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House Holds Oversight Hearing on 700 MHz Spectrum

The Federal Communications Commission was once again in the hot seat up on Capitol Hill this week. The House held a hearing to address concerns about the results of the recent auction of public airwaves. One big problem is that giant telecom companies Verizon and AT&T won most of the prized 700 MHz spectrum, which will be used for wireless services. Here's Congressman Ed Markey:
Rep. Ed Markey (D-Mass) –There is no new national competitor to provoke broadband competition, innovation and consumer choice coming out of the auction.
Markey said that a previous FCC decision to do away with caps on how much spectrum a company could bid for has proven to be a mistake.

Ed Markey – Spectrum caps had insured that incumbents couldn’t gobble up all of the available spectrum and effectively box out would-be competitors from reaching the market.

Some Republican members of the committee were upset that the auction – which brought an unprecedented $19 billion into the Treasury – didn’t make as much money as it could have. 
FCC Chairman Kevin Martin defended the requirements as a way to foster new innovation.
Kevin Martin – I think we end up having to put auction rules in place that balance a variety of public interest factors, and that raising money alone is not our sole goal.
Harold Feld, Senior Vice President of the Media Access Project, who also testified at the hearing, agreed.

Harold Feld – The tragedy of our spectrum policy is that is can be reduced to four words: Show us the money.

Feld says, that’s not the way it’s supposed to be.

Harold Feld – The public interest goals that were laid out by Congress in 1993 when it first adopted the spectrum auction statute tell us that we deserve a world in which everyone has access to wireless opportunities, to the economic advantages that wireless technologies can bring, and in particular, women- and minority-owned businesses and rural businesses, which for historic reasons have been denied access to capital or licenses deserve a fair shake in these auctions.
Markey agreed.

Ed Markey – We all have to be concerned by this. We all have to ensure that we include more minorities and women in the future of telecommunications for the 21st century. We gave away most of the licenses to white men who were already well connected in the 30’s, 40’s and 50’s. And to dig out of that hole is something we all have to focus on.
Comcast: Worst. Company. Ever.
Stevie Converse: And now, a guest commentary by Free Press Communications Director Craig Aaron.

Craig Aaron: The Consumerist blog recently set up a contest to determine America’s worst company. The tournament is still going on, but I’m not afraid to predict the winner.

It’s gonna be Comcast — in a rout.

How do I know? Well, first of all, because Comcast IS the worst company in America. And I know what you are thinking, “What about Wal-Mart? Exxon? Halliburton?” I’ll admit that I can’t yet tie Comcast to child labor, environmental destruction or even Dick Cheney, but clearly YOU’ve never sat for seven hours on a Saturday waiting for a new DVR. And I’m not alone in my seething rage for the nation’s largest cable company.

The Internet is filled with sites — like ComcastMustDie.com and ComcastSucks.org — dedicated to the company. And then there’s Mona Shaw. This once mild-mannered retired nurse from Northern Virginia ,a square-dancing Unitarian, no less,  got so fed up with Comcast’s lousy customer service that she went down to the local office armed with a claw hammer. Here’s how the Washington Post described it:

Shaw storms in the company’s office. BAM! She whacks the keyboard of the customer service rep. BAM! Down goes the monitor. BAM! She totals the telephone. People scatter, scream, cops show up and what does she do? POW! A parting shot to the phone!
Awful customer service is one thing. But what’s truly frightening are Comcast’s plans for the future of the Internet.  

Comcast is one of the leading opponents of “Net Neutrality” — the fundamental principle that prevents service providers from discriminating against websites. Comcast has long claimed that Net Neutrality is just “a solution in search of a problem.” Well, here’s the problem: Last fall, the Associated Press caught Comcast secretly blocking popular — and legal — peer-to-peer file-sharing. In response, Comcast denied it. Then they claimed it was just (quote) “reasonable network management.”

The FCC held a hearing at Harvard in February to investigate it. But Comcast was so afraid of public scrutiny that it hired seat-fillers to crowd out the public and applaud on cue. But the ploy backfired in a big way. Net Neutrality might be complicated, but everyone knows a dirty trick when they see it.

If the FCC and Congress don’t act quickly to stop Comcast and restore Net Neutrality, we may have to take the matter into our own hands. 

Two words: Hammer time.

