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A Public Call to Fix CNBC

When Jon Stewart of Comedy Central’s The Daily Show called out CNBC pundit Jim Cramer for touting stocks and tossing out softball questions to CEOs as the economy tanked and millions of jobs were lost, it was a cathartic experience for many viewers.

But for Aaron Swartz and Adam Green, it was a catalyst for a campaign to encourage CNBC to stop doing public relations for Wall Street and start being an aggressive watchdog for the financial system. Aaron Swartz explains:

Swartz (:18) – Well, the first thing we did was try and come up with an achievable goal. You know, something that would seem reasonable to the average person. So we decided that what we should do is try and demand that CNBC hire someone who was right about the economic crisis and try and focus more on covering the problems with Wall Street instead of just sucking up to them.

Swartz and Green started working their networks, which were already sizeable. Swartz is co-founder of the user-generated news site Reddit and Green worked for MoveOn.org. They co-founded BoldProgressives.org, a political action committee dedicated to helping progressive candidates run for office.

Using online social networking sites, their petition soon grew to 20,000 signatures. They called on Baratunde Thurston, a blogger, comedian and editor at The Onion, to help them deliver the signatures to CNBC in New York and make a video about the event.  CNBC accepted the petition without comment.

Aaron Swartz: I think we presented a pretty reasonable demand. You know, hire one – just one person who was actually right about the economic crisis to be on CNBC. You know, they’re always complaining, “You know, we can’t be perfect, we have 24 hours to fill.” You know, if they’re so desperate to fill time on television, you’d think they’d be glad to have someone like Dean Baker, who has been prescient on all of these economic issues for years. I mean, he was telling people that Fanny and Freddy were going to collapse and bring down the rest of the economy with them back in 2003. So you’d think it would not be an unreasonable request to ask them to have someone like that on their network.
For more information, go to FixCNBC.org.

Byting Broadband Usage
Time Warner Cable has announced it will begin testing a new way of charging customers for their broadband use: by the byte. This summer, Time Warner customers in Austin and San Antonio, Texas, Rochester, N.Y., and Greensboro, N.C. will have to choose among limited usage plans that range between 5 to 100 GB per month. 

The metered pricing was first floated in Beaumont, Texas, where Time Warner says it met with little resistance. But customers and politicians in the new test areas are already complaining about the change.

New York Congressman Eric Massa vowed to stop the plan, calling it quote “an incredibly ill-conceived idea and a very repressive step backwards.”

“At the very moment when access to digital information is at the heart of economic recovery, they're going to go for corporate greed,” he said.

And in Austin, mayoral candidate Lee Leffingwell called the caps unrealistic and unreasonable. He warned: “The new pricing system would have a significant impact on anybody who uses the Internet to watch videos, download music, movies, or television shows.”

John Gribble manages cable franchising for the city of Greensboro, N.C. He says that, although there are other Internet Service Providers in the area that offer DSL and satellite connections, Time Warner is the only high-speed broadband service in town. 

John Gribble:  Greensboro is similar to some of the other medium-sized cities in the nation, where we have one cable provider. It can lead to concerns about regulation. And folks are concerned – they’re concerned about the pricing.

But Gribble and Greensboro are powerless to stop rate changes due to changes in the law.

John Gribble:  In 2006, the Video Services Competition Act was passed by the state. And this gave the regulatory authority to the state instead of the municipality. This was a bill that was pushed through by AT&T lobbyists. The cable providers also joined up with those folks to pass this into law.

Gribble says that the data caps are really a public policy issue. There are many local stake holders, he says, and everyone needs to weigh in. But ultimately, it will have to be resolved at the federal level, through Congress, the courts or the FCC.

John Gribble:  We’ll have to work on this and see how this evolves in the near future. And I hope for the best.

