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White Spaces Day on Capitol Hill

Remember those empty, static-filled channels on the TV dial? Those so-called white spaces may be the key to bringing high-speed broadband to the millions of Americans who are still stuck on the wrong side of the digital divide.
At one time, TV technology needed to have an extra buffer on each side of a working channel to prevent interference from other stations. But technology now exists to use those spaces without harming the reception of existing channels. 

The Wireless Innovation Alliance is comprised of public interest groups like Public Knowledge and private tech companies like Google and Microsoft. Members want to open these unused airwaves to unlicensed devices that would provide a new way to get online.


This week they came to Capitol Hill for White Spaces Day to educate lawmakers about the need for open, unlicensed bandwidth. Timothy Karr, Campaign Director of Free Press, a member of the alliance, said much of the spectrum on the broadcast dial is being wasted.
TIMOTHY KARR – If you go to a place like Juneau, Alaska, you’ll find that more than 74 percent of the spectrum is available for use. And even in a city as crowded as New York City, you’ll find that 20 percent of the spectrum is available. So it presents this great opportunity to get millions of people connected.
But there are those who don’t want these public airwaves to actually be used by the public.

KARR – You have very powerful corporate lobbyists like the National Association of Broadcasters that wants to hoard spectrum. They want to have as much control over spectrum as possible. Even though they don’t know what to do with it, they see it as a valuable asset. So they’re deploying their lobbyists, they’ve been spending mountains of money on lawyers and misinformation campaigns to basically confuse people in Washington and kind of manhandle and convince them that they shouldn’t make this valuable spectrum available for other uses.

At the same time, the cell phone industry is pushing for the spectrum to be licensed and auctioned off to the highest bidder.

But that plan would stifle new innovations and crush the promise of the airwaves that some have characterized as "Wi-Fi on Steroids."

Karr cautions lawmakers and citizens not to be taken in by the industry spin.
KARR – It’s an issue that Americans should really care about. So people in cities across the country – from Juneau to New York City – need to really get involved and tell their members of Congress that unless we use white spaces for unlicensed Internet access, we are going to miss out on one of our last great opportunities to get the Internet to everyone.
For more information about white spaces and links to contact your representatives, go to freepress.net/whitespaces
Free Press Files Petition to Deny Media Consolidation in South Bend, Ind.

In South Bend, Indiana, Shurz Communications owns the CBS TV affiliate, the only daily newspaper, the South Bend Tribune, the only news radio station and another radio station. But they want even more.

The company wants to buy three more TV stations, including the ABC affiliate -- giving them a near total monopoly on news and information in the area. The sale would result in Shurz controlling an overwhelming 81 percent of the South Bend news market

Media Access Project filed a petition to deny the sale with the Federal Communications Commission on behalf of the media watchdog group Free Press.

Josh Leuthold, a South Bend native, signed on to the petition because he feels the area is already lacking in diverse news sources.

JOSH LEUTHOLD – Most of the local news is owned by just a few companies, Shurz Communications being the biggest one. The bulk of our news is from Chicago. The local stuff – it mostly gets influenced by local politics, which in this area is very conservative. The Notre Dame influence, because we have the Notre Dame University campus really close here. And while we have an affiliate of the Indiana University campus, we don’t typically get much influence from the IUSB campus.

It was the news reporting in the aftermath of September 11 that got Leuthold thinking about the state of the media. 

LEUTHOLD – That’s when the big change in American policy happened. And nobody was asking anything with regard to our reaction. Everybody thought it was ok that we were acting the way we were as a country. And that’s all you got from the cable news networks, and that’s all you got from the local news networks around here, and that’s all that came out of Chicago. That’s all you heard anywhere until you went online. And then if you go online and you start searching for things, you start finding all these questions that are being asked about what we’re doing – about Guantanamo Bay, about everything.
He says most people don’t get involved in issues like media reform because they don’t know that they can.

LEUTHOLD – I don’t know how most people’s schooling – what they were taught. But typically I was taught that, while we have control, no one ever explained to us how we had control. They never said that you could write to your representative. They never showed you how to write to your representative. So things like this, when you actually find a way to be able to say something – I usually latch on to those because I feel it’s important in a democracy for the people to actually have their voice heard.
