30 January 2006

Senator Carper,

You are listed as "waffling" on the Net Neutrality issue (www.savetheinternet.com.)  After reading the Mike McCurry and Christopher Wolf editorial in today's News Journal (Don't believe the Internet bullies; 'Neutrality' is anything but) I'm inspired to write my first letter to my Congressman in 30+ years as a Delawarean.  I hope it helps you.  FYI, an abbreviated copy of this was also sent to the News Journal editor.

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


Mike McCurry and Christopher Wolf misstate the issue when they say the Net Neutral proposal will ensure "Google … will never have to pay a dime."  (The News Journal, 29 July 06, "Don't believe the Internet bullies; 'Neutrality' is anything but.") In truth, Google already pays some of the highest fees on earth for their bandwidth to access to the internet.  Anyone that operates an internet server knows that bandwidth can be very expensive.


What the foes of net-neutrality (AT&T and Verizon) want to do is to change internet content suppliers such as Google *twice* - once for their bandwidth as now, and a second time for their access to you, the gentle reader.  This is a complicated issue with many facets, but not establishing Net Neutrality rules (all internet traffic is to handled the same without regard to source, destination, or content) will lead to less, not more competition.  For example:


1.  Comcast, the only supplier of high speed internet for many areas of Delaware, offers a service for phone service over the internet using a process called "VOIP".  There are many VOIP competitors; Vonage is one of more heavily advertised.  According to Comcast's web site, they assign separate bandwidth for their VOIP service; which translates those VOIP competitors will not work as well for Comcast customers. Is that anti-competitive?  Absolutely!  Is it illegal?  Nope.  Should it be?


2.  AOL is both an Internet Service Provider (ISP) and has its own Internet search tool.  Theoretically, AOL could slow down or restrict AOL user's access to Google in favor of their own AOL search tool.  Although there is little evidence of such things happening here, it is happening in Canada where there are no net neutrality laws.  If my ISP wants to charge more for overall faster access to the internet, that's fine.  But don't charge me more just for access to Google - or any other site!


Without Net Neutrality rules we will have a problem when ISPs are also Internet content suppliers.  It's AT&T and Verizon that that are the bullies in this fight and they are the ones that want the free ride.  Per Common Cause, "AT&T and Verizon are lobbying Congress for the right to control where you go on the Internet, how fast you get there, and how much you pay for the service."  (Http://www.commoncause.org.)  Letting them do that will mean less competition, higher costs for consumers, and less innovation.

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

I was not able to address another Net Neutrality issue above due to the need to keep things short.  ISPs have valid point in that bandwidth on the internet as a whole *is* becoming a problem, but it is not because of Google is getting a free ride.  We currently pay for Internet access for a nominal, not guaranteed, speed.  For me and Comcast, it's 6 megabits per second.  We are not charged for the quantity transferred at the speed.  If a significant number of people start "hogging" their bandwidth, Comcast will not be able to satisfy their customers.  With services like VOIP, streaming videos, and large file transfers with BitTorrent, this *is* happening.

With the current pricing structure based on speed alone, the only solution for the bandwidth hog is a faster overall network.  This has been implemented overseas, where 20 to 50 megabits per second are common; Sweden and South Korea are often cited in this regard.  It's cheap for the customer too, equivalent of $10/month for unlimited internet access rather than over $50.  But that solution is expensive.

In fact, all internet traffic is *not* the same.  Most people *want* their ISP to block them from "bad" stuff such as viruses, spam, trojans, porn and politics. (well, maybe not the last one <grin>.)  What should an ISP do when they discover that 90% of their bandwidth is being used by < 5% of their users using BitTorrent?  Shouldn't they do some "bandwidth shaping" so that the 95% of their users are not adversely effected? (I'll not getting into the issues of the content that BitTorrent user are often accused of, that really is a different issue.)
It isn't an easy issue and Congress just punted, e.g., made no decision.  It is the possibility of anti-competitive actions when ISPs are also Internet content and services suppliers that concern me most. 

Bob Bloom

Bear, DE

302-xxx-xxxx
30 July 2006

