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Senate Examines the Future of Journalism

Many newspapers are bleeding money and sacking staff. Some have shut down, and others are shrinking their distribution areas or cutting out entire sections. A few papers have cut home delivery down to a few days a week.

The Senate Commerce Committee examined the situation in a hearing this week on “The Future of Journalism.” Sen. John Kerry of Massachusetts is the chair of the new Subcommittee on Communications, Technology and the Internet.

Sen. John Kerry:  Newspapers have been a part of our daily lives since we were old enough to read. Today, it is fair to say that newspapers look like an endangered species.

The hearing started with testimony from Sen. Ben Cardin of Maryland, who has introduced the “Newspaper Revitalization Act.” The bill would allow newspapers to operate as nonprofits. He says investigative journalism – the kind that is done by our local newspapers – is crucial to our democracy.

Sen. Ben Cardin:  A 2003 study published by Law, Economics and Organization found a direct relationship between the free circulation of a daily newspaper per person and corruption. The lower the circulation, the higher the corruption.

David Simon, a former Baltimore Sun reporter and creator of HBO’s “The Wire,” said that high-end journalism is dying in America and, unless a new economic model is achieved, it will not come back. He said the problems started long before this economic crisis, and long before  Internet businesses like craigslist began siphoning advertising dollars.

David Simon:  The Baltimore Sun was eliminating its afternoon edition and trimming nearly 100 reporters and editors in an era when the paper was achieving 37 percent profits. In short, my industry butchered itself. And we did so at the behest of Wall Street in the same unfettered, free market logic that has proven so disastrous for so many American Industries. 

Former Miami Herald publisher Alberto Ibargüen, now president of the John S. and James L .Knight Foundation, emphasized that citizens are no longer passive consumers of information.

Alberto Ibargüen: I’m not here to lament the past, that past which excluded many Americans, especially women and minorities from the main pages of newspapers or the evening television broadcast. On the contrary, I welcome the democratization of media and its possibilities. 

Arianna Huffington, co-founder of the Huffington Post, advocated experimenting with new media models and having smart policies that embrace the future by bridging the digital divide and keeping the Internet free of corporate gatekeepers. 

Arianna Huffington:  It’s a linked economy, it’s search engines, it’s online advertising, it’s citizen journalism and the foundation-supported investigative funds. That’s where the future is. And if you can’t find your way to that, then you just can’t find your way.

The Song Remains the Same
Does it ever seem like the same songs are always playing on the radio, no matter what station you are on, what time you listen, or even what year it is?  According to a new study released by the Future of Music Coalition, you aren’t just hearing things.

Future of Music’s study, Same Old Song, examines playlist data from across the country to determine if recent policy efforts have made any impact on what songs are played on the radio, and whether independent artists have successfully gotten more airplay.  

In 2003, then-New York Attorney General Elliot Spitzer launched an investigation into payola, which is the practice of giving money or other inducements to station personnel in exchange for playing certain music. Then, in 2007, the FCC reached consent decrees with the nation’s four largest radio station owners – Clear Channel, CBS Radio, Citadel and Entercom – in 2007. Part of the agreement, in addition to paying fines totaling $12.5 million, was to air a total of 4,200 hours per year of local, regional, independent and unsigned artists. 

Future of Music analyzed playlist data from 2005 through 2008. It found that commercial radio is still largely dominated by established hit songs. The data showed that more than 50 percent of spins were songs that were more than five years old, and that the FCC settlement did not increase access and airplay for independent artists.

Casey Rae-Hunter of the Future of Music Coalition:

Casey Rae-Hunter:  So the takeaway is that this policy intervention has had no impact at all in this space.  And what we really wanted to do here was not necessarily say, OK, this is a case of payola.  But we want to put it in context with the movement toward media consolidation in the past 15 years or so, and that with these big huge stations just able to gobble up the broadcasting landscape the playlists have gotten very, very restricted and there’s a loss of autonomy in programming choices at the regional and local level.  So for us it’s also a way to point to our need for localism in the broadcast medium.  Artists have traditionally been able to use this medium as one of the earliest rungs towards a sustainable career.  
And if commercial radio had a better understanding of what was actually happening in their own backyards and some of the regional talent that exists there, it might have a ripple effect on local economy even.

To read Same Old Song, visit www.futureofmusic.org.

