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Comcast and BitTorrent: Once Enemies, Now Friends

Comcast, the nation’s largest cable provider, is under investigation by the Federal Communications Commission for blocking popular peer-to-peer file-sharing services that allow users to quickly share large files, especially video.

Last month, the FCC held a hearing in Boston on Comcast’s Internet blocking – which made national news when Comcast hired people to fill the seats and crowd out the public. Now the agency has scheduled a second hearing at Stanford University on April 17.

But in a surprising announcement last week, Comcast and BitTorrent -- the company named after the most popular file-sharing protocol -- announced plans to collaborate on ways to distribute large Web files over the cable company’s broadband network.

Free Press general counsel Marvin Ammori, who wrote the complaint that launched the FCC's investigation, says that Comcast’s willingness to collaborate with a tech company would have never happened without intense public pressure.

Marvin Ammori - Comcast had been denying that it was even blocking BitTorrent. And then when the AP and the Electronic Frontier Foundation discovered that Comcast was blocking BitTorrent, Comcast kept thumbing its nose at consumer groups, at BitTorrent, Inc., and at the FCC and Congress. It wasn’t until the public brought considerable pressure that Comcast saw the writing on the wall and realized it would have to negotiate.

In making friends with BitTorrent, Comcast may hope to be heading off FCC action. But Ammori points out that Comcast’s deal with BitTorrent is no substitute for rules to keep the Internet open to all companies – and consumers – equally.

Marvin Ammori – Software companies shouldn’t have to cut a special deal with Comcast and with Verizon to get carried on their networks. That is the old cable TV model, where if you wanted to be on the network and have people watch your TV programming, you’d cut a deal with Comcast. The Internet model is totally different. In the Internet world, every software maker, every content maker, every blog – from the largest news provider to the smallest speaker – should be allowed to reach anyone who has an Internet connection. 
If Internet service providers are allowed to cut special deals with content providers or certain applications, the Internet experience will become more like cable TV, what Ammori calls “balkanized networks,” where the Internet content available on Comcast will differ from the content served up by Time Warner, Verizon or AT&T.

Marvin Ammori – It’ll be Time Warner and Comcast determining for the consumer what content the consumer should be accessing.
For more information about Net Neutrality and the upcoming FCC hearing, go to SavetheInternet.com

Rural Vermont Votes for Fiber-to-the-Home

Last month at Town Meeting Day in Vermont, 25 rural towns joined in a regional effort to bring high-speed fiber optic Internet access to their homes. The organizers of the East Central Vermont Community Fiber Network point to the votes – many of them unanimous – as further evidence that when it comes to broadband, rural towns have been – in one resident’s words – “at the tail end of the dog for a long time.”

Project Manager Tim Nulty – who also got the city of Burlington's fiber network off the ground – says that the East Central Vermont Fiber Network is actually a grassroots movement that started with activists from 15 towns.  

Tim Nulty – As they started rollin’ down the road, other towns said, “Hey! We want to be part of that, too.” And it grew to 25. And then we kind of closed the door and said, “Look, this is gonna be, you know, this is gonna be a bear – how big can it be?”
The project will be a community-owned, public resource – like any other public utility.  It will be universal – if you’re a citizen of the town, you get it. It will offer the “triple play” of TV, Internet and voice. But it will also be open access – other companies will be able to pay a wholesale rate and compete to offer those same services. Best of all perhaps, it won't rely on taxpayer money – it's being financed privately through municipal leases – and it will eventually pay for itself. 

Nulty says it will be built to last.

Tim Nulty – The fiber will be good for a hundred years, and all of the ancillary electronics will be relatively easy to upgrade through time.
Nulty understands the telecom business. He was the chief economist for the Senate and House Commerce Committees in the 1970s and 1980s, before going to work for the World Bank. And the fiber project he built up in Burlington is already attracting thousands of subscribers and seeing positive cash flow.

Tim Nulty – It doesn’t make the kind of return that interests Wall St. investment bankers, let alone venture capitalists. But it’s a perfectly good, profitable public utility from a town perspective. You know, 10 percent rate of return, 8 percent rate of return on total investment is an interesting number.
For more information about the East Central Vermont Community Fiber Network, go to ecfiber.net

