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ComcastSettlesP2PThrottlingSuit:EverybodyLosesSpreadit!



diggShareEmailThisComcasthasofficiallysettledoneoftheactiveclassactionlawsuitsbroughtagainstthemregardingdatadiscrimination.Theresultisthatcurrentand/orformerComcastcustomersintheUnitedStatesthathave,orusedoneofComcast’sbroadbanddataservicesmaybeeligiblefora$16payout.Comcasthasallocatedatotalof$16milliondollarstotheprogram,butoneofthestipulationsofthesettlementisthatComcastadmitsnowrongdoing.Thequestionis:WasComcastwronginthrottlingbittorrenttraffic?FindingFactsisDifficultManypunditshaveopenlyattackedComcastandhaveencouragedtheirreaderstobelievethatComcastwasindeedviolatingpromisesoffastservice,orofferedconspiracytheoriesabouthowComcastwasutterlyterrifiedoftheprospectofP2P(PeertoPeer)mediatransmissionmightrendertheirexistingbusinessplansobsolete.AhandfulofothervendorshaveardentlydefendedComcast’sefforts,blindlylabelingallP2Ptrafficaspiracyandillegal.Thetruthprobablylieswithneithercamp,anditseemslikelythatthosewhowritesuchstoriesdosoinaboldattempttoincreasetheirviewershipratherthanactuallydistributeusefulinformation.Afterall,peopleshoutingcriesof“guilty”or“innocent”atthetopoftheirlungsaremorelikelytobeheardthansomeoneinthemiddlequietlysuggestingthatallofthefactsbelookedatanddiscussedintelligently.AnintelligentexplorationoftheComcastP2PthrottlingissueprobablyneedstostartwithanexaminationoftheindustryinwhichComcastcompetes,andComcastitself.ThinkingAboutTheProblemFromAllPerspectivesThecablebusinessisaverycutthroatindustry,andComcastisoneoftheleadingplayerswithamassivenetworkandapproximately100,000employeesasofSeptember2009.ThenumberofpeoplewhoowetheirjobsindirectlytoComcastisunknown,butitisreasonabletosaythatComcastiscertainlyaverylargeoperationnomatterhowonechoosestolookatit.Largeorganizationsfacingstiffcompetitionareoftenforcedtomakecutbackswheneverandwhereverpossibleinordertoremainascompetitiveandrelevantastheypossiblycan,andthatiswhatshareholdersexpectofapubliclytradedcompany.Thisisdoublysoofapubliclytradedcompanythatisinanindustrythathasrecentlyseenchallengerstotheirdominancefromanotherindustry.InthiscasethetelecommunicationgiantssuchasAT&T,Verizon,QWEST,andmanyothersthatareallofferingdigitaltelevisionprograms.



ThisisagoodtimetoexaminetheveryfirstclaimmadebyComcast:P2Ptrafficslowsdowntheirnetworkandcausesconsumercomplaintsregardingtheirbroadbandservice.ThisclaimwouldseemtobevalidonatechnicallevelbecauseofwaythatP2Pnetworksuse‘swarms’toconnectuserswhoaresharingfiles.Infact,agreattestofthiswouldbetosimplylookatthehelpfileassociatedwithvirtuallyanyP2Pprogramandlookforcaveatsunderthesectionaboutthenumberofpeersthatcanbeconnectedatanyonetime.Thereisalmostalwaysanoticethattoomanyconnectionscancauserouterand/ornetworkinstability,andthatleavingthedefaultsinplaceisprobablyagoodidea.ObviouslyComcast’sexpansivenetworkusesindustrialgradecomponentswithmuchhighertolerancesthanthoseusedbyconsumergraderouters,butthefactremainsthattoomanyconnectionsdoesindeedslowdownnetworktraffic.TheobviouscountertothisargumentisthatComcastshouldspendmoremoneyontheirinfrastructureandlessmoneyelsewhere.RememberthatComcast’snetworkisverylarge,andthatmeansthatupgradesarelikelytobeveryexpensive.Inacutthroatindustrywithever&increasingcompetition,expensiveinfrastructureupgradesareaverydangerousgamble.CouldComcastmakecutstopayfortheseupgrades?Eveniftheydiddecidetotakethatroute,howlongwouldsuchupgradestakeinafinanciallyresponsiblemannerthatwouldnotcauseinvestorstoretaliateanddemandnewleadership?Afterall,Comcastisapubliclytradedcompanyanditsleadershipcannothopetostaygainfullyemployediftheybehaveinafiscallyirresponsiblefashion.ThoseononesideoftheargumentmightsuggestthatComcast’sexecutivesarepaidtoomuch,whilethoseontheothersidewouldarguethathighexecutivesalariesarerequiredtokeeptoptalent.Whetherthereistruthornotinthesestatements,thefactisthatevencuttingbackexecutivesalariesmaynotbeenoughtobeginsignificantinfrastructureupgradesinthenumerousmarketsthatComcastserves.Anotheralternativewouldbetotrimemployees,butComcastiscertainlyadrivingforceindireeconomictimes,andreducingthenumberofemployeesintheUnitedStatesiscertainlynotaviablelong&termsolution,especiallyifComcast’sclaimsofcustomersupportcentersbeinginundatedwithcomplaintsregardingP2Ptrafficaretrue.WhatAboutNetNeutrality?OtherswouldbringuptheentireissueofnetneutralityandattempttoplaceblameonComcastfromamisinformedperspectivethatalldatapacketsshouldbetreatedequallyregardlessoftheircontents,destination,and/ororigin.Thefactisthatqualityofservice(QOS)technologieshavelongsincebeeninplacetoensurethattime&sensitivitywasafactorindatadelivery.Forexample,areal&timevideo&conferenceneedspriorityoveranFTPtransferinordertoreduceoreliminatetheappearanceofaflawinthenetwork.QOStechnologieshavebeenintegratedintooperatingsystemsfornearlyadecadenow,andtheconceptpermeatesvirtuallytheentireInternet.WhereshouldP2Ptrafficfitintothispacketprioritization?Itwouldseemthatitshouldfitinfairlylow,perhapsonparwithFTPtraffic,astheprimarypurposeofbothFTPandP2Pistotransferfiles.Despitethedesireforquickerdownload/uploadspeeds,thefactisthatuploadsanddownloadsarenotnecessarilytimesensitivethewaythatliveaudioorvideotransmissionsare.ThedarkersideoftheComcastnetneutralityissueistheclaimthatComcast’sthrottlingofP2PtrafficisanattempttostymiefurthercompetitionfromcompaniesthatusebittorrenttechnologytodelivermediaovertheInternet.Again,thisseemshighlymisinformedasaddingrulestoComcast’scountlessnetworkingdevicestointentionallyslowtrafficfromandtoanever&increasingnumberofsourcesislikelytohaveamuchgreaternegativeeffectthantheirblind&throttlingtechnologythatsimplymonitorsforexcessiveactiveconnectionsandthrottlesconnectionsonaper&customerbasis.



ItisComcast’suseofSandvinetechnologiesandlaterdisavowalofknowledgethatisthehardesttodefend.Sandvine’stechnologyallegedlysendsfakeRSTdatapacketstouserswhothenetworkinfrastructurebelievestobeusingP2Papplications.BitTorrentInc.andComcastbeganworkingonaprojecttoalleviatetheseproblemsinlate2008,andtheresultsseemtobefavorable.NolongerareconsumersexperiencingseriousproblemsrunningP2Papplications,butthereareafewcomplaintsaboutP2Pspeedsnotbeingashighasexpected.Whilethatmayormaynotbethecase,itbringsthediscussionfullcircle.TheBottomLineAttheendoftheday,theproblemisreallyoneofscale.Comcastislarge,andtheirnetworkinfrastructureissimplystaggering.Smallerprovidersareabletorolloutupgradestoindividualmarketsandreceiveareturnontheirinvestmentrapidly.Comcast’smonolithicsizemakesimplementingsweepingreformsverydifficult,andpotentiallyunsoundfromanITstandpoint.Thisisoneoftheprimaryreasonswhypacketdiscriminationbasedononemedianetworkversusanotherareillconceivedfromatechnicallevel.WithlegalP2PapplicationsspringingupallovertheInternet,itcertainlybehoovesComcasttochangebutitisnotreasonabletoexpectthecompanytomakemassivealterationstoitsextensivenetworkinfrastructureovernight.Thosechangeswillbeexpensive,andmayhurtComcast’sshortandlongtermprofitability,whichmayaffecttheperformanceofthecompany’sstock.Thisinturnmayaffectthejobsofcountlesspeople,bothdirectlyandindirectly.Sotakethe$16,butittrulydoesseemasifthat$16millioncouldhavebeenbetterspentinacourtorderoragreementtoupgradenetworkinfrastructurewhilekeepingjobsatcurrentlevelsthanofferingconsumersenoughmoneytobuyacoupleofsodasandapizza.WhileComcastmayhavecuttheirlosseswithsuchanagreement,ittrulydoesnotseemasifcustomersandlawyersinvolvedinthelawsuithadtheirownlong&termbestinterestsatheart.BookmarkandPromote!SubscribetoHighSpeedExpertsAddtoStumbleUponAddtoDeliciousDiggthisPostRelatedArticles:ComcastTakesontheFCCFCCNotPleasedwithComcast,Other"Throttlers"Verizon4GLTESoTooFastForUnlimitedDataPlans?WirelessWarSettoUnfold:PricesPlungeIPTVContinuestoMakeHeadwayPhotoCredit:velo_cityLeaveaCommentName*E&mail*Website
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