
Congre,ss yoves Toward Easing M
edia O

wnership Curbs 
ilyazrhi 	 

pered the acquisitive urges of old-tim
e m

edia 
barons such as W

illiam
 R

andolph H
earst and 

latter-day ones such as R
upert M

urdoch and T
ed 

T
urner. R

egulations, for exam
ple, prevent a lo-

cal new
spaper publisher from

 buying even one 
T

V
 or radio station in the sam

e tow
n. 

N
ow

 a new
 era m

ay be at hand, one w
elcom

ed 
by m

any m
edia com

panies and feared by those 
concerned that control over the transm

ission of 
new

s and ideas m
ay fall into too few

 hands. 
T

he S
enate, as part of a larger telecom

m
unica-

tions bill, last m
onth approved a broad and w

i-
orecedented rew

riting of the nation's m
edia ow

n- 

ership restrictions. A
m

ong other things, it w
ould 

give netw
ork ow

ners such as N
B

C
, T

im
e W

arner 
Inc. and M

urdoch's F
ox B

roadcasting C
o. the 

pow
er to buy an unlim

ited num
ber of broadcast 

stations if those stations com
bined reached no 

m
ore than 35 percent of U

.S
. households. 

T
he bill also w

ould lift all local and national 
caps on radio station ow

nership and relax the 
ban on com

m
on ow

nership of cable and phone 
system

s—
w

hich w
ould enable, say, B

ell A
tlantic 

C
orp. to control both of the telecom

m
unications 

w
ires leading into a hom

e in m
any com

m
unities. 

See M
ED

IA
, A

14, C
oL 1 

W
ashington Post Staff W

riter 

Im
agine living in a city w

here one com
pany 

ow
ns the only local new

spaper, tw
o of the top T

V
 

stations and tw
o of the four leading T

V
 netw

orks. 
E

lsew
here, the com

pany ow
ns dozens m

ore T
V

 
and radio stations, cable system

s, a big m
ovie stu-

dio and even a regional phone com
pany. 

F
or decades, it couldn't happen. C

oncerned 
that ever-larger m

edia giants w
ould m

onopolize 
the advertising m

arket—
and sm

other the m
ar-

ketplace of ideas—
the federal governm

ent tern- 

M
E

D
IA

, From
 A

l 

A
 version pending in the H

ouse, 
W

hich w
ill take up the telecom

m
uni-

cations debate this sum
m

er, goes fur-
ther. S

ponsored by R
epublican R

eps. 
Jack M

. Fields Jr. of T
exas and T

hom
-

as J. B
liley Jr. of V

irginia, the H
ouse 

bill w
ould allow

 the netw
orks to ac-

q
u

ire statio
n

s th
at in

 co
m

b
in

atio
n

 
reach as m

uch as 50 percent of the 
nation. In addition, C

B
S

 and F
ox or 

another netw
ork ow

ner w
ould be free 

to m
erge for the first tim

e. 
T

he H
ouse bill also w

ould let com
-

panies expand their ow
nership of dif-

feren
t k

in
d

s o
f m

ed
ia in

 th
e sam

e 
m

arket, such as by jointly ow
ning the 

new
spaper and local T

V
 station—

a 
provision that could directly benefit 
com

panies such as T
im

es M
irror C

o., 
the' N

ew
 Y

ork T
im

es C
o. and T

he 
W

ashington Post C
o. 

. C
urrently, a publisher cannot ac-

quire a T
V

 station, cable system
 or 

',radio station in an area w
here it ow

ns 
a*new

spaper. (S
om

e new
spaper-T

V
 

.adinbinations, such as those in C
hica-

, ,and San Francisco, w
ere grandfa- 

red by the governm
ent because 

;they w
ere in place before the restric-

tions took effect.) 
S

u
p
p
o
rters o

f th
e B

liley
-F

ield
s 

bill's m
edia ow

nership provisions say  

these changes are long overdue, that 
the old rules are relics of an age w

hen 
people got m

ost of their new
s from

 
the daily new

spaper or their T
V

 pro-
gram

s from
 just three netw

orks. 
T

hey say that the m
edia landscape 

is so diverse—
w

ith dozens of cable, 
broadcast, satellite, print and, soon, 
even telephone com

panies serving a 
city

's in
fo

rm
atio

n
 n

eed
s—

th
at n

o
 

com
pany could hope to corner the 

m
arket on advertising or ideas. 
"T

he m
edia business is fragm

ent-
ing on so m

any different levels that 
m

ost of these regulations don't m
ake 

m
u

ch
 sen

se an
y
m

o
re," said

 R
ep

. 
S

co
tt L

. K
lu

g
 (R

-W
is.), a fo

rm
er 

new
sm

an. "I think the public should 
be given the opportunity to pick w

in-
n
ers an

d
 lo

sers w
ith

o
u

t th
e g

o
v

ern
-

m
ent" interfering. 

E
v
en

 if a h
an

d
fu

l o
f co

m
p
an

ies 
could control the m

edia, said A
dam

 
T

hierer, an econom
ics fellow

 at the 
conservative H

eritage F
oundation, 

an
titru

st law
s w

o
u
ld

 rem
ed

y
 th

e 
problem

. "I can't find any credibility 
at all in the current rules," he said. 

B
u
t critics d

isco
u
n
t th

ese arg
u
-

m
en

ts. T
h

e leg
islatio

n
 "is n

o
th

in
g

 
m

ore than a giveaw
ay to pow

erful 
[businesses] that w

ill now
 have even 

m
ore influence over the politicians 

that are helping them
," said Jeffrey 

C
hester of the C

enter for M
edia E

du-
cation, a W

ashington think tank. 
O

pponents of the legislation say 
th

at ev
en

 w
ith

o
u
t th

e ru
les b

ein
g
 

changed, som
e m

edia com
panies are 

g
ro

w
in

g
 to

o
 p

o
w

erfu
l. C

h
ester's 

group points out that only tw
o com

pa-
nies—

T
ele-C

om
m

unications Inc. and 

T
im

e W
arner Inc.—

ow
n the cable 

T
V

 w
ires reaching 40 percent of all 

U
.S. cable subscribers. 
"W

e o
u
g
h
t to

 b
e serio

u
sly

 co
n
-

cerned about it," said B
en B

agdikian, 
, the form

er dean of the U
niversity of 

C
alifornia at B

erkeley's journalism
 

school, w
ho has long criticized corpo-

rate control of the new
s m

edia. "M
e-

dia pow
er is enorm

ous political pow
-

er. T
h
e m

o
re p

o
w

erfu
l th

e m
ed

ia 
com

panies becom
e, the less likely pol-

iticians w
ill be to offend them

. 
T

he C
linton adm

inistration, along 
w

ith D
em

ocratic allies in C
ongress, 

has sounded sim
ilar criticism

s. L
arry 

Irving, the adm
inistration's chief poli-

cy adviser on telecom
m

unications, 
has raised the prospect of political 
candidates running up against "bottle-
necks"—

pow
erful m

edia com
panies 



in local communities that could deny 
candidates access to voters or set 
conditions on it. Irving also expresses 
concern about a loss of localism" as 
community-based media are bought 
by large companies based elsewhere. 

The media ownership debate large-
ly has been overlooked by the news 
media during congressional delibera-
tions over the telecommunications 
bill. The media's focus has been the 
bill's removal of price controls on 
some parts of cable TV service and 
the dismantling of rules that allow le-
gal monopolies in telecommunica-
tions. 

The Federal Communications 
Commission currently prohibits a 
company from owning two TV sta-
tions in a market and from owning a 
city's newspaper as well as a TV or  

radio station. Nationally, it limits a 
company to owning 12 TV stations, 
and these stations' signals cannot col-
lectively reach more than 25 percent 
of the U.S. population. 

By keeping companies out of some 
businesses, the regulations have af-
fected the size and shape of today's 
media conglomerates. Murdoch, for 
example, started in the United States 
as a newspaper publisher but in 1986 
was forced by FCC rules to divest 
newspapers in markets where he ac-
quired TV stations. 

Repeal of the rules likely would 
spur a wave of consolidation, as cable 
companies, broadcasters, phone and 
newspaper companies scrambled to 
expand in their industries or cross in-
to others, media executives say. 


