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Lawmakers in Maine recently passed a groundbreaking
privacy bill that requires internet service providers to
obtain consumers’ opt-in consent to sell their personal
data. The bill is a necessary step forward in the fight for
digital privacy.

In the larger conversation surrounding privacy online,
most people think first of companies like Facebook and
Google. But the Maine bill, which was sponsored by
state Sen. Shenna Bellows, is unique in that it targets
ISPs because, as Ms. Bellows explained to the Portland
Press Herald, “You can use the internet without using
Facebook. You can't use the internet without using your
internet service provider.”

ISPs have access to an inordinate amount of
information about users’ online behavior, far more than
any one website could collect. Yet there are no laws
regulating how these providers share or sell the
information that is tracked through their services. “When
you put a letter in the post office, you assume that the
letter belongs to you,” Ms. Bellows said. “You would
never assume that the post office would say, ‘That letter
now belongs to me. | can sell the contents of that letter.”
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The law, which will take effect in 2020 if Maine Gov.
Janet Mills signs it, has a number of other smart
features that will protect consumers from either
unwanted intrusion or unjust punishment for protecting
their own privacy. Taking more than a few cues from
Europe’s General Data Protection Regulation, enacted
in 2018, the Maine law requires that companies still
provide services to consumers who do not approve the
sharing or selling of their personal data. This protection
ensures that consumers still have access to necessary
online services without having to sacrifice some of their
privacy.

The law also requires that consumers explicitly opt in to
companies’ data sharing programs. Many companies
collect, share and sell data by default. A user would
have to seek out ways of stopping this — known as an
opt-out. But years of intrusions have created mass
apathy, and few people go out of their way to protect
their privacy. Maine’s law will instead make privacy the
default.

There is one issue, however: Companies will still be
able to bury opt-in consent within lengthy privacy
policies, coating it in layers of legalese that will be
impenetrable to the average user. Europe’s GDPR
counteracted this by requiring that companies’ data
sharing consent requests be presented in clear, concise
language that is easily understood by the consumer.
Maine lawmakers might consider an amendment to the
bill to that same effect, and other legislatures around the
country should keep it in mind.

But Maine’s law is still far and away the most impressive
and impactful digital privacy law in the United States. It
is encouraging to see individual states taking on this
issue, as the federal government is AWOL on the
obliteration of privacy. — Pittsburgh Post-Gazette editorial

Comcast chairman and CEO Brian Roberts on
Wednesday touted the benefits of his $39 billion
takeover of European pay TV giant Sky, and talked
about a possible expansion beyond the U.K. and
western Europe. "Our acquisition of Sky in October
significantly expanded our global footprint, and our
position as a leader in media and technology," Roberts
told the U.S. cable powerhouse and NBCUniversal
owner's virtual annual shareholders meeting.

The Comcast boss told investors the Sky deal enabled
market leadership positions in the U.S., U.K., Germany
and lItaly as his company's global profile grows. "The
key message is we have the scale and capabilities to
compete with anyone in our markets, or potential new
entrants," Roberts said. Asked by one investor about
Sky possibly expanding into central and eastern Europe,
Roberts without being specific said the pay TV company
was always looking to grow. "We're always looking at
ways to have our products available to more consumers.
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So you can assume that we bought Sky to try to grow it,
and how we execute upon that, time will tell," he
answered.

Roberts also singled out for praise NBCUniversal for its
focus on "big events and must-see entertainment, news
and sports,” including the broadcasts of the World Cup
soccer tournament, the 2018 Winter Olympics and the
Super Bowl championship game. And he pointed to
MSNBC as "a real standout” after it reached record
viewership for the full year and a lead over CNN.
Roberts was also asked to offer a 24-month outlook for
Comcast, which he answered in general terms and
without giving formal investors guidance.

"The opportunities that arise from technical change
present complexity and risk. But our company has
shown that we are willing to take the steps and
initiatives to position the company for the next 24
months and hopefully longer than that as we continue to
grow and innovate and deliver the best products to our
customers," he said. — Hollywood Reporter
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