August 26, 2018
Office of Cable Television, Film,
Music, & Entertainment (OCTFME)
Attn: Lawrence Cooper, General Counsel
1899 9th Street, NE
Washington, DC 20018
Re: Notice of Proposed Rulemaking—Privacy Protections for Cable and Internet Customers,
N0071499
Dear Mr. Lawrence Cooper,
Consumers Union (CU), the advocacy division of Consumer Reports,1 writes to respond to the
notice of proposed rulemaking from the Office of Cable Television, Film, Music, and
Entertainment (hereinafter the “Agency”) on the issue of broadband privacy rules for internet
service providers (ISPs) operating in the District of Columbia.
CU strongly encourages the adoption of privacy and security rules governing broadband internet
service providers (ISPs). Because of their unique relationship with consumers and the
comprehensive—and currently unavoidable—nature of their data collection, ISPs merit
dedicated rules to limit their collection and use of customer internet behavioral data for
advertising and related purposes. Due to the repeal of the Federal Communications
Commission’s (FCC) broadband privacy rules, consumers’ online communications are afforded
less privacy protection than traditional telephonic or paper communications. Therefore, it is vital
that states institute strong broadband privacy rules to protect their residents.
The Agency’s proposed rules would provide DC residents increased choice, security, and
transparency over how ISPs use the data they collect from and about their customers. We
appreciate the Agency’s leadership on broadband privacy and suggest changes to the proposed
rules to ensure that residents are sufficiently protected. Finally, we include more information
about ISPs’ all-encompassing view of their customers’ online activity, the lack of federal
preemption issues with the passage of state and local broadband privacy rules, and resources for
more information.
Specific Changes to the Proposed Rules
● Section 3119.3(a) should be amended to require ISPs to provide simple, transparent,
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and easily accessible electronic methods of allowing consumers to remove their
names and addresses from an ISP’s list. Consumers need an electronic means of
signaling their privacy preferences in addition to the provision of a stamped, selfaddressed postcard. In addition to ease of use, an electronic control would allow for the
consumer to easily find and potentially change their privacy settings in the future.2
● The “legitimate business purpose” exception in § 3119.7 should be eliminated. This
language is overly broad and could potentially be interpreted to allow for disclosures
related to advertising, research, analytics, or measurement that run counter to consumers’
reasonable expectations.
● ISPs should not be able to charge consumers for exercising privacy choices (§
3119.19). ISPs should not be allowed to offer pay-for-privacy plans where consumers are
effectively charged more for keeping their private information private. Consumers
already pay steep monthly rates to their ISPs and mobile phone providers; they do not
expect those service providers to monetize the very sensitive information contained in
their internet traffic. In addition, pay-for-privacy plans disproportionately affect low
income individuals. Therefore, ISPs should not be allowed to incentivize consumers to
give away their privacy in order for the company to increase profits. Pay-for-privacy
schemes could also further exacerbate the untenable and unbalanced relationship between
consumers and internet service providers. For many DC residents, Comcast is the only
high-speed broadband option.3 In addition, many residents live in buildings that have
restrictive service agreements with one internet provider.4 The District of Columbia
should reinstate broadband privacy protections for their residents precisely to help
alleviate this unbalanced relationship between consumers and internet providers.
In addition, the internet industry has not provided good examples of pay-for-privacy
schemes. In 2016, AT&T offered a pay-for-privacy plan with poor results.5 Not only was
it really hard for consumers to opt out of the collection and use of their data in the first
place, the disparity between the privacy protective plan and the discounted plan was $30
dollars a month, a significant portion of the monthly charge. And the discounted amount
was not even tied to the relative value of the personal data being shared: “The
inducement engendered by such a steep discount, which did not even appear tied to the
monetary value of the data, effectively took away the ability of AT&T customer to make
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a reasoned choice about their privacy.”6
Furthermore, pay-for-privacy plans will also serve to make monthly service plan costs
less transparent and frustrate consumer efforts to comparison shop. Consumers already
lack transparency about their monthly service fees and are subject to surprising additional
fees and charges on their (already-steep) cable bills. Accordingly, in June 2018 Consumer
Reports announced our “What the Fee?!” campaign by delivering more than 100,000
petition signatures to Comcast’s headquarters, calling on the company, and the entire
cable industry, to eliminate hidden fees and clearly advertise the full price of their service
so consumers can effectively comparison shop.7 By providing pay-for-privacy plans that
charge consumers more if they choose to protect their privacy, ISPs will further obscure
the full price of broadband service and prevent consumers from easily comparison
shopping. In addition, since each ISP has different business affiliates and data sharing
agreements, consumers are currently unable to compare pay-for-privacy plans against one
another in order to evaluate how privacy-invasive the discounted plan is.
● The definition of “personally identifiable information” under § 3119.99 should be
broadened to include (a) government-issued identifiers and (b) any information
concerning a customer that is collected or made available and is maintained in a way that
the information is linked or reasonably linkable to a customer, device, or household.
Although we appreciate the catchall provision in subsection I of this definition, we
recommend the inclusion of these two types of identifiable information in order to
sufficiently protect consumers and to give cable providers more guidance on what is
meant by this definition.
● The definition of “personally identifiable information” should include data that
could reasonably be reidentified. The proposed rule excludes aggregate data from the
definition of “personally identifiable information” but is vague on individual deidentified
records. The definition of “personally identifiable information” should be further clarified
to include facially deidentified data that could reasonably be reidentified or reassociated
with customer, device, or household.
● Clarify in §§ 3119.4 and 3119.7 that consent has to clear, freely-given, and separate
from any other consent or agreement. Privacy policies and terms of service agreements
are typically too long and filled with legalese for the average consumer to read.8 A
subscriber cannot be meaningfully said to consent to ISP data collection, use, and
disclosure merely because they agreed to boilerplate terms of service agreements or
privacy policies. Such consent should be separate and presented in clear, easy to
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understand language. By ensuring that the consent is given via a separate disclosure,
consumers will be better informed about ISPs’ data practices and able to decide whether
or not to share their personal information.
● Clarify that data collected without consent pursuant to narrow exceptions in §
3119.4 cannot be used for secondary purposes without consent. Companies may still
collect very sensitive data without consent simply in order to by providing internet access
or prevent fraud. This data should not be used for other purposes without the customer’s
permission. Consumers’ choice around the collection of their data should also apply to
the secondary use of their data, including for advertising, marketing, and research
purposes. Importantly, the rules’ protections should apply even if the data never leaves
the ISP—consumers still do not expect their service provider to surveil their online traffic
to target ads or for vague research purposes.
The Rationale for State and Local Broadband Privacy Rules
Because there are no protections at the federal level, it is vital that states pass broadband privacy
rules to protect their residents. States have historically taken the lead on safeguarding individual
privacy: for instance, since 2002, every state and the District of Columbia have enacted data
breach notification laws while comparable bills have consistently stalled at the federal level.9 DC
residents need strong privacy protections over how ISPs treat their data. Therefore, we encourage
the Agency to institute strong rules protecting residents’ data due to the unique insight ISPs have
into customer activity and the lack of protections at the federal level.
The Unique Role of ISPs
An ISP has an intimate, all-encompassing window into its customers’ behavior because they
provide internet service that gives them access to a vast amount of data from and about their
consumers. While it may be possible for some consumers to take action to reduce their privacy
risks once they are online, they have no choice but to use an ISP to access the internet and thus to
subject all of their online data to unfettered access by the ISP. And consumers often have no
choice over which ISP to use.10 All of an individual’s traffic flows over that internet connection,
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traffic which can convey very personal information such as personal banking details, presence at
home, sexual preference, physical ailments, physical location, race or nationality, and religion.11
Even when traffic is encrypted, ISPs still know the sites and services their customers use.
Unfortunately, many consumers are unaware that their ISP collects and sells many kinds of
sensitive and private information. User information that ISPs routinely collect and share with
business partners includes: “geo-location” data, which can be used to determine precisely where
you live and travel to, and when; details about your health and financial status; your web
browsing and app usage history; and your social security number. ISPs can even delve into and
extract information from the contents of your communications, including email, social media
postings, and instant messages.
The potential misuses of personal information go well beyond aggressive product marketing:
ISPs’ pervasive surveillance practices gives virtually anyone willing to pay—identity thieves and
other scam artists, employers, insurance and financial service providers, business and
professional rivals, and even former romantic partners—the ability to assemble a detailed and
highly personal dossier of your life. Essentially anything a consumer does or expresses on the
internet that they would like to keep private could be examined and used to their disadvantage,
including communications with doctors or lawyers, political activities, job inquiries, dating site
history.
ISPs have taken advantage of the lack of controls on their activities and violated consumers’
expectations of privacy in a number of ways. For instance, with such comprehensive data, ISPs
can create intricately detailed profiles of their customers to sell for a variety of purposes,
including targeted digital advertisements for products like payday loans or expensive and
unnecessary medications. And ISPs sold consumer data to marketers,12 hijacked searches in order
to direct traffic to business partners,13 snooped through individuals web traffic in order to deliver
ads,14 pre-installed software on consumers’ phones in order to track their activity on the device,15
protect our online activities and communications from unwanted snooping.
11
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and placed undeletable and undetectable tracking cookies in order to track consumers activities
on their mobile phones.16 The majority of these abuses were made transparent through the work
of outside researchers. Consumers should not have to depend on such research to know what
ISPs collect about them and what is done with their information.
Consumers should have control over whether their ISP monetizes the data it collects in providing
internet service. And consumers clearly desire the protections the FCC rules would have
provided.17 For these reasons, we encourage the state and local agencies to reinstate the
broadband privacy and security protections consumers lost due to the federal repeal.
No Federal Preemption of State Action on Broadband Privacy
The federal government can only preempt18 a state law or regulation when there is a federal law
or regulation on this issue. Due to the repeal of the FCC’s broadband privacy rules, there is no
federal authority that is acting, or can act, to enact rules to limit ISP surveillance of customer
communications for marketing or other commercial purposes. Nor is there a rule at the federal
level regulating broadband privacy. In the wake of this repeal, 24 states and the District of
Columbia have introduced legislation concerning residents’ online privacy.19 In addition, at least
19 states and the District of Columbia have introduced or are considering legislation reinstating
some or all of the protections contained within the FCC rules.20 Two states have passed
ISP, CMA, also served ads in this fashion. Phillip Dampier, ISP Crams Its Own Ads All Over Your Capped Internet
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legislation that requires ISPs to protect some private information about consumers and one state,
Minnesota, also requires ISPs to get permission from customers before disclosing browsing
information.21
Modern courts have generally applied a presumption against preemption, especially in regulatory
areas ordinarily left to the states. Courts have declined to find state law preempted unless a
federal statute provides a “clear statement” that state law is to be preempted.22 In this case there
is no federal rules regulating consumer broadband privacy, let alone clear statements providing
express preemptive language, so there is no threat of federal preemption on state consumer
privacy laws.
In addition, states have a lot of authority over the ISPs that operate within their borders.23 And
ISPs are already equipped to implement state-specific privacy protections given that they know
the precise location of all their customers. The cost to implement this change would also be very
small, and thus will not burden interstate commerce, because it should only require modest
coding changes. Due to the fact that most, if not all, ISPs provide opt-outs allowing users to
effectuate their data privacy preferences, all a privacy rule would require is that the company sets
the default for residents of a state to be the more privacy protective one (i.e., essentially changing
their opt-outs to opt-ins).24 And for critical protections not already covered by their opt-outs the it
is not unreasonable for these companies to bear a small cost for added software changes to
ensure the protection of DC residents.
Contact Details and More Information
Broadband privacy protections are necessary because individuals depend on the internet, ISPs
have a unique and all-encompassing view of consumer data through their online gatekeeper role,
and consumers greatly value their privacy,25 yet lack the ability to effectuate their preferences
due to a non-competitive ISP marketplace.26 Since the federal government is not acting on the
issue of broadband privacy (and there is no issue of preemption of state action), we encourage
state and local action on broadband privacy to protect their residents. For these reasons we
support the adoption of strong broadband privacy rules by the Agency and we hope our
21
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comments have helped clarified some of the issues covered by the proposed rules.
For more information about broadband privacy and the importance of a free and open internet,
please consult Open Technology Institute’s model27 broadband privacy model bill and our work28
on privacy and technology issues.
For more information on Consumers Union’s broadband privacy rule and legislation
recommendations, please contact:
Justin Brookman
Director, Consumer Privacy and Technology Policy
justin.brookman@consumer.org
202.462.6262
Katie McInnis
Staff Attorney
katherine.mcinnis@consumer.org
202.462.6262
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