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In 2015, the Obama administration implemented an arcane rule that 
prohibited Internet service providers from charging consumers more for 
access to certain content providers or providing preferential access to 
some websites over others: “Net Neutrality.” In 2018, the Federal 
Communications Commission under Chairman Ajit Pai reversed that 
rule. Judging from the response, you would think he committed a war 
crime. 
 
Egged on by entertainers like HBO’s John Oliver, who organized 
opposition to Net Neutrality’s repeal through his the provocatively 
named website “GoFCCYourself,” Internet users bombarded the 
regulatory agency and its chairman with threats and racial agitation. 
Pai was called a “dirty, sneaky Indian” and warned not to offend those 
with the “power to murder Ajit Pai and his family.” These intimidation 
tactics must not have seemed idle to Pai. Protesters set up vigils in the 
Pai family’s driveway, harassed his wife and children in their homes 
and around their neighborhood, and put their names on signs 
accompanied by veiled threats. “They will come to know the truth,” one 
menacing sign read, “Dad murdered democracy in cold blood.”  
 
In late 2017, the FCC’s headquarters had to be evacuated ahead of a 
scheduled vote on Net Neutrality’s repeal. A few months later, Pai 
canceled a scheduled appearance at the Consumer Electronics Show 
due to a credible threat to his safety. All this over the lifting of an 
obscure and relatively new regulation that utterly defied simple 

explanations? You’d be agitated too if you listened to the calamitous 
predictions surrounding Net Neutrality’s repeal.  
 
Pai was deemed the “man who killed the Internet.” He was guilty of 
conducting his agency in an “aggressive, condescending, 
undemocratic, and potentially fraudulent manner” that defied “both 
convention and ethics.” He was the man “who could destroy the open 
Internet” by allowing Internet providers to charge users via tiered 
access plans that could result in slower Internet speeds for those who 
didn’t cough up extra cash. “If we don’t save net neutrality, you’ll get 
the Internet one word at a time,” Senate Democrats warned in an 
obnoxious, vertically-aligned tweet to emphasize how burdensome 
using the Internet would be in the Pai era. Democrats were joined by 
Internet content providers large and small in opposition to the 
regulation’s repeal, and lawmakers warned that this revolutionary 
medium would be forever worsened unless Republicans joined in the 
Democratic effort to “#SaveTheInternet.” For both consumers and 
innovators, the forecast was nothing short of apocalyptic.  
 
One year after the FCC vote and six months after Net Neutrality’s 
repeal took effect, we can begin to assess the damage this Trump 
administration policy has done to the Internet. Though it may surprise 
Net Neutrality’s most vigorous defenders, the new status quo isn’t half 
bad. “Broadband download speeds in the U.S. rose 35.8 percent and 
upload speeds are up 22 percent from last year,” read a report from the 
technology blog Recode citing data from the Internet speed-test 
company Ookla. In fact, they ranked the United States as having the 
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seventh fastest broadband in the world. Mobile networks, too, have 
seen an overall increase in data speeds.  
 
Broadband providers have not taken any new steps to stratify the 
Internet for haves and have-nots—at least, not yet. Nor have they tried 
to limit access to unfavored content providers, and ISPs have not 
begun charging their customers tiered rates for access to premium 
data in ways that do not comport with Obama-era rules. Wired 
Magazine reporter Klint Finley suspects that Internet providers are 
merely lying in wait. The opposition to Net Neutrality’s repeal was so 
fierce and Democratic lawmakers so resolved to restore the regulation 
via legislation that it would be foolish to antagonize them now. But why, 
then, would Internet providers have failed to make the most of their 
newly advantageous position when Net Neutrality’s opponents 
occupied both Congress and the White House?  
 
The fact is that Obama-era regulations forced ISPs to pare back capital 
expenditures that would have previously been dedicated to wireline 
and wireless technology to meet new compliance and legal costs (a 
decline in investments of 12 and 8 percent, respectively). Today, 
USTelecom reports that broadband investment is back on the rise. And 
with the Federal Trade Commission once again empowered to take 
action against deceptive or unfair practices in an industry that is 
operating in a more competitive environment, the likelihood that ISPs 
would deliberately price consumers out of an aggressive marketplace 
is relatively low.  
 
As is so often the case, what drove Net Neutrality’s most fanatical 
defenders to extremes wasn’t a full understanding of this particular 
regulatory mechanism but a paranoid fear of the marketplace. They 
held tightly to a superstitious fantasy in which producers take 
maximum advantage of their consumers even at the expense of future 
profits, but it is the government that most often rigs rig the 
marketplace. If Ajit Pai and his loyal cabal of mustache-twirling 
capitalist caricatures plan on destroying the Internet, they’re taking 
their sweet time. – Commentary  
_______________________________________________ 
NBC Universal’s boss sent a holiday greeting to employees this week, 
and it contained an intriguing hint about the coming year. Steve Burke, 
head of the Comcast Corp. division, suggested that the company might 
unveil an online TV service in 2019 – though it’s hard to know how 
seriously to take a message written in the rhyming style of Dr. 
Seuss. “While you all go off to relax, swim or ski,” Burke wrote. 
“Maybe, just maybe, next year we will announce our plan for OTT.” 
 
The initials are a reference to “over-the-top” services that provide video 
content to customers via the internet rather than a traditional satellite 
or cable TV subscription. Burke, who oversees the NBC network, cable 
channels such as USA, and the Universal theme parks and movie 
studio, has yet to announce a streaming product like those planned by 
rivals Walt Disney Co. and AT&T Inc.’s Warner Media next year. But 
Comcast is getting such a service through its acquisition of Sky 
Plc. The whole industry is rushing to compete with Netflix Inc., which 
continues to amass subscribers and programming for its dominant 
streaming platform. 
 
In his holiday note, Burke also lamented that Comcast lost out to 
Disney in a bidding war for 21st Century Fox’s entertainment 
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assets. “During 2018 our businesses mostly rocked,” he said. “But it 
did not feel at all good when Disney got Fox.” The executive noted the 
disappointing performance of the Dwayne Johnson film “Skyscraper,” 
while praising hits such as “Jurassic World: Fallen Kingdom,” the NBC 
show “New Amsterdam” and results at the Spanish-language network 
Telemundo. “Even though Skyscraper’ did not quite deliver, we come 
back next year with Pets 2’ in our quiver,” he said. – Bloomberg   

 

 

   

 

  

 


