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Congressional Committee Tackles PEG
Public access, educational, and governmental television, or PEG stations, are local TV channels that broadcast programming as diverse as the communities they are based in – ranging from local music videos to city council meetings to community sporting events, and a whole lot in between.  But the people who make PEG stations a reality have been facing a number of challenges over the past two years, including new state laws and FCC regulations which have been detrimental to PEG access centers and programming across the country.  
Last month, a Congressional committee held a hearing on the impact of these new rules.  Barbara Popovic, Executive Director of Chicago Access Network Television, or CANTV, and member of the Alliance for Community Media testified at the hearing.
BARBARA POPOVIC:  The question at hand was, has localism and diversity been set aside – this is what Representative Serrano, the chair kept saying – has this been set aside in the interests of ushering more competition into the marketplace.  And I would say the answer to that is decidedly yes.  

A sizable portion of the hearing was spent discussing the impact of AT&T’s video service, U-Verse, and its impact on PEG channels.  Popovic explains that since U-Verse is delivered using new digital technology it should have even more flexibility than cable to offer the kind of benefits that viewers have come to expect – such as faster channel changes and instant information about programming.  But PEG actually doesn’t benefit in ways you might expect.
POPOVIC: None of that applies to PEG access which does not carry closed captioning, no second audio programming, you can’t channel surf between commercial and PEG channels.  You basically have a reduced quality because you’re looking at a smaller screen – it’s like an Internet – and it takes time for that application to load.  So what this says is, here’s a corporation that has made the business decision that the public, the educational institutions, the local governments do not count

Popovic believes that active citizens in each community can impact the policy decisions that shape our media system, including those regarding community media. 
POPOVIC: I think its important to tell your local officials at the local, state, and federal levels as well as any discourse that you have with our presidential candidates that its important to preserve public media like PEG access, community radio – its very important that we have information at the local level and that policies must follow and protections must be put in place to be sure this exists for the local community.  
For more information on the fight to protect PEG access go to KeepUsConnected.org.
Why Broadband Matters

STEVIE CONVERSE: And now, a commentary by Free Press blogger, Megan Tady

MEGAN TADY: My dad called me recently from his home in Oklahoma City, aghast. I’d been telling him about the problem of the “digital divide,” but it’s hard for him to understand when he can jump online in a matter of seconds.
But something he heard on local radio stunned him. A woman called in and told the host she didn’t have Internet access where she lived outside the city. She was hoping to get more information about Republican presidential candidate John McCain. According to my dad, she said, “Now I hear John McCain was in a war. Does that mean he’s going to be a war president?”
Sure, you don’t need the Internet to learn the basics of McCain’s biography. But tens of millions of Americans do not have the equal ability to educate themselves about this crucial election. Half of the population can easily access newspapers and magazines from across the country and around the world to find a variety of opinions about the candidates. They can watch videos of stump speeches, read a blog post about the merits of a candidate’s stance on an issue, or do their own investigation into campaign contributions. The other half must rely on what the mainstream media decide to offer viewers and readers for political coverage.
The digital divide isn’t just about relegating people to slow e-mail – it’s about thwarting people’s civic engagement, pre-empting their cultural participation, and ultimately stifling democratic action.
Presidential contenders Barack Obama and John McCain have been debating on national TV. Viewers with broadband don’t have to rely on just the moderators and pundits. They can use their Internet connection to research the facts -- and the fiction. But once again, the other half of the population will be hamstrung, only able to get the spin they are being fed by the networks.

The next president must adopt policy that rolls out open, affordable, high-speed Internet to all Americans. It is essential that every American has equal and open access to the Internet in order to fully participate in elections -- and in our democracy.
Here’s a first step: Perhaps one of the debate moderators could ask the next president, “How will you bring universal, affordable broadband to all Americans?

