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Google Expands Book Service, Shrinks Privacy Protections

Google is expanding its book search service to include millions of new titles. People will be browsing, purchasing and reading digital books in record numbers. And in some ways, having a vast digital library at your fingertips is good news. But some of the details of the new digital book business are troubling to privacy watchdogs.

There is a difference between owning a paper book and purchasing that same book in digital form, says Cindy Cohn, legal director of the Electronic Frontier Foundation.  

Cindy Cohn: These new transactions that we’re starting to have are presented as if you’re like, buying a book, but you’re not actually buying a book. You’re buying the right to access a book under certain specified terms that are generally significantly less than what you get when you buy a book.
One of those specified terms have to do with consumer privacy, which has Cohn very worried. Google will have access to a great amount of consumer information – they’ll be able to monitor the books you search for, what pages you linger on and what you buy. 

EFF is partnering with the ACLU of Northern California and the Samuelson Law, Tech & Public Policy Clinic at the University of California to press Google to take steps to protect privacy. 

Cindy Cohn: We have strong protections for our reading habits when we’re in libraries. And bookstores have generally stood up for strong protections for purchasers of books, too. There’re some very famous cases about this. And all we’re asking Google to do here is to take a very public and enforceable position that they will hold to those – that it won’t mean that the switch to digital libraries is something we pay for with our privacy.

Library privacy laws were written before there was a digital library, and they’re written for public libraries. Cohn says that Google could easily build in consumer protections in their policies.

Cindy Cohn: In some ways, it’s very little to ask Google to do. I mean, we’re not saying that if the courts say they have to turn it over, we’re not telling Google they have to defy a court order. We’re just saying that Google has to try to protect people’s privacy. And if they fail, then I think taking the case to the Congress, the various legislative bodies, becomes a much, much more powerful case to do. 
Cohn hopes Google will step up and institute privacy protections on their own.

Cindy Cohn: We really have protected reading privacy as one of the really high points of people’s privacy protections, and I just think it would be a shame if we let that slip away from us as we move to the digital age.

For more information about Google’s book search service and the Electronic Frontier Foundation’s efforts to protect consumer privacy, go to eff.org.

And now, a commentary by Media Minutes own Candace Clement

Rather to Obama: Journalism Needs Help
In a passionate speech in Colorado on Tuesday night, former CBS News anchor Dan Rather called on President Obama to form a White House commission on journalism and public media.

Citing declining investment in investigative journalism and the loss of news outlets that regularly monitor institutions of power, Rather said that all citizens should be concerned about the crisis in journalism. "A democracy and free people cannot thrive without a fiercely independent press," he said. 

Indeed, this would not be the first commission to take up the issue of public media. In 1967, a Carnegie Foundation-backed commission released a landmark report, Public Television: A Program for Action. The commission recognized that a public television (and later, a public radio) system was necessary to provide an "instrument for the free communication of ideas in a free society."

The commission’s report was quickly taken up by President Johnson’s administration, and within nine months, the Public Broadcasting Act – which established the Corporation for Public Broadcasting – was passed into law.

A new commission that focuses on the unique demands and opportunities of today’s media landscape has the potential to project a broad, new vision for public media in the digital age.

Public media may provide some of the critical journalism our democracy needs, but it is continuously hamstrung by a vicious cycle of paltry funding. The United States spends just $1.35 per person on public media, compared to more than $80 per person in the UK and $100 per person in Denmark and Finland. And most public media programming does not yet reflect the true diversity of the nation.

These important issues around funding and diversity, as well as the governance and expansion of the public media system, require attention from Washington if we are ever to create public media that meet the needs of the American people. 

--------------------

Here's a Media Minutes Update:

Apple Blocks Google Voice

The latest buzzwords out of the mobile phone industry are all about “duplication of existing features.” In short, if an application is developed for a mobile device that does something that your cell phone already does – regardless of whether it does it better, faster, or for a lower cost – manufacturers will block the application from running on your phone. 

The latest example? Google Voice. Earlier this week Apple rejected the Google Voice application, which allows users to consolidate multiple phone numbers and track voicemails and SMS through a single interface. Though it is unclear whether this directive came AT&T, which has an exclusive contract with Apple for the iPhone there is a clear pattern emerging in which innovation has limits on the mobile web. The Google Voice app is only the latest in a string of blocked applications on the iPhone, including the Internet phone service Skype and the video program SlingPlayer Mobile.

Concerned consumers can learn more about the policy issues surrounding mobile phones at www.freepress.net/freemyphone.

