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No Love (or Money) for Musicians on the Radio

The Performance Rights Act is a simple concept: It would pay royalties to musicians when their work is played on the radio. Currently, only composers are compensated.

But the debate over this legislation has prompted the Federal Communications Commission to look into the behavior of some broadcast stations that have banished the bill’s supporters from their playlists. Prompted by a complaint filed by the MusicFIRST coalition – which includes the American Federation of Musicians, the Recording Industry Association of America and various other trade and industry groups – the FCC released the coalition’s petition for broader public comment. 

Hal Ponder is the Director of Government Relations for the American Federation of Musicians. He explains that this is only an issue on AM and FM radio broadcasts, and that all other media including satellite radio, webcasters, and cable television pay royalties to musicians when they play their songs. 

Hal Ponder: Everyone agrees that we should be paid – people should be paid for their work – no matter what it is. But the National Association of Broadcasters, the NAB, is so powerful politically that they’ve been able to carve out this niche for themselves in copyright law.

The Performance Rights Act, introduced earlier this year by Rep. John Conyers of Michigan in the House Judiciary Committee, has faced significant opposition from the National Association of Broadcasters since its introduction. 

Hal Ponder: Of course, they have the First Amendment right to say what they want to say, but they’ve gone so far that it raises a question of whether they are abusing their public trust. You know they get a free license to broadcast because they are supposed to uphold the public interest. Musicians have been boycotted by various radio stations for supporting the performance right. And that’s just not right -- they shouldn’t have that kind of power. 
The bill’s opponents have also repeatedly stated that the legislation will damage small independent radio stations.

Hal Ponder: They would like to say that the Performance Rights bill will put radio out of business. And that’s just not true. Chairman Conyers and the Judiciary Committee have bent over backwards to accommodate small radio. And this is important not just in terms of fairness, but its important for the musicians I represent. It is small, local radio that promotes the diversity of music that my musicians perform like jazz, classical, country, gospel – you don’t hear that on the big Clear Channel stations. And they also promote a diversity of talent so that young talent, local talent that all gets heard.

Community Media Alive and Working in St. Paul

Public access television stations across the country are transforming into media and technology centers. In Minnesota, the nonprofit St. Paul Neighborhood Network started 25 years ago as part of the public access TV movement. Over the years, the organization has changed to keep up with new technology.

They are now teaching young people how to create media messages that matter and immigrant communities how to create programming that serves their needs. Mike Wassenaar is the executive director of the St. Paul Neighborhood Network. 

Mike Wassenaar: You know, in a lot of communities, 80, 90 languages are being spoken. So we teach a lot of immigrant communities in St. Paul, and actually throughout the Twin Cities, you know, how to help themselves when the dominant broadcast media can’t do it or won’t do it, refuses to do it.

The St. Paul Neighborhood Network also helps local nonprofits and civic organizations create video and online programming to help educate the public about health and educational programs. And they help people develop technology skills, like using a computer to search for a job.

Mike Wassenaar: Even though the term was coined 15 years ago, the digital divide really does exist in our communities pretty profoundly. If you’re lower income or a senior, the odds of you having access to information are lower, because you don’t have technology skills. So as an organization, we’ve kind of taken the leap to go from saying, we want to teach people media skills so they can be better citizens and that citizens can get more information  to we want to teach people computer technology skills as well because it’s going to be important in our future economy – for people of all classes, of all backgrounds to have better knowledge, better skills, so they can have more freedom in their lives.

Wassenaar says that public access TV still plays a vital role in terms of maintaining a public space within a community where debate and discussion can build civic understanding and a stronger democracy. 

Mike Wassenaar: A lot of people think public access as just kind of, you know, people do television shows and they just kind of do dumb stuff in the same way that people think that YouTube is a place where people do dumb things. And you can use powerful tools to do stupid things if you wish. But you can also use them to do significant things in the world. And we work with community groups so that they’re doing something significant.
For more information about the St. Paul Neighborhood Network, go to spnn.org.

