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FCC to Craft New Plan for a Public Safety Network

Federal Communications Commission Chairman Kevin Martin has announced that the agency will craft a new plan for the creation of a national public safety communications network. 

The FCC attempted to build a network by creating a public-private partnership that would combine spectrum controlled by a public safety trust and spectrum won by a commercial bidder in the recent auction of the 700 MHz band. But the auction failed to meet the minimum bid for the public safety airwaves known as the “D block.”

At a House hearing on the auction, several members of the Commerce Committee voiced their concern about the failed effort to produce a public safety network.

Rep. John Shimkus of Illinois spoke of the urgent need for an emergency network for first responders.

John Shimkus – September 11, Katrina – this is something. public policy-wise, we have to get right. We’re going to be held accountable – and we should be, if we don’t get this right.
Chairman Martin placed a lion’s share of the blame on Congress for not legislating a federally funded public safety system.

Kevin Martin - The simple reality is that public safety does not have the funds to build a network. It would have been better to take the auction proceeds and provide the public safety community with the resources needed to build their own interoperable network. But we do not have the authority to fund such a network. As a result, the public/private partnership was the only means available to us to address this crucial issue.
FCC Commissioner Michael Copps said that a public safety network was his first priority, but a public/private partnership was not ideal. He has long favored a federally funded network that would allow for emergency workers to communicate all across the country.

Michael Copps – If the previous Commission in those anxious days following 9/11 had dedicated itself to working with the Congress towards this end, we might actually have made it happen. But that was then, this is now, and different realities prevail.
Absent a congressional mandate to fund an emergency network, the FCC will try again to auction off the spectrum for the D Block.

Rep. Anna Eshoo of California cautioned the commissioners to take their time in analyzing what went wrong and restructuring the rules for another auction.

Anna Eshoo – I think the Commission has to undertake a more thoughtful process that produces a licensee that has the resources to quickly build out a public safety network. It’s a high obligation that the Congress has and the FCC has.
Senate Commerce Committee Disapproves of FCC’s New Media Ownership Rules

When the Federal Communications Commission decided last December to permit media companies to own a broadcast station and a daily newspaper in the same market, both the Senate and the House introduced bills to throw out the new rules

Last week, the so-called resolution of disapproval -- a rarely used type of bill that essentially acts as a legislative veto -- passed out of the Senate Commerce Committee by a unanimous vote.

Andrew Jay Schwartzman, director of the public interest law firm Media Access Project, says the resolution seems primed for passage in the Senate, and he’s optimistic that it will pass the House. But will it actually be put into effect?

Andrew Schwartzman – The touchier question and a much more interesting question is, what happens if it passes – as is likely – the House and the Senate. The President has said that he would veto legislation, and then there would have to be a veto override. And that – it will be a very close vote in both the House and the Senate.

The resolution’s quick passage out of committee might have been hastened by news reports that broke just two days before the vote: Media mogul Rupert Murdoch wants to buy Newsday, which would give him three daily newspapers in the New York market. He already owns, the New York Post, the Wall Street Journal and two TV stations -- not to mention the Fox network, Fox News Channel, movie studios and the rest of his media empire.

Schwartzman – The fact that Murdoch may be acquiring Newsday added fuel to the fire in the Senate, and undoubtedly helps raise the visibility of the media concentration issue in the Congress generally.

Schwartzman says that there’s nothing to stop Murdoch from purchasing Newsday. The FCC has no jurisdiction over newspaper ownership. But Murdoch’s two television licenses are under challenge, and the Newsday sale could complicate matters.

Schwartzman – The only area of  FCC interest and jurisdiction is when Murdoch would be owning and operating television stations and three newspapers in the New York City market. And that’s what the FCC would focus on. In order to keep the three newspapers, it may well be necessary for him to have to sell off one or both of his television stations.

But Schwartzman says Murdoch’s television stations are very profitable. In fact, Channel 5 might be the most profitable TV station in the country, and Murdoch – ever the shrewd  businessman – won’t want to give them up.  

Schwartzman – If his television licenses are jeopardized, he may have to rethink his newspaper practices.
