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Summer 2009: The Season of Astroturf

This has been a summer of intense heat, violent storms and Astroturf.

Astroturf is D.C. slang for the phony grassroots organizations, bought and paid for by various industry groups, that have been sprouting up like mushrooms after the rain. 

Astroturf spokesmen, like Dick Armey of Freedom Works and Tim Phillips of Americans for Prosperity, rent themselves out to corporations, publishing op-eds, running ads and showing up at events pretending to be angry citizens. Lately, they’ve been very active on a number of legislative fronts, spreading misinformation about the energy bill, health care reform and financial regulation.

Now, the Astroturf groups are turning their attention to Net Neutrality – the longstanding principle that keeps the open Internet free from corporate gatekeepers.

Tim Karr of Free Press:

Tim Karr: We're seeing Astroturf groups attack Net Neutrality. Coincidently, new legislation in favor of Net Neutrality – the Internet Freedom Preservation Act of 2009 – was introduced in the beginning of August. So the Astroturf has become very active, and we’ve released an interactive online tool that exposes the fake grassroots at freepress.net/astroturf, where people can go and actually reveal the money behind these phony front groups.
There is a common theme across Astroturf efforts this summer: Any new form of public policy or attempts to regulate industry in any way is called out as socialist or communist.

Tim Karr: This sort of Red-baiting, you know, we haven’t seen since the era of the Soviet Union and the Cold War. It seems to have re-emerged in 2009 as the new face of Astroturf.

How can this kind of fake public interest group be stopped? Karr says you have to expose them at every turn.

Tim Karr: Call them out for presenting themselves as independent analysts on any given policy issue without the money that punches their tickets. It’s a common practice. They very rarely, if ever, disclose that they’re being funded by industry. And you also need to call out the media. It’s just, you know, laziness on the part of the media. Media repeatedly refuses to cite the money behind these spokespeople.

Karr says that’s important, whenever there’s a spokesperson for one of these groups on a Web site or TV, to provide feedback to the media.

Tim Karr: I commonly go into the comment threads of stories on the Internet, and I point out to the journalists who reported the story and to the readers that that person is actually funded by industry.

For more information about Astroturf, go to freepress.net/astroturf

Media Minutes: Updates
The month of August is typically quiet in Washington, D.C., but statistics have been pouring in that are making some noise. They illustrate the impact of government policy decisions on communities across America. This week, Media Minutes takes a look at a couple of examples.

Speed Is Everything

Reports from the Communications Workers in America, Wired magazine, PC World, and other companies have begun to shed light on the broadband industry's best kept secret: that they can rarely deliver the speeds advertised.

While fully verified testing has not been performed in the United States, others overseas have shown Americans have good cause for concern.  According to a report released earlier this month by Ofcom, the United Kingdom’s telecommunications regulatory agency, consumers were receiving broadband speeds that were 45 – 56% slower than advertised. And the Organization for Economic and Community Development reports there is a great disparity in many countries between the speeds advertised by Internet Service Providers and the speeds actually available to the consumer.

Cable Prices Continue to Climb in Michigan
The Detroit Free Press reports that three years after Michigan passed major changes to its local cable TV regulations, which stripped franchising authority away from local municipalities and towns and gave it to the state, none of the promises of the bill have been delivered.

Prices are still high and continuing to rise, entire communities have been left off the grid, and customer service has not improved. A survey funded by local governments found that basic cable TV rates rose from 9 percent to as much as 50 percent in 2008 in 79 communities across the state.

And there has been essentially no increase in competition --  most communities only have one option available to them for cable TV service. And both Comcast and AT&T have poured substantial funds into campaign contributions for state politicians -- surpassing even the donations of the Michigan-based big three auto companies. 
And now, a Media Minutes Fast Fact:

Despite high-speed Internet making up 25 percent of a cable company's revenues, they devote no more than 3 percent of their cable lines to delivering broadband. That’s according to Adam Lynn, Policy Coordinator of Free Press. Meanwhile, Lynn explains, it is estimated that a cable company’s typical profit margin for broadband service is 80 percent.

