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[Secondary interview for issue identified by People for the American Way]

Basic Background

Prior Activity

“Our immediate goal is to stop HR4201. Unfortunately, it has an excellent chance of passage. We’re trying to find a senator to put a hold on S2215 [companion to HR4201]. [Vote appears to be tomorrow.] S2215 has been introduced by Sen. Hutchinson [R-Ark.]. What we need to do is find a senator with a safe seat because of the enormous pressure that’s brought to bear. We’ll try to find someone who is Catholic or Jewish because of the content of the religious broadcasters which is [quite hateful toward them]. We’ve been trying to find someone on the Commerce Committee but no such luck. We’ll also try Sen. Hollings [D-SC] because he’s been good on these issues and he’s on the committee. But he faces what could be a tough re-election bid. Our connection to the White House is through John Podesta. While he was at the Georgetown Institute for ______ he was assigned to work on the Cornerstone transaction.”

“There was going to be this swap with WKQ [?; I didn’t get all the stations’ call letters straight]. This was the second public broadcasting, UHF, license. The license would go to Cornerstone. WDEX [Cornerstone’s station?] would then sell that license to Paxson. I just put this into my book, Air Wars, Chapter 8. I was the leader of the community opposition to this in Pittsburgh. We challenged the license renewal of KQED [the public broadcasting station?] on grounds of accountability and openness. I mean they had closed board meetings. The FCC is very reluctant to revoke a license renewal. They’ve never revoked a license renewal. Only three times have they rejected a license at any time.”

“We became very strong opponents. We’ve documented Cornerstone’s broadcasting. We have videos of their programs. It’s full of bigotry, or homophobia. The religious right is not big in Pittsburgh [so we were accurately reflecting community sentiment in our opposition to Cornerstone]. We got a lot of national press for our efforts. We were the ones who exposed McCain’s browbeating of the FCC to force them to rule on this. Then there was the Pickering bill [offered in response to the proposed FCC regulations. Those regulations said that religious programming didn’t count toward educational programming. That really inflamed the situation. The FCC pulled back but Commissioner Kennard [?; chair of FCC] said he would continue to hold broadcasters to that standard.”

“I got active this back in 1993. I’m a Professor of Sociology at West Virginia University, about an hour away from Pittsburgh. Got active in the Pittsburgh area. I was concerned about corporate influence over public broadcasting. I’d always loved public broadcasting. We wrote a model legislative bill. We showed it to Bill Moyers [of what group I don’t know]. We asked for money to hire a director. They said fine but then came back and said everyone we’ve looked at is looking for a job. We need someone with a fire in his belly. It’s you or no money. So we just started up last August. We didn’t have this office until this October. So it’s tiring because I’m communing. But I’m learning a lot and really like it. In my previous activist work I had always done the press work—appropriate because I almost became one. So I began work organizing a coalition.”

“Now the Paxson-Cornerstone deal is dead. Paxson made a deal with ATT for a cable channel and it’s a ten year deal so that leaves Cornerstone out of this particular deal.”

“We’ve done a lot of press releases. We’ve gotten a lot of major organizations on board: Americans United for Separation of Church and State, People for the American Way, the National Education Association. We’ve gotten links to their web sites which is great because they have so much. They [other side] has a tremendous advantage: 1700 radio stations and they lie. They lie. The say the FCC wants to ban religious broadcasting, which, of course, is not true.”

The bill has gone through mark-up. It’s gone through committee. They’ve framed the issue as an attack on God. The hearing was hard to watch. Maybe you know this; I didn’t. The majority gets to call all the witnesses save one. And the hearings ignored two key things. First, that the people in Pittsburgh didn’t want this station to get the license. Second, that a lot of the programming was hate programming. And yet they posed as the victim.”

“When we talked to AAPTS, they’re the trade group for public broadcasters. The American Association of Public Television Stations. I had lunch with _____ there and I asked them if they were going to become active on this but he said know, he said [we can’t be out front on this]. He said ‘it’s not our thing.’ I think their ‘thing’ is to get Congress to deliver the money to the public stations.”

“We’ve gotten Markey [ranking Dem [MA] interested. He introduced language that said there would be no exception for the restriction on commercials [not sure I understand the context here]. Tauzin [committee or subcom chair, R-LA] said ok.”

“What they’ve done is keep the Democrats off balance. They don’t know what’s coming or where it’s coming from. Markey is the only one who showed up at the hearing. There were five Republicans there. And the Republicans grilled poor Gloria Tristini. They demonized her. There’s now new language in the bill which exempts licensees from having to make available time to political candidates. So there’s no way there can be a requirement for equal time.”

Advocacy Undertaken

Direct Lobbying

Grassroots Lobbying

Press events, public relations

Key Champions

Ed Markey (ranking member, House telecommunications subcommittee)

Targets of Direct Lobbying

Committee members in the House

Senate outreach appears a little broader, but still a focus on the committee

Target of Grassroots

Federal Communications Commission [FCC]

Coalition Partners:
People for the American Way, American Association of Public Television Stations (AAPTS), Americans United for Church and State, National Education Association.

Other Participants:

National Association of Broadcasters

Ubiquitous Argument:

Proposed bill would undermine educational tv

Secondary:

[other arguments targeted]

Targeted:

 “We’re talking Markey’s aide. We’re talking to Dingell’s aide. [The argument we make depends on] who we’re talking to. We talk numbers [and prestige of our membership organizations. We tell them that the National Education Association is now a member. We’re trying to counterframe the bill. They framed it as religious freedom. The more we talk about religion, the better for them. We want to make it a defense of education. In the bill they actually removed “education” from the language. Markey tried to put it back in but Tauzin said, no, that would put us right back where we were because then the FCC could act against them on the educational criteria grounds.”

“So the first argument is that there is an undermining of the educational purpose of educational broadcasting. And then [there’s the argument] that we’re big and we’re growing. Markey is an easy sell. Dingell is an easy sell [Markey is the subcom ranking; Dingell the committee ranking]. [Another argument] is that the content [is hateful]. We’re seeking out Jews in the Senate because [Cornerstone and others] are anti-Semitic. They’ve gone off on this one-world thing. The Anti-Defamation League has done the research on this. So we’re going to go to Specter [Jewish senator, R-PA]. We’ve also gone to Rabbi Saperstein. From the ADL? No. He’s with the ________. He’s worked with the reform rabbinate and has a relationship with ________. So it’s a matter of figuring out who knows who [that’s the strategy that we use]. But this bill will open up the doors to hate groups. You just have to be a nonprofit to qualify for this licenses. There are moderate Republicans that this will appeal to. We’re going to approach Olympia Snowe[R-ME].”

Nature of Opposition

Religious broadcasters. These are businesses, not churches or citizen groups.

“Since Reagan was in office, lots of licenses have gone to religious broadcasters.  And lots of them with educational licenses.  Donald Wildmon has been particularly exercised. He’s been active. The National Religious Broadcasters, they’re the trade group for these people, for the evangelicals. There’s 1700 radio licenses owned by religious groups. 400 TV licenses. 245 radio are NCE; 15 tv stations are NCE. [I don’t know what NCE stands for. National Council of Evangelicals?].”

Ubiquitous arguments/opp: 

Without this bill proposed by Tauzin [R-LA] and backed by other Republicans, there will be discrimination against religious broadcasters.

Secondary arguments/opp

None

Targeted arguments/opp

None

Partisan

Yes

Venues

Congress

FCC [Federal Communications Commission]

Action Pending

House vote seems imminent. If passed, which he thinks likely, it will then go to Senate where their chances are probably better of stopping this.

Policy objectives:

Protagonists are trying to institute a change in the law to give religious broadcasters equal footing as educational broadcasters. The opposition to this (liberals) first wanted to change FCC regulations so as to specify what was required of religious broadcasters with educational licenses. Now they’re more or less defending the status quo.

Advocate’s Experience:

He’s been in this job a year. He’s been actively working on this issue since 1993.

“I began in Sociology at Brandeis. I was interested in media but then there was the [Vietnam War] and I moved into youth and conflict resolution. But I came back to media stuff 1993. I’d always been an activist [named some organizations he been heavily involved in. I’d published but I thought it was important to be an activist too. So I’d go on radio, I crank out the op-eds.”

Research:
“A lot of groups have good research [and we use it]. Americans United for Church and State. You see, we’re part of a network. [In that network] are the Media Access Project, the Center for Media Education, the Benton Foundation, People for Better TV, the Georgetown Center for ______, People for the American Way. We’ve been organizing at the Grassroots. But I’m learning the Beltway game.”

Number of individuals:

2

“There was no one to defend public broadcasting. There are just four us here. Karen Connor is my associate director. _____ does outreach. ______ is an intern, so just three paid staff members.” 

Units

1

Advocate’s Outstanding Skill:

Expertise on issue; history of working on it for 7 years.

Type of Membership

Not a membership organization. Supported by grant money

Membership Size

NA

Org. Age

1 year.

Misc:

“The NAB [National Association for Broadcasters]—what an awful organization. [They’ve done nothing on this.] Dingell is issuing a letter. Very concise, we got it down to four paragraphs. We have all the organizations signing on to it. [I presume this includes the NAB]. A lot of people will be looking at this for the first time and there will be a lot of sparks. But we’re going to lose the vote.”

“I have an article coming out in American Prospect on this. I think it was Gore that got ______ at the FCC to change his mind on this.”

