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Evaluation of TMC Panels at IRE 

Jess Clarke, Editor, Race, Poverty & the Environment (RP&E)
6/16/16
Thursday panel “Who can read your story?” /Digital Divide 
Facilitator and panelists provided a clear explanation of why net neutrality was important for producers, consumers and citizens—focusing particularly on communities of color and low-income people.
Panel facilitator Amina Fazlullah kept the experts on topic and moved things in a timely way. I found that Michal Scurato laid out the core issues in a straightforward way that was comprehensible and technically accurate without using excessive insider jargon.  Matthew Rantanen did a good job presenting some of the access issues facing native Americans—particularly those on the reservation. He had good numbers and explained some if the internal politics on the reservation and particular concerns about maintaining cultural integrity. Christopher Mitchell was also an effective speaker and provided interesting and  specific examples of publicly owned  broadband providers at the municipal and local level.  Rural energy coops moving into providing fiber connections to their electricity customers was a very interesting angle.
I came away from this panel with two possible story ideas.  

1. Mitchell’s information on how municipal and rural energy (electricity) providers are moving into the broadband delivery market –providing low cost, high speed access via fiber optics was new information. The fact that in some rural areas the energy cooperative is delivering better internet to poor rural customers than is obtainable in many urban areas struck me as a story worth assigning.
2. Rantanen’s reflections on the balance between privacy, cultural integrity and economic development on reservation lands peaked my interest. I didn’t hone in on an exact assignment but I think a profile of a community where casino development has brought a flow of tourists and cash into a tribe and how leaders are or aren’t using information technology to promote cultural integrity or economic development.
6/18/16
Saturday Panel What costs nothing but isn't free? The battle over zero-rating 

Facilitator and panel made a valiant effort to do a deep dive on the subject of Zero Rating. Facilitator Mike Ludwig intervened a number of times to prevail on panelists to define the technical terms they were using but the conflicting point of view from Nicol Turner- Leethe created sharp disagreements over what the term Zero Rating event meant.  Based on my previous reporting and research on this topic it seemed to me that Leethe appeared to represent an industry-backed lobbying group. I thought her explanations  intentionally oversimplify on the one hand (this is all about consumer choice and don’t patronize poor consumers of color) and be contentious over a term such as “walled garden” undermined the clarity of the conversation.  I felt like she also talked over her time limit and interrupted other panelists.
The facilitator did his best to bring them around to the core topics but since the panelists had diverging agendas consensus didn’t seem to be working.  
I was very interested to hear from Malavika Jayaram  and  wanted to learn more about how Indian civil society reacted to the government’s invitation to “consultation” and the government’s ideas about using full spectrum biometric identity markers as a cost to visitors wanting to access government controlled created content. This wasn’t exactly on topic of zero-rating but did spark some story ideas since in essence the basic trade-off for the providers giving access to information is getting information from the viewer/consumer.

I felt that the conversation got across the really problematic nature of the proposition that Facebook or T-mobile are attempting to provide better digital access for people on the low-information side of the digital divide but exactly how the zero rating schemes work was never really clear.
The problems that zero rating poses for content producers—such as the reporters and editors at the conference—was not a central focus and I think might have been more useful starting point for this audience. 
I didn’t come away with any assignments I might make on this issue from this panel.
