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Competition is likely to
intensify in the Portland
area with the addition of
U.5. Cellular.

By TUX TURKEL
Staff Writer

Competition for wireless
telephone customers in south-
ern Maine will heat up start-
ing Wednesday when U.S. Cel-
lular, & Chicago-based re-
gional carrier that has been
aggressively pushing into
urban markets, launches ser-
vice in the Portland area.

US. Cellular has actually
been in Maine since 1988,
serving mostly rural parts of
central and northern Maine. It
has roughly 100 workers in
the state. But the company is
largely unknown in Cumber-
land and York counties.

That's changing this week.

U.5. Cellular has spent $22
million over the past year to
locate and erect 70 towers in
the Portland service area,
which reaches from

A cell phone is attached to
the "phone bar” at the U.S.
Cellular store due to open
Wednesday at Mallside in
South Portland.

Bath-Brunswick to Windham
and south to Kittery. It has
hired 80 new workers, most of
them sales associates, and
expects to add 20 more by
year's end The company is
rolling out an ad campaign
that includes newspapers,
radio, television and direct
mail

Sean Griffith, left, retail manager of the U.S. Cellular store in Augusta, works with Steve Gillespie, retall story
for the South Portland store, as they set up a demonstration "phone bar” in South Portland last week.

Local cell phone lineup #v:e
gets new major player

U.S. Cellular also is trying
to raise ils profile with
Maine's political leaders. It
will hold a news co
Wednesday morming in Port-
land to formally announce its
expansion, an event at which
Gov. John Baldacei and Port-
land Mayor Nathan Smith are
scheduled to speak.

US. Cellular's expansion
comes as the price of wireless
plans has been falling, and
increasing numbers of people
are choosing cell phones as
their sole felephone connec-
tion. US Cellular also is
entering the southern Maine
market just as wireless num-
ber portability has taken hold.
That means consumers can
keep their existing phone
numbers when they switch
carriers, a rule expected to
lead to more shopping around
for better deals.

More than 518,000 cell

two residents. The average
home subscriber pays $40 to

CELL

Continued from Page €1

“That's
Diercks said. “Roaming charges
are huge.”

One of U.S. Cellular's largest -
mmpeutnr‘; is Verizon Wireless,

tional cell phone s
including Verizon, AT&T, Nextel
and Sprint. But industry observ-
ers say Pcr‘!land hasn’t been a
particularly active market, and
that the major players haveni
changed much in some lime.
That's why competition is likely
to intensify with the entrance of
U.8. Cellular, which has shown
itself to be a scrappy contender
in smaller, so-called Tier 2 cities
such as Portland.

“That's their stralegy plain
and simple, to be a leading pro-
vider in Tier 2 cities,” said Becky
Diercks, a wireless analyst at Tn-
Stal MDR, a national market
research firm.

By putling together competi-
tive packages for consumers and
businesses, offering a 30-day
return policy and pmnmhng the
image of a local company
involved in the community, U.S.
Cellular has become the leading
carrier in several Midwesl mar-
kets. Last month it launched
service in Lincoln, Neb., and
Oklahoma City.

“They tend to be the small-
town company,” Diercks said
“That's why they feel they can
be suecessful in the Portland
area”

U.S. Cellular also will promote
its statewide network and the
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de carrier with a
sh'ung presence in Maine. Veri-
zon Wireless earned the highest
level of cuslomer satisfaction in
a recent national subscriber sur-
vey by Consumer Reports.

J. Abra Deghor, a spoke-

woman for Verizon Wireless in

New England, said the carrier
also has a statewide network in
Maine and that customers who
sign up for its nationwide plan
don't pay roaming charges. Veri-
zon Wireless will eontinue to
focus on the reliability of its net-
work, Degbor said, rather than
reacting to moves by specific
carriers.

“That's how we've been able
to outperform the competition,”
she said.

Wayne Jortner, who edits the
Ratewatcher Telecom Guide at
the Maine Public Advocate’s
office, said U.S. Cellular’s expan-
sion should be good for consum-
ers in southern Maine.

Wireless rates have been fall-
ing recently, as carriers try to
hold on to customers by offering
more minutes and larger calling
areas without roaming charges.
And although the Portland area
is served to varying degrees by
four cell phone companies, Jort-
ner said he considers that to be
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The expansion will position
U.S. Cellular to compele for
this business as well as luera-
tive business accounts in the
part of the state with the most
commercial activity, accord-
ing to Jay Ellison, executive
vice president for operations
at U.S. Cellular. And while the
company hopes to attract
some new cell phone users,
Ellison acknowledged that
much of its growth must come
by luring customers from

Maine’s most populated
region currently is served by
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