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 With Billions in Profit From Browser Histories At Stake,
Industry Spent Millions on Influence 
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The 25 Republican senators who sponsored legislation that allows internet providers to sell their
customers’ browsing histories have received an average of $107,000 in contributions from telephone
and cable industries since 2010, according to a MapLight analysis of OpenSecrets data. The
sponsors of the companion measure in the House have received an average of $144,404 from the
companies since 2010.

Lawmakers who voted against the bill have received considerably less since 2010. The cable and
phone companies have given an average of $74,285 to Senate opponents. House members who
voted against the bill collected $51,517 over the same period -- almost three times less than its
sponsors.

The legislation, a Congressional Review Act (CRA) that allows regulations to be repealed within 60
legislative days of their submission to Congress, was signed last week by President Donald Trump
after being passed in March, largely along party-line votes. Finalized last year but not yet in effect,
the rule repealed by the CRA would have strengthened consumer protections by requiring internet
providers to receive consent before selling customers’ sensitive information and web browsing
histories.

The repeal of the rule has drawn widespread criticism from consumer and privacy advocates. A
March 31 HuffPost/YouGov poll found an overwhelming percentage of Americans oppose allowing
their browser histories to be sold without permission. Eighty-three percent of those surveyed -- split
almost evenly among Republicans and Democrats -- said companies should not be able to share
customers’ personal information without their permission. Slightly more than 70 percent thought
the privacy rule created by the Federal Communications Commission under former President Barack
Obama should have gone into effect.

Money, however, spoke louder. Digital advertising reached $72 billion last year, and the measure
potentially will allow internet providers to compete with online giants such as Facebook and Google.
Three of the nation’s largest internet providers spent more than $40 million lobbying in Washington
last year. AT&T spent almost $16.4 million. Comcast dropped $14.3 million, and Verizon spent $10.1
million. The three internet providers each published statements in late March vowing to protect
consumer privacy.
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Advocates of the rule repeal were also helped by big money from trade groups. The CTIA, a trade
organization that represents wireless communications companies, spent about $11 million on
lobbying last year. The National Cable and Telecommunications Association spent almost $10.2
million, and the U.S. Telecom Association added another $4.1 million.

Sen. Jeff Flake, an Arizona Republican who was the primary sponsor of the legislation, has received
$66,500 in contributions from the telecom and cable industries since 2010. Four of the top five
Senate recipients of money from the telecom and cable industries since 2010 -- Majority Leader
Mitch McConnell, R-Ky.; John Thune, R-S.D.; Cory Gardner, R-Colo.; and Tim Scott, R-S.C. -- voted
for the legislation. McConnell has received $285,325 from the telecom and cable industries during
this time period.

A companion House bill, sponsored by Rep. Marsha Blackburn, R-Tenn., attracted 16 Republican
cosponsors. Blackburn has received $191,250 from the industries since 2010.

Before Trump took office, Congress had used the CRA process only once, when it repealed a Labor
Department ergonomics rule in 2001. Since his inauguration, Trump has signed 11 CRA measures.
Most have repealed environment- and education-related rules created by the Obama administration.

Two CRA bills have passed Congress and are awaiting Trump’s signature - a measure that would
eliminate the requirement that states manage retirement accounts for people whose employers do
not offer them and a bill that would potentially block Planned Parenthood from receiving hundreds of
millions of dollars in funds for Medicaid, the joint state-federal health insurance program for the poor
and disabled.

Methodology: MapLight analysis of campaign contributions to members of Congress from PACs and
employees of the cable distributors and service providers and telephone utilities industries from
November 29, 2010 to November 28, 2016. Contributions data source: OpenSecrets.org.
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