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Bay State Banner Closing Symptom of a Larger Problem for Journalism

The Bay State Banner has been reporting stories for the black community in Boston for 44 years. But the free weekly had to stop publishing this month due to financial woes. 

The Banner has a reputation of holding city officials accountable to the public on a variety of issues, including development in poor neighborhoods and hiring more black police officers. Recognizing the value of a black-owned community newspaper, Harvard University law professor Charles J. Ogletree is putting together a group of investors to try to keep the paper alive.

And Boston Mayor Thomas Menino offered the Banner a $200,000 loan that would be funded by a private nonprofit, Boston Local Development Corp. Banner publisher Mel Miller has accepted the offer. 

Victor Pickard, senior research fellow at Free Press, cautions that the plight of the Bay State Banner is another example of a systemic crisis facing journalism around the country.

Victor Pickard: The Banner’s case suggests that it’s more evidence for how advertising no longer adequately supports the kind of journalism that our democracy requires. And that we’re dealing with the effects of a kind of market failure here. So when we’re talking about this being a systemic crisis, we have to understand that this is a problem for public policy, if the market is not supporting journalism.

One-time bailouts aren’t going to be helpful to this systemic failure in the long run. Pickard instead suggest changing tax laws to allow struggling news organizations to become low-profit, limited-liability companies, or L3Cs.

Victor Pickard: L3C is a hybrid that would allow both private investment and charitable contributions while mandating public service to local communities, so it would be an ideal approach to struggling news organizations, especially small newspapers.

Some have criticized Menino’s loan offer, saying the money could compromise the Bay State Banner’s impartiality during an election year.

Pickard says we should always be watchful when large amounts of money are given to media organizations. But…

Victor Pickard: We should also point out that the influence from advertisers that fund commercial media, and that the corporations that often own these commercial media is no less problematic. As so, really a better scenario would be to have more permanent funds devoted to public media that are beyond the reach of politics as well as market pressures.

Community Media Advocates Rally Against Verizon Bill in Massachusetts
In 2007, Verizon approached the Massachusetts legislature with a mission: to change the laws that govern how cable companies negotiate with cities and towns to offer video services. Similar so-called statewide franchising laws were enacted in more than a dozen states over the past few years as telephone companies looked for ways to break into the pay TV business.

But after Massachusetts public access television activists turned out hundreds of concerned residents at a public hearing on the bill, the legislation never came to a vote.

Two years later, Verizon is back with a new bill, and public access advocates are once again turning up the heat. A public hearing was held at the statehouse on July 22. 

Colin Rhinesmith of Cambridge Community Television – an award-winning public access center – attended the hearing.
Rhinesmith explains Verizon’s new bill would change the laws over local franchise negotiations in ways that could harm community media.

Colin Rhinesmith: The current system that’s been in place for the past 30 years works. And we believe that this legislation could have a real negative impact on cities and towns across Massachusetts. And in particular we’re most concerned about the threat to the cable franchising process which would limit the negotiation period to 90 days. Which would essentially make meaningful negotiations impossible. 
Many of the people who testified at this week’s public hearing said the negotiation process was lengthy and complex even for cities and towns with significant resources. Ninety days, they said, would not provide municipalities enough time to truly assess the needs of their communities. They were particularly concerned for smaller, rural towns, which rely on volunteers to negotiate these contracts.

Colin Rhinesmith: I think what we saw yesterday at the hearing was overwhelming opposition to the legislation. There was a packed house, with public access supporters, local officials across the state. There was a single message that this bill is bad for local communities.

To find out more about Cambridge Community Television and the Massachusetts bill, go to www.cctvcambridge.org. 

