House Energy and Commerce Committee Advocate Summary
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Interviewee: Jessica Wallace (JW), Counsel

Organization: House Committee on Energy and Commerce
Advocate #: 96-03

Date of Interview: August 29, 2001

Basic Background: JW first explained that the Energy and Commerce Committee Chairman, Rep. Billy Tauzin, was only somewhat active on the newspaper/broadcast ownership issue because it was something that the FCC was likely to review.  The issue came to their attention in 1998 when the FCC conducted its first bi-annual review of media ownership rules, as required by the 1996 Communications Act.  Since that time, the FCC has not formally taken any steps to review the rule, but was expected to do publish a Notice of Proposed Rulemaking later this year.  Chairman Tauzin’s involvement in the issue has been limited to informal discussions with FCC Chairman Powell and other commissioners, and to a letter requesting a formal review he sent in April.  Several groups have lobbied the FCC and the Commerce Committee to change the rules because they are out of date.  JW emphasized that Tauzin has not committed to any policy position, but simply has asked that the FCC take a closer look at it.

Prior Activity on the Issue: 

· JW explained that “the FCC brought it up in the 1998 review, but let it languish.”

· FCC Chairman Powell raised the crossownership rules during his first “meet the committee hearing,” but said that he and the commission have “no definitive position.” 

· Rep. Cliff Stearns has introduced HR 2536 that would repeal the crossownership ban, but he has not requested a hearing

· Chairman Tauzin has urged the FCC to review the crossownership rules

· JW also said Senator Hollings has held hearings and “put a rider on approps to limit [FCC] review…on behalf of Kennedy, because one newspaper attacked the family.”

Advocacy Activities Undertaken: 

· Tauzin has met with Powell and wrote a letter requesting the FCC to review the rule

· The committee released the letter and a press release

· Chairman Tauzin and Ranking Member Dingell wrote a “Dear Colleague” urging all House members to oppose Senate Commerce-Justice-State language limiting FCC review, but rather to let the Commission “shine light on the rules.”

· JW indicated that Tauzin has tried to make clear that he remains neutral on the outcome, but wants the FCC to review it

Future Advocacy Activities Planned: 

· JW explained that the committee does not have plans to do anything until the FCC acts

· JW said she will pay attention to any Senate appropriations developments

Key Congressional Contacts/Champions:  

· Rep. Tauzin, Committee Chairman

· Rep. Stearns

Targets of Direct Lobbying: 

· FCC Chairman Powell

· Other FCC Commissioners

· All House members (Dear Colleague letter)

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying: not applicable

Coalition Partners (Names/participants): none

Other Participants in the Issue Debate:

· Rep. Dingell

· Rep. Markey

· Gannett News Service

· The broadcast networks (NBC, CBS, ABC)

· The Network Affiliated Stations Alliance
· The Nationail Association of Broadcasters
Ubiquitous Arguments and Evidence:

· “The rules should reflect the marketplace…  The microeconomics are different today.”

· “Sure we should preserve diversity and localism…   [Companies will] look for niche markets, but it won’t automatically raise the level of discourse.”

· “Billy (referring to Rep. Tauzin) wants a solution that makes competition and business sense while preserving diversity.  Liberalizing the rules is OK, but not at the expense of diversity.”

Secondary Arguments and Evidence:

· “The rule process will flush out a solution.”

· Also, JW had mentioned that the joint Tauzin-Dingell Dear Colleague letter had urged MC’s to let the FCC “shine light on the rules.”

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence:

· Responding to consumer advocates, JW argued that “Tauzin never said to get rid of all caps.”

Nature of the Opposition:  JW identified Senator Hollings as the opposition letting the FCC review the rule, but again emphasized that Rep. Tauzin did not have a position on how to change the rule.  She also said that “problems with FCC review are two-fold…  One, some businesses are looking for a competitive edge, so that may hold it up—like Gannett vs. NBC.  Linking the rules together is a way to slow it down….  And second is the Hill.  Most members have good relationships with newspapers or affiliates.  Often members don’t get involved in family feuds.  They look at newspapers and local stations as business constituents and as editorials.  So this issue must be understood in context.” 

Ubiquitous Arguments and Evidence of the Opposition: none mentioned

Secondary Arguments and Evidence of the Opposition: none mentioned

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence of the Opposition: none mentioned

Described as a Partisan Issue: No.

Venues of Activity: 

· FCC

· House Commerce Committee

· Senate House

· Senate Appropriations 

Action Pending or Taken by Relevant Decision Makers:  JW said the FCC currently has a notice of proposed rulemaking, and that she expects the commission to open a comment period “at their next meeting on September 13th-ish…but there’s no deadline.”  She also said that question of the national ownership cap question is in court.  “The US Court of Appeals, DC Circuit will have a hearing on September 7.”  And, she said “if the rule is modified, there’s likely to be litigation.”

Policy Objectives and Support for/Opposition to the Status Quo: Chairman Tauzin’s only objective is that the crossownership rule is reviewed by the FCC, but has stated his neutrality on whether it should be changed or not.

Advocate’s Experience: Tenure in Current Job/Previous Experience: JW said she “practiced law before coming to the committee a few years ago,” but did not discuss it further.

Reliance on Research: In-house/External: the Committee relies on independent experts.

Number of Individuals Involved in Advocacy: did not ask

Units in Organization Involved in Public Affairs/Policy: did not ask

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills/Assets: knowledge of communications law and FCC.

Type of Membership (None, Institution, Individuals, Both): Members of Congress

Membership Size: did not ask

Organizational Age: did not ask

Miscellaneous: none

