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NebuAd Wiretaps Consumers
Most Internet users are familiar with targeted advertising – like the ads that pop up alongside your search results. But one online advertising firm called NebuAd may have stepped over the line with its ad-targeting scheme.
NebuAd monitors Web browsing activities and alters the computer codes of Web sites – all without the users' knowledge. Robb Topolski is the author a new report on NebuAd.
Robb Topolski -  NebuAd is different from traditional ad networks because NebuAd enjoys a uniquely perfect perspective because it’s installed on the inside of your Internet service provider’s network. From that position, it can see everything that you see, and everything that you do on the Internet.
Unlike traditional Web advertising, NebuAd monitors everything on a page and every page – whether it has been invited to do so or not. And it sees not only the generic content, but personalized content, too. And because NebuAd is installed inside the ISP’s network, users can’t really opt out of the program.

Topolski's report has caught the attention of Congress. In a letter to Charter Communications, a large ISP that had announced plans to test NebuAd. Reps. Edward Markey and Joe Barton questioned the legality of the technology and asked ISPs to stop using NebuAd until Congress had a chance to study the issue. 
Charter postponed its testing, and other ISPs are beginning to follow suit. Topolski has identified 10 ISPs using NebuAd -- which he's listed in the NebuAd entry on Wikipedia.
Topolski – Sunshine makes the best disinfectant. And so getting it out there is a good thing. But then I immediately think, here’s another 200, 300, 400,000 users who’s information that they think is being kept private is being sold by the ISP. Everybody that I describe this to has the same reaction: This should be illegal. And the question that policymakers and debaters in Washington, D.C. are trying to determine is, is it illegal and if it’s not, what do we need to do in order to make it so.

Philadelphia Wi-Fi Gets New Lease on Life

Philadelphia’s attempt to create the country's largest municipal wireless broadband system was once held up as a national model. But in May, the city's partner in the effort, Earthlink, announced it was abandoning the project.

Two weeks ago, Philadelphia Mayor Michael Nutter announced an agreement with a group of local investors who’ve come together as Network Acquisition Company to take over the system. 

Although community organizers welcomed the news, it's unclear how the new deal will accomplish the original goal of the wi-fi project – to bring the benefits of high-speed Internet access to all residents. Beth McConnell is executive director of the Media and Democracy Coalition and a Philadelphia resident:

Beth McConnell – The original vision of the system was a wireless system that worked both indoors and outdoors throughout the entire city. The new vision of the system is different. The new company, NAC, isn’t aiming its sights on the average consumer. It’s aiming its sights on businesses that need wired DSL Internet service and would like their employees to be able to continue to have access once they leave the office.
The obvious downside is that an outdoor connection isn't always what residents need.

McConnell – You’re trying to do your homework, and it’s raining outside. Or you’re trying to apply for a job and you can’t pick up the signal in your home. Or it’s cold and you need access to the Internet – an outdoor signal really doesn’t solve that problem.
New technologies are emerging to make the outdoor signals stronger and faster. But there’s a limit to what can be done with the type of spectrum that is being used. 

McConnell -  But really, what will make wireless systems like this work well and compete with cable and DSL and fiber is if the FCC opens up better quality spectrum.

Wi-Fi operates on so-called junk bands -- which are crowded with everything from baby monitors to microwave ovens. The signals are weak and can’t penetrate through walls and other obstacles. There’s better spectrum out there, McConnell says, that's going unused. It's the vacant airwaves in between broadcast TV signals.

McConnell – What we would really like to see is the FCC make the TV white spaces – as it’s called – available for  unlicensed use, so that smart devices that are in research and development right now would be able to access this better quality spectrum. So if the FCC allowed that spectrum to be used by local community groups, or municipal governments, or even for profit entrepreneurs to offer high-quality wi-fi access, the system like the one we have here in Philadelphia would have been much more successful.

