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Hating on the Wireless Carriers

Most people complain about their cell phone carriers. But for Mike Elgan, a journalist for Computerworld.com who has been writing about technology and consumer electronics for 20 years, the problem isn’t just high prices and lengthy contracts. 

In his recent article “Wireless Carriers: 10 Things I Hate About You,” Elgan explained that this was an industry not only engaged in price-gouging, but whose anti-competitive practices have left the United States wireless industry lagging dramatically behind the rest of the globe. 

Mike Elgan: Carriers seem to specialize in finding ways to get money for nothing. Recorded messages, the SMS charges, all that kind of stuff. Instead of innovating and competing with each other, and doing what the consumer electronics industry itself does, which is always better, faster, cheaper, better customer service and so on, carriers are just looking for ways to gouge you. 
For example, Elgan points to the recent work of New York Times columnist David Pogue, who uncovered how much wireless carriers were making from longer calls by forcing consumers to listen to unnecessary instructions before leaving a voicemail.

Voicemail: At the tone, please record your message. When you are finished recording you can hang up, or press one for more options.

Mike Elgan: They make about $620 million a year from that message. It’s just a thing that they force on everybody so they can get more money.

Elgan compares the practice of locking specific phones to specific providers to another familiar practice. 

Mike Elgan: They want their customers to be like people who go to the movies. There’s no other food, you can’t bring your own food, you have to spend $5 for popcorn, and you know, $4.50 for a big cup of sugar water because they’ve got that monopoly. Well that’s what the carriers want, too.
Ultimately, Elgan explains, the carriers forget the fundamental principle that the public owns the airwaves.

Mike Elgan: I have a tendency to be kind of libertarian, free market kind of person. And I think generally speaking when the government meddles they tend to make things worse, not better. But when it comes to the cell phone carriers, they are not making widgets. What they are doing is using a publicly owned service. When they send electromagnetic signals through the air, they’re actually using something that belongs to the people, to the voters, to the citizens. 
You can read more of Mike Elgan’s work at his blog, The Raw Feed, at www.therawfeed.com
University Broadband Study Helps Chicago Bridge Digital Divide

University scholars, city and state government, and private enterprise are working to bridge the digital divide in Chicago. Mayor Richard Daley commissioned a study of broadband access and adoption last year. The study was funded by the MacArthur foundation.

Caroline Tolbert, a professor of political science at the University of Iowa, has written extensively on the benefits of Internet use for society and the economy. She collected the data and merged the survey results with other information about the communities and created estimates of broadband adoption for Chicago's 77 neighborhoods.
Caroline Tolbert: We did this survey before anybody knew that Obama would make digital infrastructure a priority, or that there would be grant money available for cities and rural areas to try to upgrade their infrastructure. 

The study shows that 25 percent of Chicagoans are completely offline, and an additional 15 percent have limited Internet access. Some neighborhoods lack the infrastructure to connect to the Web, and large numbers of Chicagoans rely on libraries and community technology centers to access the Web. Most groups cited cost as a major barrier to Internet access. Latinos also cited language as a barrier.
Caroline Tolbert: Those people who are most likely to be offline tend to be poorer, they tend to have lower education, they tend to be older, they especially tend to be Latino. In fact, Latinos have the very lowest Internet access rates of any minority group and they trail African Americans. But African Americans are still less likely to be online than whites. 

Mayor Daley recently declared four impoverished neighborhoods “digital excellence demonstration communities.” Researchers will test the best techniques there to bring technology to more people. Free broadband access will be available, and Microsoft will be creating technology and training centers.

For Tolbert, this collaboration of public and private efforts has been a good example of how good data can be generated and used to help societal problems.

Caroline Tolbert: There is a legion of wonderfully trained faculty and scholars at many universities across the country. And I know in many other areas there have been large collaborations involving faculty and the government and private companies. And so I would encourage the FCC to include faculty scholars as part of their research collection projects, because I really think that can make a huge difference. I think it’s the way to go.
