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Free Press Summit: Changing Media Draws 500 Participants

Thomas Jefferson would have been proud.  

On May 14, more than 500 people packed a room on the seventh floor of the Newseum in Washington, D.C., to discuss the state of journalism, public media and the Internet in America.

At a moment when technology and media are rapidly changing, the Free Press Summit explored the future of the Internet and the fate of journalism in the 21st century. But surprisingly, the 200-year-old words of Thomas Jefferson took center stage throughout the day, beginning with the opening remarks by John S. and James L. Knight Foundation President Alberto Ibarguen. He recalled Jefferson’s famous quote:

"If I had to choose between government without newspapers, and newspapers without government, I wouldn't hesitate to choose the latter. But I should mean that every man should receive those papers, and be capable of reading them.”

That second line – everyone should receive those papers and be capable of reading them – is often left out. But as Free Press Executive Director Josh Silver explained:

Josh Silver: Jefferson saw the importance in linking distribution and access with engagement with actual production of journalism. … The problem, though, in modern Washington, questions of media and those of infrastructure are treated separately. They operate in their own silos of law, policy and advocacy. This separation must end. We need a strong market for journalism and freedom of the press. And we need to ensure that information reaches all corners of the country and that everyone is able to engage. We can and must have both.

Free Press released a new book at the event called Changing Media: Public Interest Policies for the Digital Age. Some of its authors took to the stage to present their research.

Research Director S. Derek Turner spoke about how the blame for America’s broadband failure rests with the Federal Communications Commission. 

S. Derek Turner: Before the ink was even dry on the 1996 Act, the powerful telecommunications giants and their army of lobbyists went straight to work obstructing and undermining the competition the new law was intended to create. By the dawn of the 21st century, what they could not get overturned in the courts was gladly undone by a new FCC eager to deregulate these corporate giants. All in the name of the free market. So instead of “protection against monopolies,” consumers have been left with high prices, few choices and a duopoly of cable and phone companies. 

Senior Program Director Craig Aaron talked about why journalism should be considered a public service, not just another commodity:

Craig Aaron: So what should we do? First, we need to agree on what we’re trying to save. This is not just about newspapers. It’s about newsrooms and newsgathering. This is not about protecting old institutions or propping up old business models. But it is about serving local communities. It is about understanding that journalism is a public service – not just another business. The crisis in journalism is a national issue, and it requires a national solution.

Acting Chairman of the Federal Communications Commission Michael Copps covered a range of issues and proposals for change at the FCC over the coming year – from stronger public interest obligations for broadcasters to the national broadband policy the Commission has been tasked with creating.

Michael Copps: Every generation faces the challenge. And today strengthening democracy means building media democracy. The media agenda is at the center of democracy's agenda. If we work at it--really work at it--you and I can realize the dream. Us. Now.
Susan Crawford, a member of President Barack Obama’s National Economic Council, also spoke. She affirmed the president’s commitment to high-speed broadband access for all.

Susan Crawford: Broadband. It’s  the new essential infrastructure. It’s true access to broadband doesn’t guarantee economic  success, but lack of access to broadband will guarantee economic stagnation and decline.

And NPR President Vivian Schiller declared that her news organization was positioned to increase investigative reporting.

Vivian Schiller: But I feel we have a special responsibility also to expand in the area of investigative journalism. We do some, we do it very well, but we don’t do it nearly enough. 

A highlight of the event was a roundtable with moderator Ray Suarez of PBS, Free Press Policy Director Ben Scott, Senate Commerce Committee’s Jessica Rosenworcel, venture capitalist Ram Shriram and Former FCC Chairmen Reed Hundt and Michael Powell.

Michael Powell: I think that the Bush administration did fail, in that the President and the White House never committed to the broadband policy. And I’m much more encouraged that the current President’s speaks of it.

Next week, Media Minutes will take a look at the afternoon session, which shifted the focus from the speakers at the front of the room to the participants who were seated at the tables. 

To see the speeches, read the report and a whole lot more, visit freepress.net/summit.

