Moyers on America

“The Net at Risk”
PBS Airdate: Wednesday, October 18 at 9 p.m. (check local listings). 90 minutes.

The future of the Internet is up for grabs.  Last year, the FCC eliminated “net neutrality” rules, which allowed every American and every company to access the Internet equally.  Today, big corporations are lobbying Washington to turn the World Wide Web into a toll road, threatening democracy’s newest forum.  Yet the public knows little about what’s happening behind closed doors on Capitol Hill.  Some activists put it this way: a few mega media giants own the content and control the delivery of radio, television, and the press; if we let them take control of the Internet as well, who will pay the price?

In “The Net at Risk,” airing Wednesday, October 18 at 9 p.m. on PBS (check local listings), producer Peter Bull and reporter Rick Karr show that if big business gets its way, changes in who controls the Internet could have serious consequences for America’s ability to compete in the global marketplace, on the unfettered exchange of ideas online, and on broadband services that could improve quality of life for millions.  The 90-minute documentary and discussion, led by Bill Moyers, explores concerns that citizens’ ability to participate in their democracy will be suppressed if the Internet goes the way of the television and radio industries, where deregulation left a handful of companies in control of most of what the public sees, reads and hears.

“The genius of the Internet was that it made the First Amendment a living document again for millions of Americans,” says Robert McChesney, media scholar and activist, and co-author of Our Media, Not Theirs.  “The decisions that we’re going be making...are probably going to set our entire communication system, and really, our entire society, on a course that it won’t be able to change for generations.”
Huge corporations have spent millions on advertising and lobbying in an effort to change the rules regulating the Internet.  Those companies—telephone and cable monopolies in most U.S. communities—want to control access to the net and raise the cost of going online.  Some lawmakers are sympathetic to the conglomerates’ assertions that regulating the Internet isn’t necessary.
“A lot of us believe that we don’t have a problem today,” says Rep. Fred Upton (R-MI).  “And we’re not going to overly regulate a product...which might stifle the entrepreneurship and the progress we want to make in the future.”
But other legislators are concerned about the implications of changing policy, especially as the public becomes more aware and the battle heats up.  The telephone and cable firms are proposing “the rules of monopolists. The rules of duopolists,” says Rep. Ed Markey (D-MA), who has led the fight in the House for net neutrality. “We have to go back to the rules which created the Internet.”
“The Net at Risk” lays out the history of the Internet’s infrastructure and the telephone monopolies’ broken promises to bring the “information superhighway” to every U.S. home and business, explaining why America lags so far behind the rest of the industrialized world in true broadband access to the net.  Once a technology leader in the Internet revolution, the U.S. has fallen into the teens in world rankings of Internet access.    In some places—among them Japan, Iceland, Korea, and the former Yugoslav republic of Slovenia—consumers get Internet connections that are significantly more powerful than what’s available in the U.S. for the same price most Americans pay.  Why?  They’re using fiber optic technology—the future of communications—while the U.S. is stuck with the same copper wires that connected Samuel Morse’s telegraph and Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone in the 19th Century.

“America’s screwed. I mean we basically are becoming technologically deficient,” says Bruce Kushnick, a telecom analyst and muckraker. “We’re close to the dinosaurs compared to what these other countries are going to be developing in the next couple years.”
The documentary also takes viewers to Lafayette, LA, where residents and officials took on their phone company BellSouth and their cable company Cox Communications, and built their own high-speed fiber network after the firms refused to bring true broadband connections to their community.  Both telecommunications giants lobbied the state legislature to block Lafayette’s plan, citing unfair competition.  Lawmakers put it to a vote to let residents decide, but when the measure passed overwhelmingly, the phone company filed suit, delaying the construction by more than a year before losing in court.

“We have an out-migration problem with our young people from Louisiana.  And I felt it was time for politicians to quit talking and do something,” says Lafayette city/parish president Joey Durel. “If we didn’t do it, this community would not get it for 20 or 30 years, who knows?”
Today, industry lobbyists have convinced legislators in 14 states to either prohibit cities and towns from building their own networks, or to make it more difficult.
Moyers on America is supported by an extensive companion Web site at www.pbs.org/moyers where visitors can interact, give feedback, and participate in an online workshop designed to inform, engage, and spark public discourse on the issues presented in the documentaries.  After the broadcast, each episode will be available in its entirety for viewing online.    

Moyers on America is funded by the Park Foundation and our sole corporate funder is Mutual of America Life Insurance Company.

“The Net at Risk” is produced and directed by Peter Bull.  Written by: Peter Bull and Rick Karr.  Reporter: Rick Karr.  Editor Alison Amron.   

The series is a production of Public Affairs Television, Inc. and is a national presentation of Thirteen/WNET New York.  Executive Editors: Bill Moyers and Judith Davidson Moyers.  Executive Producers: Felice Firestone and Judy Doctoroff O'Neill.  
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