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Craigslist Expands Legal Battle Against Spammers

By Brad Stone
Craigslist is taking its battle against spammers back to federal court.

On Monday, the classified advertising site filed four lawsuits in the northern district of California against companies and people offering tools that automate the mass posting of ads on the site. 

Craigslist is suing Red Trumpet, a San Francisco company that runs the Web site Craigsup; Eddie Temple, an Internet marketer; and several individuals, some named and others still anonymous, who appear to be in the business of online advertising. Craigslist is charging that they infringed the company’s copyright and trademark, and were in violation of the Digital Millennium Copyright Act and the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act, among other claims. The company has sued a smattering of spammers in California courts over the last year.

“Defendants develop, offer, market and distribute illegal tools and services designed to greatly facilitate and amplify unauthorized and illegal uses of Craigslist’s classified services — at the expense of Craigslist and legitimate Craigslist users,” the complaint against Red Trumpet says. 

Jim Buckmaster, chief executive of Craigslist, did not immediately respond to questions about the new lawsuits and about why the company was turning to legal measures, instead of technical ones, to thwart such uses of the site.

Craigslist already has a crowded legal plate. It is waging two lawsuits against a shareholder, eBay; one case is slated for trial in December in Delaware. The company has also engaged in a heated continuing dialog with various state attorneys general about its so-called adult category, which has been used as a forum for explicit sexual-service ads.

Eric Goldman, director of the High Tech Law Institute at the Santa Clara University School of Law, said if Craigslist’s new spammer suits were successful, they could set dangerous precedents. He said that “a number of the legal theories they are playing around with are tenuous” and questioned whether Craigslist, which invites users to post sales of items as varied as used Samsung televisions and Tiffany watches, really wanted a federal judge to make a broad, expansive new interpretation of copyright and trademark law.

Mr. Goldman also said Craigslist was arguing that breaking its terms of service was a crime — the same argument that a federal judge rejected in a well-publicized case involving MySpace and a teenager’s suicide. (If violating a site’s terms of service is a crime, a lot of teenagers are criminals; Google’s terms say the search engine cannot be used by if anyone younger than 18.)

The Craigslist suits “just make me very uncomfortable,” Mr. Goldman said. “On each of their legal theories, if they are successful, Craigslist will be creating law that someone could easily use against it.”

