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September27,2007VerizonBlocksMessagesofAbortionRightsGroupByADAMLIPTAKSayingithadtherighttoblock“controversialorunsavory”textmessages,VerizonWirelesshasrejectedarequestfromNaralPro�ChoiceAmerica,theabortionrightsgroup,tomakeVerizon’smobilenetworkavailableforatext�messageprogram.Theotherleadingwirelesscarriershaveacceptedtheprogram,whichallowspeopletosignupfortextmessagesfromNaralbysendingamessagetoafive�digitnumberknownasashortcode.TextmessagingisagrowingpoliticaltoolintheUnitedStatesandadominantoneabroad,andsuchsign�upprogramsareusedbymanypoliticalcandidatesandadvocacygroupstosendupdatestosupporters.ButlegalexpertssaidprivatecompanieslikeVerizonprobablyhavethelegalrighttodecidewhichmessagestocarry.Thelawsthatforbidcommoncarriersfrominterferingwithvoicetransmissionsonordinaryphonelinesdonotapplytotextmessages.ThedisputeovertheNaralmessagesisaskirmishinthelargerbattleoverthequestionof“netneutrality”—whethercarriersorInternetserviceprovidersshouldhaveavoiceinthecontenttheyprovidetocustomers.“Thisisrightattheheartoftheproblem,”saidSusanCrawford,avisitingprofessorattheUniversityofMichiganlawschool,referringtothetreatmentoftextmessages.“Thefactthatwirelesscompaniescanchoosetodiscriminateisverytroubling.”Inturningdowntheprogram,Verizon,oneofthenation’stwolargestwirelesscarriers,toldNaralthatitdoesnotacceptprogramsfromanygroup“thatseekstopromoteanagendaordistributecontentthat,initsdiscretion,maybeseenascontroversialorunsavorytoanyofourusers.”NaralprovidedcopiesofitscommunicationswithVerizontoTheNewYorkTimes.



NancyKeenan,Naral’spresident,saidVerizon’sdecisioninterferedwithpoliticalspeechandactivism.“Nocompanyshouldbeallowedtocensorthemessagewewanttosendtopeoplewhohaveaskedustosendittothem,”Ms.Keenansaid.“Regardlessofpeople’spoliticalviews,Verizoncustomersshoulddecidewhatactiontotakeontheirphones.WhydoesVerizongettomakethatchoiceforthem?”AspokesmanforVerizonsaidthedecisionturnedonthesubjectmatterofthemessagesandnotonNaral’spositiononabortion.“Ourinternalpolicyisinfactneutralontheposition,”saidthespokesman,JeffreyNelson.“Itisthetopicitself”—abortion—“thathasbeenonourlist.”Mr.NelsonsuggestedthatVerizonmayberethinkingitsposition.“Astextmessagingandmultimediaservicesbecomemoreandmoremainstream,”hesaid,“wearecontinuingtoreviewourcontentstandards.”Thereviewwillbemade,hesaid,“withaneyetowardmakingmoreinformationavailableacrossideologicalandpoliticalviews.”Naralprovidedanexampleofarecenttextmessagethatithassenttosupporters:“EndBush’sglobalgagruleagainstbirthcontrolforworld’spoorestwomen!CallCongress.(202)224�3121.Thnx!NaralText4Choice.”MessagesurgingpoliticalactionaregenerallythoughttobeattheheartofwhattheFirstAmendmentprotects.ButtheFirstAmendmentlimitsgovernmentpower,notthatofprivatecompanieslikeVerizon.InrejectingtheNaralprogram,Verizonappearedtobeactingagainstitseconomicinterests.Itwouldhavereceivedasmallfeetosetuptheprogramandadditionalfeesformessagessentandreceived.Textmessagingprogramsbasedonfive�andsix�digitshortcodesareapopularwaytoreceiveupdatesonnews,sports,weatherandentertainment.SeveraloftheleadingDemocraticpresidentialcandidateshaveusedthem,ashavetheRepublicanNationalCommittee,SaveDarfurandAmnestyInternational.Mostofthecandidatesandadvocacygroupsthatusetextmessageprogramsareliberal,whichmayreflectthedemographicsofthetechnology’susersanddevelopers.AspokeswomanfortheNationalRighttoLifeCommittee,whichisinsomewaysNaral’santi�abortioncounterpart,said,forinstance,thatithasnotdabbledintextmessaging.Textinghasprovedtobeanextraordinarilyeffectivepoliticaltool.AccordingtoastudyreleasedthismonthbyresearchersatPrincetonandtheUniversityofMichigan,youngpeoplewhoreceivedtextmessagesremindingthemtovoteinNovember2006weremorelikelytogotothepolls.Thecostpervotegenerated,thestudysaid,wasmuchsmallerthanothersortsofget�out�the�voteefforts.Aroundtheworld,thephenomenonisevenbigger.“EvenasdramaticastheadoptionoftextmessagingforpoliticalcommunicationhasbeenintheUnitedStates,we’vebeenquiteslowcomparedtotherestoftheworld,”saidJamesE.Katz,thedirectoroftheCenterforMobileCommunicationStudiesatRutgersUniversity.“It’s



importantinpoliticalcampaignsandpoliticalprotests,andithasaffectedtheoutcomesofelections.”TimothyWu,alawprofessoratColumbia,saiditwaspossibletofindanalogiestoVerizon’sdecisionabroad.“AnotherentitythatcontrolsmasstextmessagesistheChinesegovernment,”ProfessorWusaid.JedAlpert,thechiefexecutiveofficerofMobileCommons,whichsaysitisthelargestproviderofmobileservicestopoliticalandadvocacygroups,includingNaral,saidhehadneverseenadecisionlikeVerizon’s.“Thisissomethingwehaven’tencounteredbefore,thatisverysurprisingandthatwe’reconcernedabout,”Mr.Alpertsaid.ProfessorWupointedtoahistoricalanalogy.Inthe19thcentury,hesaid,WesternUnion,thetelegraphcompany,engagedindiscrimination,basedonthepoliticalviewsofpeoplewhosoughttosendtelegrams.“Oneoftheeventualreactionswasthecommoncarrierrule,”ProfessorWusaid,whichrequiredtelegraphandthenphonecompaniestoacceptcommunicationsfromallspeakersonalltopics.Somescholarssaidsucharulewasnotneededfortextmessagesbecausemarketcompetitionwassufficienttoensurerobustpoliticaldebate.“Insteadofhavingthegovernmentgetinthegameofregulatingwhocancarrywhat,Iwouldgetinthegameofpromotingasmanyoptionsaspossible,”saidChristopherS.Yoo,alawprofessorattheUniversityofPennsylvania.“Youmightfindtext�messagingcompaniescompetingontheiropennesspolicies.”HomeWorldU.S.N.Y./RegionBusinessTechnologyScienceHealthSportsOpinionArtsStyleTravelJobsRealEstateAutomobilesBacktoTop
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