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Issue: Religious Broadcasters and FCC Licensing

Basic Background

Prior Activity

[She began with some history of the organization.] “We were started as a first amendment organization. We were to be a counterweight to the religious right. And that’s still the core of who we are. We fight on religious liberty issues. Prayer in school. The ten commandments thing. We also do some personal infringement things, like Internet filtering. We’ve worked on the constitutional amendment on flag burning. We work on educational issues, like vouchers. There’s a church-state issue there. We also support general education things, but there’s a focus on gay rights and hate crimes. We’re worried now because of the ruling on violence against women by the Supreme Court. [Our official position] is that we’re still ok on that.”

“This one maybe dead; it’s not clear. It maybe that it’s dead but no one has told us yet. Maybe no one wants to be the one to say it’s dead. Anyway, this got some play when McCain was running for President because Paxson Communications [name?] made a campaign contribution and McCain wrote a letter to the FCC and asked them to resolve the issue. It’s the sort of thing that legislators do all the time but [because of the presidential race it got some play.” [Paxson’s or Paxton or whatever’s involvement in this issue is not clear to me. They were buying a license at the same time Cornerstone proposed buying an educational license for a TV station. Somehow the deals were connected] “Cornerstone in Pittsburgh applied to buy this educational license and the FCC said ok, you can buy it but 50% of your broadcasting has to be educational in nature and religious content broadcasting doesn’t count. Well, the religious right went bananas. And some others too, including Vice President and presidential candidate Al Gore. I guess this is under his ‘outreach.’ Some of us would call it something else.”

“The FCC subsequently withdrew those guidelines and Cornerstone for I don’t know why, decided to withdraw its application for the license. But then conservative members in the House introduced legislation to [in our view] give religious broadcasters preferences. There were hearings. Then the committee chair, Tauzin [R-LA] rewrote the bill to put religious broadcasters on an equal footing with educational and cultural broadcasters. Licenses are cheaper if they are for educational purposes. But that gives those stations federally subsidized benefits.” Like what economists call a tax expenditure? “Yes. It’s now awaiting action on the House floor. It’s been delayed. Why? Maybe the House leadership isn’t that crazy about it. Maybe there just isn’t that much support for it. But the religious right groups want it.”

Advocacy Activities

Direct legislative lobbying

Grassroots (by coalition partner)

Public relations

Future Advocacy

Unclear if there is any since this bill maybe dead. Watchful waiting is what’s going on now.

Key Cong champions

None mentioned

Targets of Direct

Unclear

Targets of Grassroots

Unclear

Coalition

“Leading the charge against it is a coalition. We’re trying to broaden it. I should say that People for the American Way is not the main group on this. We’ve just got involved. We can do things that other groups can’t though. We have the capacity to do things with our. . . The main group is Citizens for Independent Public Broadcasting.” The key person there? “Two people. Jerry Starr is one. Now one thing I do know about the FCC is that there is a community participation requirement. If the community doesn’t want it, then . . . So Jerry Starr is the one worked on this in Pittsburgh in terms of the community participation requirement. Here [in Washington] you want to talk to Karen Connor. 638-6880. [email address is on the back of LeRoy’s card which is stapled to the folder.]”

“Others in the coalition? We’re trying to get educational groups. The National Education Association and PTA are in it. I don’t know how much they’ll actually do, but they signed on to our [letter?]. They came to our meetings. How many have we had? One, two maybe? We want to make clear that this is an educational issue. We want to get the mainstream religious groups involved.”

Other participants:
None mentioned

Is there a coalition on the other side? “No, no specific coalition. I don’t know why.”

Ubiquitous

None (targeted, see below)

Secondary

None

Targeted

“The Citizens for Independent Public Broadcasting is meeting with policymakers. We haven’t yet. This is before the Commerce Committee which we don’t have much to do with. [In terms of arguments] you have be ready to use what will work with the specific target. And that’s the benefit of the coalition. Different organizations bring different things to the table. You have to be ready to triage. You do what you have to do.”

“ Now one argument we will use is that this is a 1st Amendment issue. The bill would give religious broadcasters special treatment. But to tell you the truth, that argument is not going to persuade many people. With education groups, the argument is going to be what is best for education. And then another issue is that this bill would eliminate the requirement for response time for political programming. So should good government groups get involved too? For mainstream religious groups, there is the church-state separation argument. You make the argument that is going to work.”

“One thing we’re considering doing is to make a tape of Cornerstone’s broadcasts. There’s some pretty extreme stuff there. And then take that tape and ask people, ‘is this what you want your taxpayer dollars to subsidize?’”

Nature of Opposition

A Christian advocacy organization (Cornerstone), a secular broadcasting corporation (Paxson, Paxton?), and conservative GOP members of the House.

Is Tauzin the main force pushing this through? “No, I don’t think so. There’s a Congressman Pickering from Alabama or Mississippi. And there’s Congressman Cliff Stearns [?] from Colorado. Real right-wingers. Ed Markey is the person on the other [Democratic] side against this. 

Ubiquitous/opp

What is the opponent’s main argument?
“For the supporters of this legislation, it’s that the FCC discriminates against religious broadcasters. But Cornerstone isn’t really for religious freedom. I mean their broadcasts say that everyone else is the antichrist. They’re the one true religion. And their stuff has a lot of political content.”

Secondary/opp

None mentioned

Targeted/opp

None

Partisan

Yes

Venue

Congress,

Secondarily, FCC [Federal Communications Commission]

Action Pending/Taken

FCC already issued rules

Action in Congress pending (see above, first question)

Policy Objectives/supporters and opposition to status quo

The status quo is existing FCC licensing procedures. It is supported by People for the American Way and Citizens for Independent Public Broadcasting. Their objective is to defeat legislation designed to give religious broadcasters less expensive broadcasting licenses (educational licenses which are priced lower).

The opposition to the status quo, the protagonists in trying to get legislation through, is to mandate, by law, a change in FCC licensing so that religious broadcasters get the lower licensing rates given to educational broadcasters.

Advocate’s Experience:
“After law school I came to Washington. I was one of those ones who comes to spend a few years and stays on. I worked for the House Judiciary Committee. After awhile I became the Chief Counsel for the subcommittee on . . . The subcommittee I worked for did the legislation for a lot of important bills: the extension of the Voting Rights Act, the Americans with Disability Act, Fair Housing legislation. We also did civil liberties legislation. We deal with the Flag Amendment—that’s where I got started on that. It was a great job. I loved it. And I worked for a great Congressman. But then came the ’94 election and I was out of a job. Thousands were. I went to HUD for a couple of years and then I came here. I’ve been here two and one-half years. 

Reliance on Research

“It depends. We do research well here. The core of our research is on the religious right: who they are, what they do. Who’s behind what. But often it’s not useful. On Capitol Hill, they’re not conspiratorial. They’re pragmatists. They’re not going to buy that the religious right is going to destroy public education.”

“But we like to do our own analysis of legislation. We do it a little differently and we do it well. For example, on the flag amendment, which I can’t seem to escape, we did an analysis of the web site content of the Citizen Flag Alliance. We looked at every instance they cited as a case where someone had burnt a flag. We showed that in 75% of the cases, the flag burner could have been prosecuted under existing law. In the other 25%, they were cases that were clearly expressive—the kind of thing protected by the 1st Amendment. The amendment to the Constitution failed. But it will be back, oh I’m sure.”

“But there is some truth to the limit of time you have and how you’re going to use that up on the Hill. We always go up with a group, so in your 20 minutes [with your target], maybe you get 5 minutes [to make you case; and thus how could you effectively use your research in such a short time].

Number of Advocates

5

Units in Org Involved

1

Additional information on organization:

“We’re a small part here of a much larger organization. They’re 65 people here in the office. We have a legal department that is active around the country. They litigate around the country, sometimes using pro bono lawyers. There’s a Research and Library section here; it used to be the largest part of the organization. We have large regional offices in California and New York. We have a smaller office in Florida. We just opened up in Chicago. We have a large field department. We’re active on state legislative stuff.”

“I’m the Public Policy Director. There are five of us in this section and a floating corps of interns. One of my goals is to expand it; it was larger in the past.”

“We have a partnership with the NAACP; that’s the Partnership for Public Education. We also have a program with African American clergy.”

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills

Experience on the Hill working for Judiciary Committee

Type of Membership

Individuals
Membership Size

300,000

Org Age

19 years

Misc.

Some people around town feel that the power of the Christian right is exaggerated. A lot of them are direct mail mills. Some say they’re paper tigers.
“We don’t believe it. Now there is an ebb and flow for certain organizations. The Christian Coalition has declined, and they have a problem with the IRS. And they weren’t as effective in their election efforts in ’98. Actually, I think it was that we were more effective ’98. But they’re powerful. They have the entire House and Senate leadership on their side. All of them have 100% Christian Coalition support scores. When the Christian Coalition has their annual conference here, they all show up. That’s power. When they complained a year ago that they weren’t getting anything out of the Republicans, the formed a committee in the House and starting pushing bills forward. The legislation moved. Now the Christian Coalition has declined. And Gary Bauer, after his little run for the presidency and his thing with McCain, he may not be the important leader that he was.”

