What Will They Consolidate Next? 
An In-Depth Look at Future Trends in Media Consolidation
Notes from May 13 Briefing Call

During this call, we reviewed the impact of media consolidation in newsrooms and communities around the country, and attempted to detail out how the media landscape will change if the AT&T/T-Mobile Merger is greenlighted; what changed since the Comcast/NBC merger was approved; and how covert consolidation is impacting the local news landscape.

Part 1: Vertical Consolidation
Matt Wood of the Media Access Project (moving soon to Free Press) mwood@mediaaccess.org 

Matt gave an overview of current trends towards vertical consolidation--and what MAP is doing to prevent it. He also discussed the FCC’s review process for the AT&T/T-Mobile Merger and the “Comcast/FCC merger”—that’s FCC Commissioner Meredith Atwell Baker’s recent announcement that she would be moving on to work for Comcast this summer.

Questions for Matt
Q: The FCC commissioner who supported the merger just quit to go work for Comcast, is there a way to call attention to this & question the viability of the Comcas/NBC merger?
A: There have been questions already, but as far as reopening the issue, probably not. Lobbying the FCC has something to be said for it, but the real question is exactly what you said…[Baker] positioned herself for this, but we must consider the situation further before we open this to legal questioning. We need to know when and where her movements happened & have more information in general. Looking back, even if her vote was over turned it wouldn’t change outcome.
Free Press has had well over 50,000 people (as of last Friday) contact congress about this issue.

Q: Why aren’t there penalties for actions such as these?
A: I am not entirely sure. Off the cuff that sounds like something to explore, but we should tread lightly since this has outraged so many people.

Q: With regard to the AT&T/T-mobile merger, over the course of the next year as the government is looking into this, can you elaborate as to what your efforts to raise awareness will be – what should we be looking for?
A: We’re going to petition. FCC mandate says a merger has to be in public interest before it can go through, so there are formal and informal mechanisms we’re going to be using. There will be many public outreach projects, education efforts, increased coverage…and other projects we’re still developing.
· Free Press is going to use art, info-graphics, and a whole number of tools to drive the word from elevated places out of the field, as well as in the field
Q: Why is Sprint opposed to the merger?
A: Sprint is very self-interested in this & their goals happen to line up with the public interest at this point. 

Part 2: Covert Consolidation 101
Josh Stearns of Free Press jstearns@freepress.net 
Josh discussed how covert consolidation is impacting communities and media organizations around the country and also gave an overview of Free Press’ campaign to stop the FCC revolving door. 

Covert consolidation refers to the non-merger related consolidation of newsroom processes. It is not illegal, as the media outlets are not being purchased, but is dangerous for diversity in communities. For example, a holding company will buy the right to create programming, and several different channels will air the same canned evening news in the same region. Here’s an example from Free Press: 

“One year ago, Raycom Media of Alabama struck a deal that gave the company control of three of Honolulu’s local TV stations. Change the channel all you want, but KGMB, KHNL and KFVE now air the same news programming, produced out of a shared newsroom.

The effects of this "covert consolidation" are less diversity of opinion, a lack of competition among media outlets, and inadequate local news coverage.”

Additional resources:
Video and Blog post: http://www.savethenews.org/blog/10/11/08/different-channels-same-election-coverage
Blog Post: http://www.savethenews.org/blog/11/01/03/less-news-new-year

Questions for Josh
Q: How are you building public interest around this issue?
A: Free Press has found that people are actually really interested in this once they’re aware of the issue. People really get it, it goes to their heart & and they become really jazzed up about working against this. We talk about “hold your local broadcast accountable” and that helps the goal seem attainable

Part 3: Break 'em up...Again
Bruce Kushnik, of AlterNet and TeleTruth bruce@newnetworks.com 

Bruce gave a history of telecom consolidation in the US and discussed TeleTruth’s new campaign to break up communication trusts. Bruce also recently published the first of four articles for AlterNet on why we need to break up these mega-media outlets. 

Resources from Bruce:
“$200 Billion broadband Scandal” details how the phone companies overcharged customers by an estimated (currently and growing) $340 billion dollars in excess phone rates and tax perks, based on state “alternative regulations” that gave the companies billions per state to upgrade the Public Switched Telephone Networks. http://www.newnetworks.com/broadbandscandals.htm 

The History, Financial Commitments and Outcomes of Fiber Optic Broadband Deployment in America: 1990-2004:The Wiring of Homes, Businesses, Schools, Libraries, Hospitals and Government Agencies
http://www.newnetworks.com/FCCCITIbroadband.pdf
 
Bibliography of issues, including phone bill issues, FCC’s flawed data, small business wireless spectrum scam, as well as a 25 year analysis of revenues, expenses, etc. http://www.newnetworks.com/html/Bibliography.htm
 
Phone Bill Work: Teletruth has a phone bill auditing team, and New Networks has been doing surveying and analysis since 1992.  We’ve helped to create 2 class action suits (both settled) and worked with UCAN, a  San Diego, CA based consumer advocacy group on a survey with a grant from the California Consumer Protection Fund.
· The CA  report: http://www.teletruth.org/docs/UCANteletruth.pdf
· Some of the filings on phone bill issues http://www.newnetworks.com/phonebillissues.htm
 
Articles:
· Stories for Alternet: http://www.alternet.org/authors/11974/
· Harvard Nieman Foundation for Journalism’s Watchdog.  I’m currently the telecom and broadband contributor: http://www.niemanwatchdog.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=about.viewcontributors&bioid=130
