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Transcript:
Recent FCC Decisions Confounding and Irksome

The FCC was in the news last week for a couple of ill-considered decisions that raised the hackles of public interest and media reform groups. The agency spent millions of public dollars to hire Ketchum Communications as their communications firm to handle educating the public on the upcoming digital TV transition.

Ketchum Communications was the ad agency that funneled $240,000 in payola from the Department of Education to syndicated television and radio host Armstrong Williams to push the Bush administration’s No Child Left Behind program. Since the FCC just fined two broadcasters last month for airing Williams’ programs without disclosing his government ties, it’s a curious decision for the FCC to turn around and hire the very agency that was involved in the scandal.

And in another head-scratching moment, the FCC ruled that Rupert Murdoch’s  broadcast of TMZ and Pat Robertson’s 700 Club qualify as “bona fide” newscasts. TMZ is an entertainment magazine that dishes the dirt on celebrities. And Pat Robertson is known for his extreme Christian rhetoric on his program, where he has prayed for vacancies on the Supreme Court, compared liberal Americans to German Nazis and joined Jerry Falwell in blaming feminists, gays and the ACLU for the terrorist attacks of 9/11. 

According to FCC regulations, if a TV show is not a bona fide newscast and it airs a story about a political candidate, "it must afford equal opportunities to other such candidates for that office." Congress defines bona fide newscasts as those that hold "genuine news value" and are not intended to boost or aid any particular political candidate.

This provision is supposed to shield the public from ideologues and unscrupulous broadcasters by not allowing them to blatantly toe the line for their own corporate and political interests while labeling it "news." With its ruling on TMZ and the 700 Club, the FCC has caved to corporate interests to the detriment of the public interest.
Mshale: Bringing Stories of the African Diaspora to Mainstream Media

When Kenyan-born Edwin Okong’o began a graduate degree in journalism at the University of Berkeley, he thought he’d be joining the mainstream media system. But he ended up taking a job as editor-in-chief of a small publication called Mshale – a monthly newspaper for African immigrants that is based in Minneapolis and distributed in print and online. Okongo says the African community in America is very obsure and has needs that differ from African American communities.

Edwin Okong’o – Our culture is a little bit different. You have people going through trauma after all these years of, you know, living in a war zone and stuff, and we have to do the stories that explain these things and let Americans know that bringing us to America doesn’t mean we are home free – we still need help.
Although Mshale’s focus is on Africans living in America, Okongo sees the publication as a bridge between cultures and strives for journalistic excellence and as well as relevance.
Okong’o – We not only like to be, not only like a resource center for the African community, but also to be a liason between that community and other communities, which is why we have to be just as good as anybody. We’re teaming up with New America Media – kind of like a coalition of ethnic media. So, it’s going to take a while, but, you know, we are learning things, and our goal is really to be that voice for the diaspora.
One of the biggest challenges in bringing stories of the African diaspora to mainstream American journalism is getting beyond the American tendency to stereotype and favor their so-called experts over people who are actually living the story. Nowhere was that more evident than in the often inaccurate reporting of the post-election violence in Kenya earlier this year. Okong’o says this type of “parachute journalism” only happened because the journalists hadn’t been following Kenya’s politics before the story broke.
Okong’o  –  What they do is that they run in there and go with the age-old excuse, the demeaning, that these are just savages hacking each other to death.
Part of the problem is that Americans are woefully uninformed about Africa. Okong’o recalls interviewing a professor at Berkeley.

Okong’o -  He did not know there was a university in Nairobi. A lot of people in the journalism department did not know that there are newspapers written in English in Kenya. And that really was, like you know, I really need to do something. And that’s why I took this job at Mshale. It’s like, you know, we’re going to start, you know, little by little, and hopefully someone will listen.
Edwin Okong’o will be speaking at the National Conference for Media Reform in Minneapolis in June 6-8. For more information about the conference, go to freepress.net/conference. To check out Mshale, go to mshale.com. That’s m-s-h-a-l-e.com.
