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Obama Picks Julius Genachowski to Head FCC

President-elect Barack Obama has chosen his Harvard classmate, Julius Genachowski, to head the Federal Communications Commission. Genachowski served as adviser to former FCC Chairman Reed Hundt and was an executive at Barry Diller's IAC, which owns Web sites such as Match.com and eVite.
Genachowski currently co-leads the Technology, Innovation, and Government Reform Group for the Obama transition team. Genachowski’s nomination must be confirmed by the Senate. That may come quickly so that he can oversee the digital television conversion, which is set for February 17 but may be postponed.
Gigi Sohn, president of Public Knowledge, says that under Genachowski's direction, the FCC will shift its focus to the Internet as an important means of communication.

GIGI SOHN – Up until now, the focus has largely been on telephone companies and cable companies, what their role is in our communications system – also on broadcasters. I think Julius, with his combination of public policy experience and business experience is going to shift the focus quite a bit to the Internet and making sure that it’s open and robust and competitive.

On the issue of media ownership, Sohn believes that Genachowski will focus on opening new avenues for new voices.
GIGI SOHN – Nobody is going to turn back the clock and say, “ok, now you can only own a hundred radio stations nationwide.” This is not going to happen – it’s not realistic. But what you can do is that you can open other channels of communication, particularly using the underutilized and unused public airwaves or spectrum. That’s a good way to do it, and I think he’s going to focus on that.

Although Genachowski’s priorites on issues like Net Neutrality may be more in line with goals of public interest groups, Sohn says that the role of those groups as watchdogs will not change.

GIGI SOHN -  A lot of us in the public interest community are seeing our friends and people we’ve had dinner parties with the last 15, 20 years get into high roles in government. And we have to be willing to say, “Look, I don’t like what you’re doing. This is not the right thing for the public interest.” So maintaining that independence, just as we were in a more hostile environment, is critically important.
Sohn believes the time has come to reform the agency to restore the public’s confidence that it will meet its legal obligation to promote the public interest.  Public Knowledge has created a Web site that invites public discussion about meaningful reform to this important institution.
GIGI SOHN – We are actively soliciting citizen input. And the goal is to give all this input to the new chairman and the commissioners. We will actually deliver these suggestions and these papers and hope that they make it part of their agenda.
To find out more about reforming the FCC, go to www.fcc-reform.org. 
Media Reform Wishes for 2009
To ring in the new year, we asked media reformers their media wishes for 2009.

Pete Tridish:  My name is Pete Tridish and I’m with the Prometheus Radio Project.  And my wish for the new year is that just like every town has a public library that people can go to, and read books, and magazines, and see things – I would hop that by the end of the year every town would have a community radio station where everybody can take part in public debate, and showcase local culture, and talk to their neighbor about the issues that effect them.  That would be my hope for the new year. 

Barbara Popovic:  This is Barbara Popovic, Executive Director of CANTV – Chicago Access Network Television in Chicago. In 2009 I encourage all media reform advocates to make a vigorous commitment to carving out public space on any media that’s on the move.  Secondly, PEG access channels on cable systems have developed in significant ways in the past.  I’d like those lessons learned build a foundation for public media in the future.  

Sascha Meinrath:  I’m Sasha Meinrath, I work with the New America Foundation – a DC based think-tank. 2009 is going to be a bell-weather year.  New digital technologies, an unprecedented consumer demand for innovative solutions, and a forward-thinking administration dedicated to change have created a critical juncture in telecommunications history.  We have an unparalleled opportunity to set an agenda that will shape the trajectory of communications for generations to come.  This year we have a responsibility to be even more actively engaged in supporting the progressive reforms we’ve been working towards for decades.  So let’s ensure that our leaders make the decisions that we want and support equitable and just communications for all people.   
