Media Reform Memo

DRAFT Tuesday, May 31, 2005
Dear Friends and Colleagues,

I write you today to share a few ideas and elicit your help regarding a few important issues facing our nation today.  In short, I ask you to take a stand in doing something to fix, correct, change or reinvent the media systems in place in the United States today.

As you may be aware, I recently attended the National Conference for Media Reform in St. Louis sponsored by Free Press, a media activist group seeking to reclaim the media in this country.  While I have been teaching about the media for years now, including such current and disturbing topics as concentration, conglomeration and hyper-commercialism, this conference triggered an epiphany for me for three reasons.  First, throughout the discussions – from Washington insiders, national legislators and FCC commissioners through local public access producers and interested citizens, it became apparent that no matter what concerns you may have, no matter what your primary areas of interest are, no matter what your political ideology is, you had better be concerned about recent, dominant trends in the media.  If you are passionate about election reform, the environment, education, social justice, or any number of other issues facing our country, if the media are not free and independent, your issue is likely to be either ignored completely or dispatched to the netherworld of media purgatory.  That is, any in-depth discussion of your hot-button issue will be relegated to page ten of the local newspaper, to the talk radio spin machine or to an alternative newspaper for the like-minded.

Second, it is important to recognize that the people have the power.  Despite the growing power of the media – they are increasingly part of large multi-national corporations with huge budgets for lobbying – if we communicate our desires, our needs and our frustrations we can affect change.  Take, for example, the FCC’s attempt in 2003 to reduce regulations capping ownership among large media companies.  Rules that would have allowed one company to own numerous TV and radio stations, the cable company and the local newspaper in the same market were struck down by almost three-million grass roots activists – citizens - who wrote, emailed and called the FCC and their representatives in Congress to express their displeasure.

Third, I have come to the conclusion that failure to stop, slow down or change the course of the steamroller that is our top-heavy media system will be disastrous to our democracy, regardless of one’s political affiliation.  While the fight for a free and independent media is sometimes framed as a liberal/conservative or left/right battle, it is not. The battle for our media is divided between the haves and have-nots - those who own and have access to the media and those who do not.  The rules for media ownership that were almost put into place in 2003 would have concentrated more media power and would have taken away virtually any access to the media for citizens.

It is apparent that, regardless of one’s political persuasion, the shouting matches that pass for “news” or on 24-hour cable news channels shed a great deal of heat and almost no light.  Are we truly served by these cable and broadcast shout-fests?  While partisan TV and radio talk shows may be fun entertainment, are they worthy of the moniker “news”?   Network producers in an attempt to gain ratings, scour the bushes for the loudest and most contentious pundits to fight and claw each other about the most contentious issues.  Rarely does a news or analysis program reasonably or intelligently debate an issue in any kind of worthwhile depth.  Research shows that many news professionals still believe in the tenets of their craft and want to produce important stories about important issues, but are frustrated because in-depth reporting takes time, which takes money, which many news organizations are not willing to spend to keep you and I better informed.

If we take a step back, look at the big picture and review our history, a history that is easily forgotten, we realize that our system doesn’t have to be this way.  While competition for viewers and maximizing shareholder profit are the driving factors in today’s media industries, virtually all media have a responsibility to serve the public.  Radio and TV broadcasters have been required by law since the Federal Communications Act of 1934 to serve the public convenience, interest and necessity.  It was determined at that time that the airwaves belong to the public, were a natural resource belonging to the citizens, much as a national park or the airspace over our nation belongs to the public.  We own the airwaves that broadcasters use for free to reap generous profits.  The broadcasters should not be denied their opportunities to earn such profits, except if it is in defiance of their duties to keep the citizenry informed.  The FCC oversees the licensing of broadcasters so that they can earn a profit AND serve democracy at the same time.  Over the past 15 to 20 years the public service requirements broadcasters are charged to uphold have been diluted to the point where they are almost nonexistent. Many media owners and managers want to do away with such requirements altogether.

Cable companies have long asserted that they are immune to such public service requirements because subscribers pay for the opportunity to bring cable into our households.  That one must pay to receive cable into the household has historically placed cable in a category separate from traditional broadcasting and freed cable and other so-called narrowcasters to air much more violent and sexual content than broadcasters. For many years cable companies have been given a free pass to shovel profits into their coffers as monopolies in most municipalities as cable subscribers sit and watch and complain to their friends and neighbors.  Here is a news flash, to bring the cable from the cable company to your home, cable companies have been given the right of way on public property by cities and counties.  Though they don’t like to admit it, they have been given access to your home by the city or county.  Ethically this giveaway cries out for the cable companies to act responsibly and to serve the public beyond simply adding Spike (The First Channel for Men) and jacking up your rates at will.

Here is the bottom-line: we live in a representative democracy.  In order for a democracy to survive and thrive, an informed electorate is a minimum requirement.  Without informed citizens, democracy will fail.  If you think that democracy is being served by your cable and broadcast channels, I urge you to look again.  Radio and television talk and news shows feature vitriolic arguments and shouting matches presented as debate.  Such programs insult the word debate in their short sighted, high-energy grab for attention and ratings.  They are the spoiled screaming baby in the Pampers aisle of the market of ideas.  One can’t help but look, but the only information that the onlooker comes away with is questions about the parenting skills of the mother and father.

Consider the following questions and issues:

· Are you happy that your cable bill is increasing at an annual rate that is several times higher than that of inflation?

· Are you satisfied that the network news programs highlight celebrity and scandal at the expense of serious journalism?  Has coverage of Michael Jackson’s current trial, Martha Stewart or the so-called “runaway bride” improved your life and shed light on the democratic process in our country?

· Do you endorse the competitive culture that has led national television newsmagazines such as 20/20 and Primetime Live to abandon coverage of important and vital news stories for narrow, dramatic and sensational stories of personal failure, shame and violence?

· Is the current climate of combative and angry discourse that is commonplace on the television airwaves beneficial to our daily lives?  Do such programs serve our best interests as citizens?

· Should all media content in the United States be allowed to descend into an almost complete state of hyper-commercialism?  That is, is it acceptable for our airwaves and print pages to continue to be turned into one big advertisement for the megacorporations that own the media?

· Do you sense at least a small fragment of hypocrisy in network owners and managers, and legislators who on the one hand call for tighter restrictions of sexual content of television programs while at the same time granting increasing power to the networks that conceive, create and air such content?

As mentioned before, for a democracy to survive, the citizens must be free and informed.  An independent and free news media is an absolute requirement for such an important requirement of democracy.  Again I assert that the battle for the publicly owned airwaves is not one of left vs. right.  Instead it is a battle of top vs. bottom, of the huge corporations and powerful members of congress vs. the people that both are supposed to serve.

If you have read this far and are compelled to act, many options exist for you to make yourself heard in favor of democracy and against a complete corporate takeover of our democratic media system.

· Realize that you can have an impact!

· Stay abreast of on-going regulatory issues at web sites such as the Free Press (freepress.org) or Take Back the Media, (tbtmradio.com).  List serves at sites like these can keep you informed about important happenings and legislative actions.

· Contact your local media if they are acting improperly.  If the local TV station is spending too much time on car wrecks and not enough on state legislation, let them know about it with a phone call, letter or email.  If the local radio station news director is reading advertising copy (I recently heard this), let the station know that such activity violates the basic tenets of effective journalism and the historic and important separation between the news and advertising divisions.

· If you think the people should have a voice on the local cable television system in the form of a public access cable channel, let the city and county commission know.  (We currently have NO public access television channel in Wilmington.)

· Write your state and federal congress people to let them know how you feel and what should be done to make sure that the media serve all the people not just the few owners and stockholders.

· Contact advertisers and voice your disapproval for their support of programming or content that subverts democracy.  (Perhaps a brief explanation here, as some may feel that diversity in programming is democracy in action.  Reiterate that sensationalized “news” stories, or those that contain libelous or slanderous comments, do not embody the democratic process.  It’s my understanding the some legal experts consider inaccurate broadcast statements to be libel while others deem them slander.]    
· Is your local television station airing professionally prepared video news releases as real news stories?  Many local TV stations run VNRs supplied by the government, by private companies and by industry associations as if they are real news!  What’s worse, the stations usually do not disclose that the fake news story was supplied by an outside company usually trying to sell something. 
· Be resilient.  Sometimes a boycott only attracts attention to the issue, but if your interests and aims are pure, you have done the right thing.

To paraphrase Arlo Guthrie from his song, Alice’s Restaurant, “If one person does it, they’ll think he’s really sick and they won’t take him.  If two people do it, they’ll think they’re both crazy and won’t take either of ‘em.  If three people do it, they may think it’s an organization.  But if 50 people a day walk in and [tell them], they’ll think it’s a movement, and that’s what it is.”  

With a little bit of effort and some tenacity, we can become a movement.  I invite you to participate in affecting our own little corner of the media galaxy.  Below I have provided a variety of links relating to media activism – from local and national media outlets to web resources for activism.  Some are ideologically progressive but don’t let that stop you if you are more politically conservative.  As a matter of fact I urge you to find more related links and I’ll add them to a Media Resources page on my web site.  If you would like to receive periodic mailings about media issues, or would like to continue the discussion as a sort of web community, let me know.  If this issue or my approach to it is not of interest to you, just let me know and I’ll take you off of the master email list.  

Regardless, I encourage you to get involved and make your voice heard.  This is the only democracy we have, if we speak out, maybe we can keep it for a while longer. 

Respectfully submitted,

William J. Bolduc, Ph.D.

