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Furious about AT&T Broadband's plan to hike cable TV rates 7.8 percent in January, Bert Gay of Jamaica Plain says the company is a monopoly run amok. 

"I have no other option for cable service other than AT&T," Gay said. "Where are the legislators and regulatory watchdogs? I urge all AT&T subscribers dissatisfied with this pattern of behavior to contact the city of Boston, the state attorney general's office, and their own legislators."

What about calling DirecTV? 

AT&T may be facing limited competition from RCN Corp. and municipal cable systems, but satellite operators like DirecTV and Dish Network are offering consumers a real choice. The satellite companies can't match AT&T's ability to bundle telecommunication services, but they have siphoned video-oriented customers away from cable by generally offering more value, better sound, a better picture, and a much better track record for holding the line on price increases. 

"Cable is very brazen about raising its rates year in and year out," said DirecTV spokesman Bob Marsocci. 

Apples to apples comparisons are difficult, but satellite service seems the most compelling deal for entry-level couch potatoes. In Newton, the monthly cost of AT&T's 70-channel standard service is rising from $45.05 to $48.08 on Jan. 1. DirecTV's Total Choice package easily matches AT&T's offering and adds 36 music channels for $37.99, a savings of more than $10 a month. DirecTV also offers digital sound and a digital picture, something AT&T can't match at the standard service level. 

DirecTV has also eliminated two of its major weaknesses. It began adding local channels in late 1999 (at a cost of $6 a month) and it has brought down the upfront cost of installation. It currently is offering a dish and receivers for two TV sets for $50 plus a one- year subscription to the Total Choice package, which costs $31.99 a month without local channels. 

Cable still has major advantages. Cable customers don't have to sign long-term programming contracts and they lease their equipment, which protects them against changes in technology. Satellite customers have to buy and install their own equipment (including those unsightly dishes), which means they have to upgrade as technology changes. 

Even more significant, AT&T can package local phone, cable, and high-speed Internet services on one convenient bill and offer discounts on bundles to make sure customers remain loyal. 

AT&T's digital cable packages, for example, have almost the same quality, content, and price as what DirecTV offers. AT&T charges a little over $90 a month for its top-of-the-line digital platinum package. The corresponding DirecTV offering, Total Choice Premiere, costs $86 a month. But the price difference is erased if the customer also buys high-speed Internet or local phone service from AT&T and qualifies for a $5 bundling discount. 

The bundles can also attract and bind customers to AT&T's cable packages. For example, AT&T recently announced it planned to hike the cost of its popular high-speed Internet service by about $10 a month for those customers who don't buy either cable or phone service from the company. 

Karen of Newton, an AT&T Internet-service customer who asked that her last name not be used, said she had no interest in purchasing cable TV or phone service until she discovered she would have to pay only about $1 more a month if she purchased basic cable and qualified for a special discount. 

Randy Waddell, vice president of marketing at AT&T, says the penetration of satellite broadcasters in New England is below the national average. DirecTV just as adamantly insists its penetration here is 20 percent above the national average. 

Whatever the numbers are, the two sides are serious competitors. Their advertising campaigns, often aimed directly at each other, attest to that. AT&T, for example, is currently offering New England satellite customers a $200 credit toward service if they turn in their dish and sign up with AT&T. 

"Just look at your dish as a big, round, ugly coupon," the offer suggests. 

Kmart not in compliance? 

In a mid-August court judgment with Attorney General Thomas F. Reilly, Kmart Corp. agreed to bring its 25 Massachusetts stores into compliance with the state's scanner accuracy and item-pricing laws within 90 days or face a $205,000 fine. 

The 90 days are up and it appears Kmart still has work to do. Reilly's office referred questions to Boston's Inspectional Services Department, which did not return phone calls. But Kmart spokeswoman Laura Mahle said the stores have made significant progress, although she acknowledged more work needs to be done. 

She said stores in Brighton and Somerville recently passed scanner accuracy tests, while the South Bay store scored 90 percent, 8 percentage points below a passing grade. I checked the South Bay store for item pricing and found poor compliance. 

Reilly seems in no hurry to enforce the court judgment. Does he really want to fine a retailer that is operating under bankruptcy protection? 

Home Depot woes 

Massachusetts hasn't been very friendly to Home Depot lately. 

Last month, the hardware store chain paid $3.8 million to settle a class-action suit over item pricing. 

Last week, Middlesex Superior Court Judge Peter M. Lauriat handed a legal victory to a group mounting a class-action suit over the hardware store chain's failure to properly charge sales tax. 

According to the decision, Home Depot for nearly a year failed to comply with a change in state sales tax policy on manufacturer coupons. Instead of charging sales tax on an item's price after a manufacturer's coupon is deducted, Home Depot continued to charge sales tax on the original, pre-coupon amount. 

During the period Home Depot wasn't in compliance, it accepted 3,755 coupons and collected nearly $225 in sales tax that it shouldn't have. The hardware store chain didn't pocket any of the money - all of it went to the state - but Lauriat sided with the law firm of Stern, Shapiro, Weissberg & Garin in concluding the failure was a violation of the state's consumer protection law. The case can now proceed. 
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