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FCC PUTS DEMOCRACY ON MUTE
 
Votes To Give Away Diversity And Freedom of Speech to Corporate Monopolies
 
MoveOn.org ,  Free Press ,  and Common Cause Urge Senate & Courts to Defend Marketplace of Ideas 
 
Washington, DC –  Common Cause, MoveOn.org and  Free Press today condemned the FCC’s  3-2 vote in favor of relaxing media ownership rules that favor corporate monopolies at the expense of local news outlets and diversity.  The  groups  vowed to continue fighting to take back America’s public airwaves by going to Congress and the courts to restore limits on what media giants can own.

 

“This is a dark day for American democracy,” said Chellie Pingree, president of Common Cause.  “The FCC has ignored mounting public pressure and given the green light to a handful of media moguls to control what the American public sees, hears, and reads.  That is frightening prospect.”

 

For the past month, the coalition engaged in a high profile campaign that included paid print and television ads and generated hundreds of thousands of email appeals and phone calls  that resulted in crashing the FCC’s server on Friday.

 

“Make no mistake, this corrupt process and ruling fly in the face of democracy and drowns out the voice of the little guy in favor of corporate monopolies,” said Eli Pariser, Campaign Director of MoveOn.org.

 

“Just as other other successful movements have suffered setbacks at the hands of corrupt and shortsighted regulators, so did media reform today.  However, we have been strengthened by this fight, and are now prepared to not only reverse these rules, but to begin securing media policies that will serve all Americans,” said Free Press president Robert McChesney.

 

 

The TV and print ads can be viewed at: www.moveon.org.
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The Federal Communications Commission voted 3-2 today to meet the demands of big communications corporations. Rigorously opposed by consumer, religious, labor, community and public interest groups across the country, FCC Chairman Michael Powell skewed the decision-making process to deliver a result that will only exacerbate the concentration of media ownership. If the FCC decision is allowed to stand, competition, diversity and local content will be undermined in local markets and nationally. 
 

But the FCC decisions will not stand.
 

The organizations that came together to oppose the rules formed the largest and most diverse media reform coalition ever. And this coalition is not going away. Neither are the issues that forged it. Tens of millions of Americans have been awakened – many only in the final days of the fight as broadcast media finally began to cover the debate – to the reality that media ownership decisions are integral to the protection of communities, cultural diversity and democracy itself. These Americans are not ready to accept the FCC’s decision, and they do not have to.

 

Why?

 

Because the FCC’s decision was the product of a process that was awash in special-interest money, and that saw industries that are supposed to be regulated telling the regulators how to proceed. The Center for Public Integrity recently revealed that over the past eight years, media companies and their associations paid for 2,500 travel junkets by FCC commissioners and staffers, at a cost of $2.8 million. The Center also revealed that FCC commissioners, their aides and top staffers hosted 71 off-the-record meetings with industry executives in the months leading up to today’s vote. At the same time, only five meetings were held with organizations representing the public interest.  
  

Citizens across the United States are furious with FCC Chairman Powell for limiting public input by scheduling only one official hearing on the rules changes (while turning down at least  several invitations to attend hearings on across the country at which other FCC commissioners were present), by withholding the changes until just three weeks before the vote, by neglecting to order adequate studies of the impact of these rule changes, and by refusing a request from Commissioners Michael Copps and Jonathan Adelstein - as well as more than 120 members of Congress - for a delay in the vote. 

 

We commend Commissioners Copps and Adelstein for voting against these rules changes, and for attempting to highlight the fact that more than 95 percent of comments filed by members of the public to the FCC opposed making the changes. In the final week before the vote, close to 500,000 communications were delivered to the FCC by groups ranging from MoveOn.org to Common Cause and the National Rifle Association, all of which expressed firm opposition. As Commissioner Adelstein said, “Of the hundreds of citizens I heard from,  ... not one person stood up to say, ‘I want to see even more concentration in our media ownership.’ Not one.”

 

Rule changes approved in so dubious a process invite legal challenges. FCC Chairman Powell said he wanted to produce rules that were consistent and that would survive legal scrutiny. But no legal issues were settled today. Instead, Chairman Powell has forced adoption of rules that violate the mandate from Congress contained in the Telecommunications Act of 1996. That act said that media ownership rules should only be eliminated or relaxed if new communication technologies generated an increase in bona fide commercial competition that would justify eliminating or relaxing the ownership rules. Market conditions, researched extensively by the Consumers Federation of America, Consumers Union, and independent  scholars,   have not changed in such a way to justify the elimination of media ownership rules. 

 

The legal ramifications of today’s decision by the FCC will be felt for years to come, as citizens and organizations demand that the courts confront the dramatic contradictions in the new rules. We believe those contradictions will lead the courts to support efforts by those communities to avert the consolidation of newspaper, radio and television ownership at the local level. Already members of the Senate Judiciary Committee have expressed concerns about anti-trust violations. In the months and years to come, those concerns will grow into a legal firestorm.

 

Congress has the power to overturn these rule changes, and an inclination to do so. More than 100 members of the House and roughly 20 members of the Senate asked the FCC not to approve these rule changes at this time. The members of Congress were right to be concerned, and they have the authority to act on those concerns now by introducing legislation that will undo these changes. Already, key members of the House and Senate have indicated that they intend to do just that. The first step in this process could begin as early as Wednesday, when members of the FCC are expected to appear before the Senate Commerce Committee. 

 

Why are we so certain that this issue is not going away? Because we believe Commissioner Adelstein was right when he said last month, “Dismissing the public’s views is a recipe for disaster .   We have in our hands a lit match, and we’re moving closer to a powder keg of public anger that may be about to explode.” Today’s votes by the FCC dropped the match on the powder keg. The explosion of public anger has already begun, and it will not subside until the courts and Congress reverse today’s dangerous and indefensible decisions by a commission’s majority that chose to favor special interests over the public interest they are charged to protect.

 

 

 

