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FCC Approves Verizon’s Purchase of Alltel
Somewhat lost amidst all the news of the presidential election was a major decision that will have a significant impact on the wireless industry. The Federal Communications Commission approved the $28 billion sale of rural wireless provider Alltel to Verizon Wireless.  The deal gives Verizon the most subscribers of any U.S. carrier.

Joel Kelsey, policy analyst for Consumers Union, says many in the public interest community and on Capitol Hill raised serious concerns about what the merger would mean for rural consumers.
Joel Kelsey – In this era of financial turmoil, the FCC was very quick to put this on kind of the “rocket docket” and make sure that it happened. We believe that, although there is financial uncertainty in the market, you really need to weigh consumers’ rights when you’re looking at mergers like this. And the fact that we’re about to go from five to four wireless carriers in the nation is something that’s alarming.
One of the greatest fears about the merger concerns roaming – the ability to use your wireless service when travelling outside the coverage area of your home network. Alltel provided their small, rural competitors with a good roaming service. Verizon doesn’t have the same track record when it comes to allowing roaming to potential competitors.
Kelsey – If they start canceling their roaming contracts and don’t allow the other rural, smaller wireless carriers to deal with them or carry service over their network – what used to be Alltel’s network and is now Verizon’s network, then those folks could be in a very difficult place and have to go out of business and shut its doors to some of its subscribers. And that means that they’d have even less choice in the marketplace.

One of the conditions of the merger is that Verizon must honor Alltel’s voice roaming deals for four years. But the FCC did not make the same demand for data roaming. 

Kelsey – In this age when many consumers are looking to wireless to provide data connections, it seems like their options are going to be limited to Verizon and AT&T and some of the other big wireless carriers. And some of these smaller rural carriers just won’t be able to play in the game.

Another condition of the merger is forcing Verizon/Alltel to divest some of the spectrum they own in several markets. Those airwaves could likely be gobbled up by AT&T.
Kelsey -  So now you have Verizon, the No. 2 mobile carrier in America merging with the No. 5 to become the largest wireless carrier in the United States. And then the current No. 1, soon to be No. 2 – AT&T – gobbling all the leftovers. So it just seems that these companies are just getting bigger and bigger, and consumers are faced with less and less choices.
Nielsen Study Refutes Big Media’s Big Reason for More Consolidation

When the Federal Communications Commission opened the door for more media consolidation in 2007, one of the main supporting arguments came from the National Association of Broadcasters. The NAB said that the public was turning to the Internet as a supplement and replacement to traditional television. But a new Nielsen study shows that the broadcasters had it wrong. It turns out consumers aren’t using the Web as a substitute to traditional TV watching, but as a compliment.

In fact, the study found that those who use the Internet the most actually watch even more TV than those who don’t use the Internet.

Free Press Policy Coordinator Adam Lynn says that Nielsen’s media research clearly shows that people are still receiving most of their news from traditional sources like TV and newspapers.

Adam Lynn – People who used the most Internet of any of the people they studied also watched the most television. And so, we haven’t come to a point where the Internet’s serving as a replacement for the overwhelming majority of people over television in any entertainment as well as news. People are diversifying the sources they get for information, but they’re not replacing one with another. They’re just adding.

Lynn says the Nielsen findings align with a Free Press study done last year that was filed with the FCC.

Lynn – We showed that, at most, someone who uses the Internet for an hour reduces their viewing of local news over television by about 90 seconds. 
Big media companies have long painted a picture of hyper-competition in the market, and say they need to take advantage of the synergy that is produced by consolidating media businesses like newspapers and television and radio stations. 

Lynn – If you allow two companies who are central to gathering news in a local place combine, then the first thing they’re going to do is the synergies they talk about are firing journalists and making one journalist cover what used to be two journalists’ job. And then you get one less viewpoint coming out. The primary goal is to extract as much revenue from that media market as possible and to do as little as possible to get that maximum amount of revenue, which is not what we can have when it comes to providing citizens with information.
For more information about media consolidation, go to StopBigMedia.com.
