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And Communications for All

In October 2007, a group of 16 scholars from 11 American universities joined together to draft a communications policy agenda for the next administration. Last week, the Future of American Communications Working Group released its recommendations in a book called, …And Communications for All. 
Amit Schejter, an assistant professor of telecommunications at Penn State University, edited the book. Schejter believes that academics have an important role to play in telecommunications policymaking.

Amit Schejter: We are all funded by public money, and we owe allegiance only to the public. The work of academics – when it can – should be within the public domain. And since all of us, in one way or another, are policy researchers, we want to contribute to the policy debate. Our position as academics, which are arguments that can be substantiated, are based on many years of study and research and do not represent the partisan or stakeholders’ position.
The book covers issues like media ownership, broadband access, the wireline and wireless industries, cable, content issues, media representations of women and people of color , the role of public media, and protecting teenage privacy.
Schejter says that no one idea in the book is radical. But the sum of its parts are unique.
Amit Schejter: The radical thing about it is that there is such agreement among the authors of this book about the principles of the new policy. And I think that that’s radical in an academic world.
The authors of …And Communications for All agree that government needs to take an active role to ensure that Americans have access to telecommunications technologies. They also agree that uniform rules covering cable, telephone, and wireless will be much more efficient in providing better services to more people. And they all share the belief that the market is not always the answer to problems concerning crucial public infrastructure.
Amit Schejter: Telecommunications infrastructure doesn’t only exist in order to serve markets. We believe that we need to create more competitive and fairer markets on the one hand, but we need to focus government policy on the creation of needed public good and spaces where hyper-commercialism is not at the center, but actually at the sideline.
More Speech, Not Hate Speech
Hate crimes against Latinos have risen nearly 40% since 2003. The National Hispanic Media Coalition want to know whether a spike in anti-Latino hate speech on TV and radio -- coming not just from the fringes but well-known talkers like Michael Savage and  Rush Limbaugh -- is contributing to the violence.

Last week, the group called upon the Federal Communications Commission to investigate the relationship between hate speech and hate crimes.  

John Amaya:  This is a national epidemic.  The growth is spurred each day by hate speech, distortion of facts, and anti-immigrant sentiments expressed on cable shows, local radio shows, and across the airwaves. 

That’s John Amaya, of the Mexican American Legal Defense Fund speaking about the effort last week in Washington.  

John Amaya: The serious topic of immigration has been contaminated by hatred and racism and its created a toxic climate which fosters and condones violence and civil rights violations all motivated by bigotry.

In addition to petitioning the FCC, the group is also asking the National Telecommunications and Information Administration to update a study last done in 1993 on the role of telecommunications in hate crimes. Last week, the coalition released a preliminary report by the UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center on “Hate Speech in Commercial Talk Radio.”

Former FCC Commissioner Gloria Tristani lauded the effort.

Gloria Tristani: The rise in hate speech in the media and hate speech targeting Latinos coupled with the rise in hate crimes targeting Latinos cries out for a thorough, factual investigation into the extent and nature of hate speech and the relationship between hate speech and hate crimes. 
Jessica Gonzalez from the Institute for Public Representation at Georgetown University Law Center, which is partnering with the National Hispanic Media Coalition, explains the groups are seeking a study, not any regulations on speech.

Jessica Gonzalez: It will seek an examination into the extent and nature of hate speech in our media and options for counteracting or reducing the negative impacts of such speech. 
Inez Gonzalez of the National Hispanic Media Coalition emphasizes that the petition does not call for a revival of the Fairness Doctrine. The National Hispanic Media Coalition insists the answer is not supressing speech, but more speech. 

For more information, visit the National Hispanic Media Coalition’s Web site at www.nhmc.org.

