooner than seven weeks.

When Bachmeier called CenturyLink seeking explanations, she said she waited on hold for 45 

minutes at a time. So she called city regulators to complain.

"They can't labor under the wrong impression that this is accepted business practice in 

Portland, because it's not," Bachmeier said.

Portland agrees. The Mt. Hood Cable Regulatory Commission issued a warning to CenturyLink 

on Thursday, notifying the company that it isn't meeting the customer service standards laid 

out in its franchise agreement with the city.

Local regulators don't have oversight over CenturyLink's Internet service, but the state has 

authority over landline service and municipal regulators monitor its cable TV service quality. 

CenturyLink is falling short in two areas, according to the cable commission:
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• 90 percent of customer calls must be answered within 30 seconds, according to its 

franchise agreement. The city finds 87 percent of calls met that standard in the third 

quarter of the year.

• 95 percent of technician appointments must occur within a four-hour appointment 

window. Portland says CenturyLink is showing up 91 percent of the time.

CenturyLink blamed the lapses on "high demand" for its new services.

"We've hired new technicians and continue to bring in additional crews from across the 

country to meet the demand," the company wrote. "We take our franchise agreement and the 

City's notice very seriously and are working to comply with the policies."

After Bachmeier complained to the city and to The Oregonian/OregonLive about her troubles 

scheduling an appointment with CenturyLink, the company called her and scheduled a 

Saturday installation for her new service. This time, Bachmeier said, the installation was 

prompt, professional and complete.

"My experience this morning probably could not have been better," she wrote in an email after 

her installation was complete.

As its landline phone business washes away under a wave of new technologies, CenturyLink is 

investing heavily in new technologies to break into the market for superfast Internet service 

and cable TV.

It now offers gigabit Internet service in many parts of Portland

[http://www.oregonlive.com/silicon-

forest/index.ssf/2015/11/centurylink_maps_its_portlands.html] – 40 times faster than 

standard broadband connections – and a new cable TV service called Prism

[http://www.oregonlive.com/silicon-

forest/index.ssf/2015/05/centurylink_launches_cable_tv.html] to compete with 

Comcast.

Sellwood resident Dick Harmon thinks CenturyLink is over its skis. He wanted to dump Comcast's Internet service after 

successive price increase and had been satisfied for years with CenturyLink's phone service. When technicians installed his new 

Internet connection on December 4, though, Harmon said they inadvertently disconnected his home phone service.

After a week of wrangling, Harmon said he still doesn't have his home phone back. He said he thinks CenturyLink began 

promoting its new services before it had developed the capacity to deploy them.

"I think what happened internally is they bought their own B.S. on the marketing side," Harmon said. "My view is it's poor 

corporate planning and lousy competence."

Cable regulators' warning is the first step in a long process that gives CenturyLink several opportunities to improve its 

performance before facing financial penalties.

Such warnings are historically infrequent, according to Mary Beth Henry, the cable commission's manager, but occur more 

commonly with newly granted franchises or after a company is sold. The commission's last penalty was a $30,000 sanction 

imposed on Comcast for failing to resolve problems with its phone answering standards in 2012 and 2013.

In 2000 and 2001, AT&T Broadband – which held regional cable franchises now controlled by Comcast – faced hundreds of 

thousands of dollars in fines after repeated failures to improve its customer service. Clark County regulators threatened more 

than $1 million in penalties as the problem persisted, but AT&T sold its cable business to Comcast and performance improved.
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