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Despite having been born half a century
before the Internet’s debut, presumptive Re-
publican presidential nominee Sen. John
McCain (Ariz.) has had his fair share of ex-
perience with the Web. 

Throughout his Senate career, McCain
has sat on and, for several years, chaired the
Commerce, Science and Transportation
Committee, examining countless laws and
policies regarding telecommunications.

Though the McCain camp did not return
phone calls about the Arizona Senator’s tele-
com policies and there is no information on
his campaign Web site regarding his stance
on the issue, one can draw certain conclu-
sions from his voting record and committee
reputation.

Over the years he has emerged as a
staunch supporter of telecom deregulation,
going so far as to be one of five Senators to
vote against the 1996 Telecommunications
Act. That bill established the first major
changes to U.S. telecom policy in 62 years,
outlining a deregulated system aimed at
sparking competition among telecom com-
panies. 

McCain was the only Republican Sena-

tor to vote against the conference report,
claiming that the act did not create enough
competition.

His position as chairman of the commit-
tee at times brought criticism on the presi-
dential hopeful. 

In 1997, there was some controversy over
campaign donations that McCain took from
technology corporations that were under the
committee’s oversight. The Senator
shrugged off these criticisms, saying nearly
every company falls under the Commerce
Committee’s jurisdiction in some way. 

Perhaps the most prominent piece of tele-
com legislation in recent years is the Foreign
Intelligence Surveillance Act, which ad-
dresses President Bush’s decision to use war-
rantless wiretapping to combat terrorism. 

McCain voted for the final version of
FISA that included a provision giving
telecommunications companies retroactive
immunity against lawsuits for their role in
aiding the warrantless wiretapping. 

Controversy over McCain’s position on
FISA arose last month when Chuck Fish, a
lawyer for the campaign, said telecom com-
panies should be forced to testify before
Congress before being granted immunity.

In a letter sent to the National Review and

posted on their Web site, senior policy ad-
viser Douglas Holtz-Eakin said Fish mis-
spoke. He added that the Senator fully sup-
ports the FISA modernization bill passed by
the Senate “without qualification,” clarify-
ing that McCain believes the telecommuni-
cations companies should be granted
retroactive immunity regardless of whether
they agree to testify. 

Although McCain voted for final pas-
sage, he voted against an amendment of-
fered by Sen. Dianne Feinstein (D-Calif.)
that would make the bill the exclusive

means by which electronic surveillance can
be conducted.

The Arizona Senator has also sponsored
bipartisan legislation to protect children
from the dangers of Internet predators. The
SAFE Act of 2007, co-sponsored by Sen.
Charles Schumer (D-N.Y.), would make it a
federal crime if electronic service providers
fail to report child pornography. He has also
supported legislation that repealed the Fair-
ness Doctrine, which forces radio and tele-
vision shows to represent both sides of an is-
sue during a broadcast.
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Political analysts have hailed Sen. Barack
Obama’s (Ill.) use of the Internet as a
fundraising and networking tool on his path
to the Democratic presidential nomination.
Obama sees his campaign’s technological
success as a precursor to the changes he

would make as presi-
dent.

“The campaign’s
technology activities
demonstrate the impor-
tant and positive role
technology would play

in an Obama administration, opening up the
closed practices of governance to greater
citizen engagement and participation and
re-connecting Americans with their democ-
racy in new ways,” his campaign Web site
states.

Obama’s campaign declined to answer

questions for this article, but a review of the
candidate’s Web site points to what
telecommunication initiatives he would
pursue.

The first order of business for Obama
when it comes to telecom is expanding
broadband Internet access.

“Let us be the generation ... [to] lay down
broadband lines through the heart of inner
cities and rural towns all across America,”
he said in his presidential announcement
speech in February 2007.

Obama also would seek to protect the
“openness of the Internet” by supporting
network neutrality. Obama does not believe
Internet providers should be able to charge
different rates to various businesses and
sites.

Doing so, his site says, “could create a
two-tier Internet in which Web sites with the
best relationships with network providers
can get the fastest access to consumers,

while all competing Web sites remain in a
slower lane.”

Part of Obama’s desire to expand Inter-
net access is explained by his vision of the
Web as a way for citizens to interact with
their government. Charging President
Bush with running “one of the most secre-
tive, closed administrations in American
history,” Obama says he plans to reverse
that by opening up government data, exec-
utive branch agency meetings, pending leg-
islation and federal grants, contracts and
lobbyist contacts to the public via the In-
ternet.

Among the interactive experiences Oba-
ma supports are online town hall meetings
with Cabinet secretaries and a five-day on-
line review period where the public can re-
view legislation on the president’s desk be-
fore it is signed.

Obama has passed legislation with a
staunch earmark opponent, Sen. Tom

Coburn (R-Okla.), that would create an on-
line database of all federal earmarks, link-
ing them to their Congressional sponsor.

Obama also would appoint the nation’s
first chief technology officer who would
oversee government communication rang-
ing from agency Internet networks to tech-
nology used by emergency first respon-
ders.

The campaign Web site boasts that more
than 280,000 personal accounts have been
created at barackobama.com and that more
than 370,000 donations have been made on-
line. So while some campaign initiatives are
tossed into the wastebasket the day after in-
auguration, Obama guarantees that his fo-
cus on the Internet will not be merely an
election year promise.

The campaign’s online movement, the
site says, is “only the beginning of how Oba-
ma would harness the power of the Internet
to transform government and politics.”
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Candidates Are Both Internet, Telecom-Savvy

As Former Commerce Chairman,
McCain Is Big Fan of Deregulation  

Top Priorities

SEN. BARACK OBAMA
• Expand broadband to rural areas and inner cities

• Provide government data and access to 

policymakers through the Internet

• Appoint a national chief technology officer to 

oversee government communications

SEN. JOHN MCCAIN
• Voted against the 1996 Telecommunications Act, claiming it didn’t spur enough 

competition

• Is in favor of retroactive immunity for telecom companies that participated in 

President Bush’s warrantless wiretapping

• Strongly supports deregulation in the telecom industry

Obama McCain
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Obama Wants to Expand Web Access to Open Up Government


