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AT&T takes law into its own hands over Euro net management 

27/03/2009 - by TelecomTV One

European citizens may sometimes feel powerless to influence European Union policy, as evidenced by rising anti-EU sentiment over ever-closer union, but US-based multinationals don't seem to have the same problem. They even get their own legislative amendments tabled, reports Ian Scales.

AT&T has managed to get six Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) to table some of its preferred amendments to the Universal Services directive in the Telecoms Package.

The amendments are sometimes a straight cut and paste from a document AT&T has had its lobbyists circulating for several months around Brussels during the passage of the package, and are designed to pave the way for restraint-free traffic management on the Internet.

According to Monica Horten of IPtegrity.com, the most telling example is the following amendment tabled by one of the AT&T six, London MEP Syed Kamall, which runs:

"Given the increasing importance of electronic communications for consumers and businesses, users should be fully informed of any relevant limitations imposed on the use of electronic communications services by the service and/or network provider with which they conclude the contract."

Spot the difference from the AT&T mooted amendment.

"Given the increasing importance of electronic communications for consumers and businesses, users should be fully informed of any relevant restrictions and/or limitations imposed on the use of electronic communications services by the service and/or network provider with which they conclude a contract"

The clear aim of the amendments when taken together, is to water down European protections to Internet neutrality to enable telcos and ISPs to introduce those beloved differentiated services which are thought to underpin the economical viability of next generation networks.
Without the ability to manage traffic flows, argue companies like AT&T, they won't be able to ensure quality for applications and users prepared to pay a bit more to get them.

The mooted changes involve the Universal Services directive and introduce the notion of “traffic management policies” and "limitations" on use of the Internet.

They would permit network operators to implement discriminatory practises against users and content providers, with minimal tools given to the regulators to deal with abusive practises.

Internet rights supporters are naturally outraged and argue that AT&T and the big telcos are tying to stitch up a legislative deal that favours their policy positions. Combining these measures with the e-Privacy directive could permit wide scale filtering of Internet services, applications and content in Europe, they claim
AT&T argues that issues of neutrality, privacy and copyright are all being intentionally mixed up to confuse the confusable and that all it wants to do is manage its network properly. It says there is plenty of legislation already to stop competitive abuses and that, in any case, (always a favourite) competition will ensure the best outcome in the best of all possible worlds. 

This argument will run and run. 

