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	Qwest critic Martino becomes firm's rival 

By Eric Hübler 
Denver Post Staff Writer


It's no joke; it's Tom Martino.

With his latest venture, Liberty Bell Telecom, the broadcaster-businessman has put himself into competition with Qwest Communications International, a company he has criticized on the air for years.

To some, it raises questions about the fairness of Martino allying himself with some companies but blasting others to smithereens.

"If he is reporting the truth about flaws in Qwest's performance, he still should not allude to his company as the best alternative, even by innuendo," said John Garnand, a senior instructor in management at the University of Colorado in Boulder.

Martino is involved in a number of business ventures. He develops real estate in Colorado and Florida. A decade ago, he formalized a consumer referral list that is available at www.troubleshooter.com 

"The companies pay a fee, and for that fee, there's a complete approval process, including a background check and credit check," he said. "They also have to agree to abide by our decisions in an arbitration process for problems they can't solve."

Martino said that he doesn't "profess to be a journalist. I am an advocate. I objectively gather facts about problems and then take a stand."

Martino has long fielded complaints about Qwest on his Troubleshooter radio broadcasts, which originates at Denver's KHOW 630-AM and - since 2000 - also airs nationally on more than 200 affiliates. He also appears on Fox TV station KDVR-Channel 31 and is described as "Colorado's premier consumer reporter" on the station's website.

"His other interests don't have any impact on his reporting for Fox 31," said Bill Dallman, news director for the station. "We knew when we started the station in July 2000 that he had other interests, and we've made sure that everything he does for us is separate from his other interests."

Taking on Qwest 

In October, Martino filed for permission to start Liberty Bell to resell Qwest residential service at a discount; the company launched in January.

Martino said a Qwest executive called to complain that a consumer advocate shouldn't run a phone company. He declined to name the executive.

Martino said that he responded: "What difference does it make? You should be consumer advocates."

Qwest spokesman Michael Dunne said he was unable to confirm that conversation but did allow that Qwest and Martino have a unique relationship.

"He's a gentleman that wears many hats, and when it comes to his interactions with us, we're prepared to deal with him depending on which hat he wears," Dunne said.

Becoming Qwest's competitor led Martino to ease up on the Baby Bell, however. Listeners with bad things to say about Qwest now have their calls taken off the air.

Still, Martino makes it clear that the more people dislike Qwest, the better it is for him.

"I don't have to make a pitch except to ask, 'Are you tired of Qwest?"' he said. "I don't have to convince anyone. Qwest does not do a good job of customer service."

Martino said Qwest's "Spirit of Service" campaign stems from a marketing concept "promoting your weakness."

"Their very weakest link is their customer service, so that's what they're promoting. It's almost laughable," he said.

Dunne said Qwest's service is good and getting better.

"In the telecom industry, products and services are very much on par. The only way you can differentiate yourself is by service, and that's what we're doing," he said.

Qwest has genuine strengths the public rarely hears about, Martino said. "If we're talking about hardware, Qwest wrote the book."

Under the Telecommunications Act of 1996, startups like Liberty Bell buy wholesale time on incumbent carriers' networks, then set their own retail rates and interact with their own customers. Liberty Bell can even access Qwest's computers to set up accounts.

"You're looking at a phone company with about 4,000 customers," said Jay Weber, Liberty Bell's president, surveying his tiny domain: an unadorned room in the Denver Tech Center with 17 workstations.

A consumer focus 

Most independents focus on business clients, but going for consumers first seemed natural for a consumer advocate, Martino said. Margins are slim - as little as $1 per line per month - but Liberty Bell is breaking even and should turn profitable soon, he said.

Liberty Bell offers a simple more-for-less message. Its Silver package costs $5.49 less than the Qwest Choice Home package and has more features.

Tossing in features such as call waiting is a cheap way to add value, Martino said. "It's not taking any more resources. To get call waiting or any of these features, all they do is flip a switch."

Dunne pointed out that for those who want voice mail, the gap between Qwest and Liberty Bell shrinks to 49 cents.

Qwest doesn't tick customers off on purpose, Martino said; it's just too big. Angela Husney, a former Qwest customer service worker who is now Liberty Bell's director of operations, said she can clear up billing errors faster.

"Here we have the power to make a difference, where at Qwest we had to go through the various levels of management to get anything done," she said.

Liberty Bell's officers are veterans of MCI and other telecom companies, and Martino said they're just getting started. He wants Liberty Bell to wire new homes, do repairs and get into cellular service.

There's nothing illegal about a journalist getting into business, but it makes it hard to assess someone's credibility, said Rick Kaplar, vice president of The Media Institute, a First Amendment think tank in Arlington, Va.

"It seems like he's walking a very fine line," he said.

"He may, in a sense, be representative of a larger trend here that the Internet has brought about, where the lines between journalism and other parts of life are getting increasingly blurred, and the definition of a journalist is getting increasingly blurred."

If Martino gets into more businesses, that may mean butting heads with more companies he has publicly chastised.

"Right now, I don't plan to get into any more businesses," he said. "But utilities better watch out because if they don't do a good job, I will start a business and I don't mind stealing their customers."

Staff writer Eric Hübler can be reached at 303-820-1592 or ehubler@denverpost.com . 
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Consumer advocate Tom Martino visits the Liberty Bell Telecom offices in Denver. “I don’t have to make a pitch (for customers) except to ask, ‘Are you tired of Qwest?’ ” he said.

