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BY JOHN EGGERTON 

C
ABLE OPERATORS AND 
Internet service providers  
are in for another fight over net 
neutrality rules, but this time 

the Trump administration and congres-
sional majorities are on their side. 

Foes of FCC chairman Ajit Pai’s 
latest regulatory rollback are already 
ramping up their efforts to raise 
money to protest the GOP chairman’s 
announced plan to un-reclassify ISPs 
and wired and mobile broadband pro-
viders as common carriers under Title 
II of the Communications Act.

 The chairman is also deep-sixing 
the “general conduct standard” under 
which the previous Democratic FCC 
tried to rein in usage-based pricing, as 
well as getting the agency out of the 
interconnection regulation business. 
Pai is also seeking input on what to do 
with the Open Internet Order’s rules 
against blocking, throttling and paid 
prioritization, which includes “keep-
ing, modifying or eliminating” them. 

Fellow Republican commissioner 
Michael O’Rielly cheered on the ef-
fort, signaling the chairman has the 
votes to reverse course.

Pai plans to vote on his proposal at 
the May 18 meeting, but with Demo-
crat Mignon Clyburn vowing to fight 
it. Should Clyburn choose not to show 
up for the vote, it would deny Pai the 
necessary quorum to pass it and delay 

his plans. Sen. Ed Markey (D-
Mass.), a major supporter of 
Title II, said he would talk with 
Clyburn about the right path 
forward.

The text of the notice was 
released April 27, asking so 
many questions it seemed as 
though Pai were crowdsourc-
ing the issue. He has allowed 
for plenty of time for input on 
the proposal. The date for final 
comments is Aug. 16.

 ISPs, meanwhile, were 
renewing their pledges to 
protect an Open Internet, and 
saying they do not and would 
not block or throttle. 

 Some were also calling for 
Congress to step in to unmuddy 
the waters when it comes to the 
FCC’s authority to regulate the Inter-
net. They include Pai and O’Rielly.  In 
an interview with controversial website 
Breitbart.com, Pai said, “I think the 
best solution would be for Congress to 
tell us what they want the rules of the 
road to be for the FCC and the country 
when it comes to the digital world.”

At a minimum, Congress could 
clarify that ISPs are not telecoms 
subject to Title II.

Legislation is a possibility, given 
that Congress and the White House 
are under Republican control, though 
one cable executive who asked to 
remain anonymous said it’s a fairly 

remote one. If it does happen, the 
executive said, it would likely need to 
be appended to must-pass legislation 
such as an infrastructure bill.  

Pai’s move could force some 
Democrats to the table to try and 
get protections against throttling, 
blocking and paid prioritization in 
law, given the alternative of letting 
the Republicans call the shots. But a 
bipartisan bill would be a tough ask if 
Rep. Frank Pallone (D-N.J.), ranking 
member of the House Energy & Com-
merce Committee, is any gauge. At a 
press conference outside the Capitol, 
where he joined Clyburn in protest, 

he said Republicans had “poi-
soned the well” and signaled 
he didn’t think the other side 
would agree to substantive 
protections. 

A Dingo Ate My Title II
Following harsh and some-

times personal criticisms of 
Pai and his plan, the network 
neutrality advocacy groups 
that launched petition drives 
and protests to get FCC chair-
man Tom Wheeler to pivot 
toward Title II in 2015 — it fa-
mously included a segment on 
HBO’s news-satire show Last 
Week Tonight in which John 
Oliver compared Wheeler to 
a “dingo babysitter” — were 
pledging a similar fight.

Advocacy groups Free Press, Fight 
For the Future, Demand Progress and 
others have already launched a crowd-
funding campaign to relaunch website 
BattleForTheNet.com, which served as 
a “hub” for Internet Slowdown Day, 
one of the protests in favor of Title II. 

“We need Battle for the Net and 
the organizations behind it now more 
than ever to ensure that the Trump 
FCC doesn’t kill the net neutrality 
rules,” Gigi Sohn, former counselor to 
Wheeler, said. “Their work was abso-
lutely critical to getting the strongest-
ever net neutrality rules in place in 
2015 when I was at the FCC.” 

Title (II) Fight Over Net Neutrality Brews Again

WASHINGTON — NCTA CEO Michael 
Powell kicked off the first Near Future 
“unconference” in here with speak-
ers and demos to underscore the 
industry’s role in delivering an array 
of next-generation digital services.

The forum, an invite-only event 
produced by NCTA-The Internet and 
Television Association and CableLabs, 
drew decision-makers from Congress, 
regulation, media, and technology and 
was meant to show how cable’s broadband plat-
form is the conduit that runs through the latest 
innovations in society.

Set in Union Market, the site of the original 
1930s Union Terminal Market, the event featured 

an array of TED-Talk-style speakers 
who, in some cases, gave jaw-dropping 
examples of technology — including a 
live discussion with a holographic Ho-
locaust survivor — amid demo booths 
featuring virtual reality, augmented 
reality and artificial intelligence.

The production was largely for the 
benefit of policymakers, who typically 
make “reactionary” decisions based 
on the past rather than future innova-

tions, Powell said, and to help “eliminate barriers to 
realizing the full potential of these developments.”  

Rather than a day of “pontificating policy panels,” 
he said, the agenda showcased demos and entre-
preneurs who are using the power of cable’s gigabit 

platforms “to transform how we live, learn, work and 
play.”  The not-so-subtle message: don’t shackle us 
with outdated rules. In many ways, the industry is 
rightly trying to claim more credit for the creation 
of the Internet, which would not exist without a 
constantly upgraded broadband network of hybrid 
fiber-coax that the early pole-climbers strung across 
the country.

“If you think about what is built on top of the 
network — everything we’ve shown here today, it’s 
absolutely incredible,” CableLabs CEO Phil McKin-
ney said. “And it wouldn’t be able to operate without 
our network.” For more on the unconference, includ-
ing demos of a virtual-reality flight simulator and 
augmented reality, go to broadcastingcable.com/
May1. — Mark Robichaux

CableLabs’ 
Phil McKinney
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Pai faces pushback over launch of ISP reclassification effort

Lead-In

CABLE'S ‘UNCONFERENCE' PUTS FOCUS ON INNOVATORS

FCC Democrat Mignon Clyburn could delay the launch of chairman Ajit 
Pai’s rollback by not showing up for the FCC’s May 18 meeting, denying the 
agency’s Republican majority the quorum it needs.



COMEDY CENTRAL invited 
some friends over to meet 
President Donald Trump, or, 
at least Anthony Atamanuik 
playing Trump. Atamanuik por-
trays the Donald on Comedy 
Central’s new weekly series 
The President Show. 

Right off the bat, Ata-
manuik’s Trump took note of 
the press in the room. “The 
crooked media are here today!” 
he said. “And it’s a wonderful 
thing.”

The show is a mix of a Ste-
phen Colbert-style talk show 
and a Trump fireside chat, Atamanuik 
said. Set in an ersatz Oval Office, 
there’s banter between the president 
and his sidekick — Peter Grosz as Vice 
President Mike Pence — some bits out 
on the street, as Trump meets regular 
Americans, and a guest. Trump was 
particularly excited about the guest 
on his first show, Keith Olbermann. 
“The guy is leading the resistance,” he 

said, before vowing to knock him out 
with a drone strike on the show.

Atamanuik sharpened his Trump 
skills on a 40-city “Trump vs. Bernie” 
tour, as well as in debate and sketch 
specials for Fusion. 

Asked how his family might contrib-
ute to the show, Trump quickly said 
Donald Jr. would pitch in, then forgot 
the name of his other son, Eric. 

Eric may have gotten off bet-
ter than Tiffany Trump. “I don’t 
know what she’s doing, I think 
she’s gaffing,” the president 
said. “We don’t need her in the 
front of the house.”

After Trump was done 
regaling the crowd, Atamanuik 
stepped out, out of character, 
to meet it. He likened Trump to 
“an insecure dowager living in 
a mansion” and a “New York 
apartment dweller, one of those 
weirdos with a granny cart, and 
he got elected president.”

Atamanuik called out the 
news media numerous times for, in his 
mind, holding Trump to the standards 
of a regular guy. “This isn’t Voltaire’s 
clockmaker,” he said. “It’s the respon-
sibility of people to step up and stop 
pretending it’s normal.”

For a much more normal taste of 
television, there is Weekends With 
Yankee, a new travel show hosted by 
Richard Wiese and produced by WGBH 

Boston’s Studio Six. Wiese gets his 
mileage in on his other show, Born 
to Explore, which has sent him to 
Botswana, South Africa, Iceland and 
other exotic ports. He’s cool with the 
New England-focused travel around 
Weekends With Yankee. “I just get in 
my car and put NPR on,” Wiese says. 

Wiese believes the series is at its 
best when it visits a locale the viewer 
may know fairly well, then “shows it in 
a different way.”

One highlight for the new, 13- 
episode season: WaterFire in Provi-
dence, Rhode Island, which features 
artful bonfires across Providence’s 
various rivers. “It’s almost like a 
religious experience you might have in 
Europe,” Wiese said. 

We asked Wiese what goes into 
being a good TV host. “Be curious 
and like people,” he says. “I’m always 
floored when I meet politicians who 
don’t like people.”

Atamanuik’s Trump, meanwhile, had 
no comment.  
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THEY SAID IT
“We have the widest swath of 
youthful audience that exists 
out there. We’ve always had 
to be ahead of the game to 
deliver that audience a value 
and then deliver that same 
audience to the brands.”

— Sean Moran, Viacom’s head of ad sales, during the 
company’s upfront pitch on April 26. Struggling Viacom 
is looking to leverage its audience with advanced 
advertising.

STATOF 
THEWEEK

103,343
Number of people who registered 

to attend the NAB Show in Las 
Vegas, topping last year’s final 
attendance number of 102,513.
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            THE WATCHMAN
                              Deputy editor Michael Malone’s weekly look at the programming scene

Playing the President, and ‘Weekend’ Warrior Wiese Hits the Road 

FATES AND FORTUNES

EXEC MOVES  
OF THE WEEK
 n (1) SHARON VUONG has been upped to senior VP, al-
ternative programming at CBS Entertainment. Vuong, 
who joined the network in 2011 as director of alterna-
tive programming, will oversee the development of new 
alternative programs for the network. She reports to 
Glenn Geller, president, CBS Entertainment. n DAVID 
WILLIAMS has been named news director for Raycom Me-
dia-owned KCBD in Lubbock, Texas. Williams joins the 
NBC affiliate from the Huntsville, Ala., market. He also 
previously worked for Raycom stations KPLC in Lake 
Charles, La., and WSFA in Montgomery, Ala. n PASA 
MUSTAFA and HEATHER BREWSTER have been tapped as 
creative director and VP development, respectively, 
for Keshet Digital Studios. Mustafa was previously 
a digital creative consultant at Keshet International. 
Brewster most recently was VP of digital originals at 
Smokebomb and Shaftesbury Entertainment. n (2) 
DEREK MURPHY and (3) GREG STANGEL have joined Fox 
Networks Group as senior VP of global solutions for 
advertising sales. Murphy was most recently a con-
sultant; Stangel was previously with CAA Sports. In 
the newly created positions, Murphy and Stangel will 
build alliances across Fox Networks Group’s assets. n 
MEGHAN LYVERS was appointed senior VP, coproduc-
tions and development, CBS Studios International. 
Lyvers was most recently a senior programming ex-
ecutive at CBS Television Studios. In her new role, she 
will work from Amsterdam to develop new program-
ming opportunities for the company.
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Peter Grosz (l.) and Anthony Atamanuik reimagine the 
Oval Office as a talk-show set on Comedy Central’s The 
President Show. 


