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Summary of main points 

- U.S. public policy for communications has always been domi¬ 
nated by the First Amendment and a highly individualistic, liber¬ 
tarian social and economic ideology of the marketplace. 

- That world view led to a well-ingrained pattern of private owner¬ 
ship and commercial purpose for the U.S. press, media and tele¬ 
communications, long before broadcasting emerged. 

- Those entrenched structures of belief and motivation militated 
against strong forms of governmental regulation and public serv¬ 
ice in U.S. broadcasting. 

- As a hedge against certain limitations of the private enterprise 
approach, a neo-libertarian, fiduciary policy of regulation in the 
“public interest, convenience and necessity” was adopted early in 
U.S. broadcasting, in the belief it would temper the commercial 
imperatives and foster a wider range of services within the pri¬ 
vate system. 

- That policy failed, providing regulation largely in the interest of 
the regulated industries and encouraging competition only in a 
relatively narrow range of largely mass entertainment program¬ 
ming forms; it also worked against the maintenance of the initial 
nonprofit and noncommercial interests in broadcasting and sub¬ 
sequently the establishment of any significantly large, well- 
funded public service enterprise. 

- The only aspect of public service broadcasting that had even 
modest support in the U.S. for the first four decades of radio and 
television was for educational uses. 

- From the outset, the structure and operating procedures of U.S. 
educational broadcasting were highly decentralized and localized, 
setting a pattern of diffuse programming authority and complexi¬ 
ty that, along with little or no significant funding support, dis¬ 
couraged development of strong national public broadcasting 
services. 

- Those patterns and history were notably different from the ex¬ 
periences in other industrialized, “first-world” societies, where 
broadcasting was perceived initially less as an institution of 
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commerce and more as an important element of culture, leading 
to the establishment of the public service approach at the core of 
national broadcasting policies, usually at the beginning. 
Dissatisfaction with the performance of private, commercial 
broadcasting in the U.S. led to the Public Broadcasting Act of 
1967 and an emphasis on public (as opposed to educational) 
broadcasting, the establishment of new national funding and pro¬ 
gram service agencies and the appropriation of federal funding 
for public broadcasting. 
However, such measures remained small by comparison with na¬ 
tional policies for public broadcasting abroad; to this day U.S. 
public radio and television remain weak appendages to the domi¬ 
nant private system of commercial broadcasting, cable and tele¬ 

communications. 
U.S. public broadcasting is constrained by relatively small 
amounts of funding, a restrictive program mandate (i.e., a mis¬ 
sion for educational, high-culture, alternative service, but not for 
entertainment and popularity), weak notions of public service, 
strong habits of congressional oversight, relatively small amounts 
of program production, a highly complex set of organizational 
structures and program procedures, and increasing commerciali¬ 

zation. 
Possible remedies for the current weaknesses in U.S. public 
broadcasting include articulation of a broader mission, consolida¬ 
tion of organizations at local and national levels, the provision of 
a wider array of distinctly differentiated program services, and 

dramatically increased funding. 
The increased funding plan would be part of a “public dividend 
policy, in which Congress would create a public service tele¬ 
communications trust fund, to be built from substantially in¬ 
creased amounts of spectrum auction and license transfer fees in 
exchange for further deregulation of the private, commeicial as¬ 
pects of U.S. broadcasting and telecommunications. 
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Introduction 

Public broadcasting in the United States is widely seen as an impor¬ 
tant component of the nation’s media culture (Carnegie, 1987, 1979, 
Twentieth Century Fund Task Force, 1993). Its programming, and 
the terms of public support for it, are not without criticism; it has its 
detractors from both the right and the left (Horowitz, 1995; Jarvik, 
1997; Ledbetter, 1997). On the whole, however, public broadcasting 
tends to be endorsed as a social good; American society is seen as 
being better off for having it, for its role in broadening the base of 
information, education, cultural experience and political discourse. 

Frequently, however, and often without regard to political per¬ 
spective, public broadcasting is also criticized for being difficult to 
understand and analyze. Few observers, even among its most ardent 
supporters, can readily describe and explain it. Its institutional struc¬ 
ture and procedures are usually seen as overly complex, Byzantine, 
inefficient and, at best, highly cumbersome. 

Whether merited or not, such criticism is often made without 
a full understanding of the extent of the history of public broadcast¬ 
ing and the way in which that legacy has dictated certain persistent 
patterns in the institution’s organization and operating processes. It 
is the purpose of this article to relate some of that history, so as to 
better describe the key elements in public broadcasting’s structure 
and the range of constraints upon it. The article will cover matters of 
public broadcasting’s legal and policy heritage, its social and cultur¬ 
al mandates, and its funding and structural limitations. The article 
concludes with a series of modest recommendations for changing 
public broadcasting’s funding, structure and programming goals. 
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1. A brief history of public broadcasting 

The institutional structure and workings of U.S. public broadcasting, 
and the constraints on it, are a direct result of public policy decisions 
taken for U.S. broadcasting beginning in the 1920s. Those decisions 
in turn are related to a deeper history of American communications 
media and public policy for their relationship to government and the 
private sector. 

Ownership and control of most U.S. communications were vested 
early and firmly in private hands and commercial purpose. Under 
the formal dictates of the First Amendment and by virtue of Enlight¬ 
enment-era understandings of the role of the individual and of the 
relationship between private interests and government, the press, 
telegraphy, telephony and film each became the province of private 
ownership, to be financed by commercial, profit-oriented mecha¬ 
nisms. Technological and capital cost considerations (“natural mo¬ 
nopoly”) led to a system of public regulatory oversight of telegraphy 
and telephony, but those industries were never publicly owned, and 
in exchange for rate and service commitments they were guaranteed 
certain levels of return and economic stability. 

Matters of concentration and monopoly across a wide range of 
U.S. industrial enterprise (e.g., railroads, finance and oil), led to an¬ 
titrust legislation and the development of federal regulatory struc¬ 
tures by the late nineteenth century (Schwartz, 1973; Horwitz, 
1989). From time to time there had been proposals for more direct 
forms of public ownership or involvement in communications (U.S. 
Post Office Department, 1914), but they never had much currency in 
American policy thinking, and they were not seriously proposed at 
the time of the development of the legislation dealing with radio. 

The initial radio legislation (Radio Act of 1912) proved inade¬ 
quate in several respects, not the least of which were a) that the orig¬ 
inal model of radio use was one of point-to-point radio telegraphy 
and telephony, not mass audience broadcasting, b) the known, usa¬ 
ble spectrum of the day was insufficient to provide all the frequency 
demand emerging in the 1920s, and c) there was no satisfactory dis¬ 
cretionary standard for making licensing assignments among the 
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growing number of competing applicants. There also were concerns 
about broadcasting’s putative social power and influence that abet¬ 
ted the interest in providing regulatory oversight. 

Major features of the Radio Act of 1927 therefore were to create a 
new authority to make licensing decisions, the Federal Radio Com¬ 
mission (FRC), and to provide it with a licensing standard, “the pub¬ 
lic interest, convenience and necessity,” adopted from existing 
forms of administrative oversight in such areas as transportation, fi¬ 
nance and commerce. As adapted for radio that pattern imposed a 
fiduciary responsibility upon broadcasters, licensing them to use the 
airwaves in return for public interest service. The law also, however, 
explicitly forbade the FRC from content regulation, except for mat¬ 
ters of obscenity. 

In general, then, the law reflected much of the central tendencies 
in early twentieth-century understandings of the relationship between 
private and public interests and approaches at the time to regulating 
commerce. It also reflected the overall belief in the appropriate 
dominance of private enterprise in most industrial and social sectors. 
The 1927 radio law was developed in the wake of a generation of 
antitrust reform and federal regulatory activity in which the ide¬ 
ology of a progressive, socially responsible private-enterprise econ¬ 
omy had been successfully resuscitated. That belief system in the 
mid-1920s also had become closely associated with equally optimis¬ 
tic expectations about the positive values of commercial forms of 
modem, popular communication. As a result, throughout the decade 
before the Great Depression there was little support for fashioning 
radio under any other template. The assumption remained that there 
was such considerable identity between private and public interests 
in broadcasting that, as in the simple models of eighteenth-century 
libertarianism, the best public services would emerge in a largely 
unfettered private enterprise. 

Therefore, although it was never explicitly stated in the new 
Radio Act, a strong underlying assumption among many of its pro¬ 
ponents and a strong article of faith in its fiduciary standard, was 
that the public’s interest in broadcasting would best be served by 
retaining ownership in private hands and permitting a relatively un¬ 
fettered form of commercial use. In that respect the policy followed 
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the general tendencies for private ownership already dominant in all 
forms of U.S. communication, whether regulated or not. 

Occasionally doubts were expressed about such prospects, and 
there were even explicit attempts to develop alternative, noncom¬ 
mercial radio services, typically under the auspices of educational, 
religious, labor, civic or municipal government institutions (Blakely, 
1979, pp. 53-54; Frost, 1937; McChesney, 1993, p. 14). But those 
concerns and institutional alternatives were at such odds with the 
predominant world view that they remained relatively weak and in¬ 
effectual during the crucial “ballyhoo” years of the 1920s, when the 
basic structure of American broadcasting was being erected. As a re¬ 
sult, the 1927 law made no provision for supporting or developing 
noncommercial broadcasting, and much of the work of the new FRC 
also militated against the few existing public service efforts (Blake¬ 
ly, 1979, pp. 54-55; McChesney, 1993, pp. 18-37), reinforcing 
tendencies that even before 1927 had been discouraging educational 
and other noncommercial efforts (Barnouw, 1966, pp. 172-174). 

During the early 1920s the emerging broadcasting industry had 
become dominated by large national interests in electrical manufac¬ 
turing and telecommunications (e.g., General Electric, Westing- 
house, AT&T, and their creation, the Radio Corporation of Ameri¬ 
ca). During the two years immediately preceding passage of the 
1927 act, those interests, in conjunction with a proliferating number 
of local stations and the rapidly growing national advertising indus¬ 
try, had begun to create a system of national commercial networks 
and centralized program production. Following the syndication and 
chain logic of many other national industries including the press and 
film, RCA created the National Broadcasting Company (NBC), and 
negotiations among a shifting group of phonograph (Columbia), film 
(Paramount), and tobacco interests led to formation of the Columbia 
Broadcasting Company (CBS), both in 1926-1927. The new law 
barely took cognizance of those structures (Barnouw, 1966, pp. 198— 
200). In direct contrast to the emerging pattern abroad it provided 
for licensing only of the local stations, not of the national networks. 
Its overall approach was to imagine and to try to assure that control 
of the system would be vested in local hands, and it did not address 
either the power of the network imperative or the implicit tension 
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between the increasingly central role of advertising support and the 
fiduciary standard. 

During the early 1930s, as the Depression deepened and a broader 
debate raged about appropriate economic and social reforms, there 
emerged a certain degree of dissatisfaction with the limited extent of 
public service in commercial radio (Blakely, 1979, pp. 55-64). 
Many educational institutions, particularly land-grant colleges and 
universities, continued to try to develop a separate system of educa¬ 
tional stations, and to support that effort, they sought legislation at¬ 
tempting to reserve AM frequency space for noncommercial or non¬ 
profit licensees. 

But by the mid-1930s, such statutory efforts, most notably the 
proposed Wagner-Hatfield amendment to the 1934 Communications 
Act, had failed (Blakely, 1979, pp. 64-66; McChesney, 1993, pp. 
196-210). As a result of the Depression and the discriminatory 
spectrum reallocation and other licensing policies of the FRC, many 
public agencies and private nonprofit institutions had withdrawn 
from radio operations (frequently selling out to commercial inter¬ 
ests). With the number of active stations drastically reduced, the op¬ 
portunity for much noncommercial production and for audiences to 
experience it were concomitantly lessened. In the absence of any 
major alternatives the public was increasingly cultivated with the 
light-entertainment forms of commercial radio. Meanwhile, the in¬ 
dustry was making considerable claims about its intentions of work¬ 
ing with noncommercial interests to offer alternative educational 
and high-cultural programming, and indeed for a period it actually 
seemed to be doing so. The educational leaders were themselves di¬ 
vided over how thoroughly separate a system of broadcasting was 
necessary. Simultaneously, whatever else the Roosevelt administra¬ 
tion was accomplishing through its New Deal programs, it was not 
contemplating any significant restructuring of the U.S. broadcasting 
system. 

Throughout this period a small group of noncommercial stations, 
largely at state colleges and universities, did survive, and eventually, 
by the late 1930s, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 
had set aside reserved frequencies for exclusive use by such entities. 
But those reservations had come late, they were only in the new, as 
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yet unavailable FM band, and they were never extended back into 
the then predominant AM band. Further, they were preserved for a 
limited class of stations - “noncommercial educational.” The name 
evoked something far less popular, much more local and considera¬ 
bly less universal than the concept of national public-service broad¬ 
casting being developed abroad. This form of radio in the U.S. was 
seen to be necessary only in a relatively restricted domain of instruc¬ 
tional, formally pedagogic service. Its models were principally those 
of the classroom - the lecture, the textbook and the training film. 
Only fitfully did it dwell in the realms of drama, public affairs or the 
popular. It was merely an alternative, at best a minor, secondary 
service with tiny resources and few public expectations that it 
should be anything more. It also was not seen as a national, inte¬ 
grated enterprise. 

As a result during the heyday of American AM radio (1927 — 
1955) noncommercial licensees had almost no presence in the me¬ 
dium, particularly in large population centers. There was no nation¬ 
al, interconnected public service network, no national production 
capacity, no federal funding and a set of other revenues that re¬ 
mained minuscule by any standard abroad. With this poor heritage 
the noncommercial radio service was so narrowly defined, so local¬ 
ly based, and so technologically limited that well into the 1970s it 
was barely audible in U.S. media culture. 

By the time of World War II, as the economy was beginning to 
recover and international political crises stimulated wider debate 
about the meaning and health of American democracy, certain con¬ 
tradictions in U.S. mass media structures and practices had become 
somewhat more apparent. The inconsistencies between the promises 
of libertarian expectations for the several mass media and their actu¬ 
al performances were discussed in the report of the Hutchins Com¬ 
mission, 1943-1946 (Commission on Freedom of the Press, 1947). 
More specific critiques of the radio industry were rendered in a 
special Hutchins Commission study, the White report (1947), and 
in a parallel, though unconnected, FCC staff report, the Blue Book 
(FCC, 1946). All three documents were couched in terms of what 
was becoming known as the social-responsibility theory of the press 
and media behavior (Peterson, 1956) in which the tailuies of private, 
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commercially sponsored, profit-driven media institutions were de¬ 
cried and recommendations for improved public service were issued. 
The Blue Book seemed to be laying the groundwork for stricter FCC 
regulation of public service performance by commercial licensees, 
and the Hutchins recommendations, supported by the critical White 
analysis, actually included provisions for a stronger noncommercial 
broadcasting effort and the introduction of federal government sup¬ 
port. 

However, neither the Blue Book nor the Hutchins report was ever 
adopted as official policy. They were too controversial, too explicit¬ 
ly threatening to the existing private enterprise interests and free-ex- 
pression mythologies. They therefore had no immediate effect on 
basic terms of communication ownership, purpose, and control. The 
social-responsibility theory was capable of sharp criticism, but as an 
essentially neo-libertarian construct it had little capacity for signifi¬ 
cantly affecting public and political attitudes about major, necessary 
structural changes. It was a creature of the progressive, liberal re¬ 
form ideology that had been fostering precisely the failures and con¬ 
tradictions that it was criticizing, and it never could transcend that 
dilemma (Nerone, 1995). Despite mounting evidence to the contra¬ 
ry, the public interest was still thought to reside in an overwhelm¬ 
ingly private, commercial system tempered by the existing form of 
federal regulation. Public-service communication values and institu¬ 
tions were never widely understood in the broader British, Euro¬ 
pean, and Canadian terms. Indeed the public service organizations 
abroad tended to be seen, and dismissed, as “state” broadcasting. It 
remained an article of faith that whatever weaknesses there were in 
the United States, they could be overcome in time through the work¬ 
ings of enlightened, public-spirited, private broadcasting leadership, 
moderate FCC oversight, and the introduction of yet another, newer 
electronic technology. 

In this light it is clearer why U.S. television also developed in a 
way that, patterned after radio, provided only a small space for for¬ 
mal institutionalization of a public-service effort, and never along 
the lines of anything approaching the models abroad. The core struc¬ 
ture of commercial network radio was almost immediately replicat¬ 
ed in the new television industry with many of the same local and 
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large national private interests taking charge of the new medium. 
Congress provided for no new statutory framework for television, 
and the FCC’s approach was one of essentially endorsing that map¬ 
ping of the radio structure and commercial logic onto television. By 
1952 the NBC and CBS television networks were well in place and 
a burgeoning system of local network affiliates was emerging. ABC, 
the product of a regulatively imposed divestiture of one of NBC’s 
previous two radio networks, was struggling, and one or two other 
networks failed in the mid-1950s. But the basic pattern was well-es¬ 
tablished early on and the general policy that had been formed near¬ 
ly thirty years earlier during the origins of radio remained intact as 
television emerged. 

For the next twenty years the structure of U.S. commercial televi¬ 
sion remained largely the same. The system was dominated by the 
three networks, which, with a loose array of independent stations 
across the country provided four to six channels in most major cit¬ 
ies. The networks were made up of a combination of stations which 
they owned and operated, five to seven each, usually in large cities, 
plus dozens of affiliate stations owned by others, but contractually 
linked to one of the networks for the provision of an exclusive pro¬ 
gram service. Those services were a mixture of program types - 
news, sports, film and a large amount of popular entertainment. The 
entire structure was supported by advertising, national and local, and 
as a result the three major networks tended to resemble one another 
with similar mixtures of program types. Unlike the national channels 
in other countries they were not programmed to be different from 
another or complementary. But due to their exclusive advertising 
source of revenue they were designed to be competitive with one 
another in each of the program content areas. 

There always were some reservations about the true diversity of 
content and service reflected in such a system, and that is why there 
was some support in the early 1950s for at least a modest education¬ 
al alternative. But the notion of a major, well-funded public seivice 
alternative was not part of the policy debates in the early years. 
Therefore the ETV service that was developing through the 1950s 
and mid-1960s was a weak appendage of the major national, com¬ 

mercial structure. 
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By the mid-1970s cable television had begun to be an increasing¬ 
ly important part of the U.S. system of broadcasting. Originally 
cable had been an unconnected collection of local community an¬ 
tenna television systems (CATV), retransmitting local and nearby 
television stations for communities which, due to geographic loca¬ 
tion, had difficulty receiving the signals off-air. Such systems were 
typically isolated from one another, offering 6-12 channels each, 
and independently owned. With the advent of broader-band coaxial 
cable and a permanent, reliable, geostationary satellite delivery 
mechanism, cable was able to provide considerably more channels 
(20-36), including a set of national program services (film, sports, 
and even local independent stations), and they were becoming ag¬ 
gregated in multiply owned systems (MSOs) that in turn were as¬ 
similating themselves into the national entertainment and cultural 
industry system, with cross ownership interests in film, video pro¬ 
duction, news and sports franchises. 

Geared to the regulation of broadcasting and the common carrier 
telecommunications industries, the FCC had been highly protection¬ 
ist of the existing commercial television system as cable began to 
develop. A series of government and private studies and court ac¬ 
tions helped change the Commission’s posture, and by the mid- 
1970s cable was no longer being discriminated against. In fact, over 
time, cable was successful in achieving a highly privileged regulato¬ 
ry status independent both of common carriers and broadcasting. It 
avoided the rate and service regulation policies for telecommunica¬ 
tions, while also being exempted from the public-interest licensing 
obligations of broadcasters. Deregulation was the hallmark of feder¬ 
al regulation for communications by the late-1970s; by the time of 
the Cable Communications Act of 1984 it had become the dominant 
theme of federal policy for cable. Meanwhile, deregulation contin¬ 
ued in broadcasting, with the elimination of such central tenets as 
the Fairness Doctrine (FCC, 1987) and aspects of the cross owner¬ 
ship rules. 

However all this change in federal policy for commercial broad¬ 
casting and cable had few implications for public-service television 
in the U.S. Educational television earned a certain degree of official 
support in the early 1950s, when for instance, the FCC provided fre- 
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quency reservations for noncommercial stations. This reservation 
policy was adopted earlier in the history of television than it had 
been in radio, preserving a somewhat broader initial niche. But, 
again, the concept of television in this realm was strictly limited, and 
the practical resources to realize anything more were not there. To 
its academic, philanthropic, state educational, and private, high-cul¬ 
tural constituencies, noncommercial television was more exciting 
than educational radio and therefore, from the outset, it did attract 
more substantial support locally and nationally than had educational 
radio. Yet, that support still tended to view this form of television in 
restricted terms. Its very name, ETV, evoked the old problem of 
“noncommercial educational” broadcasting. It was to be a service 
that was only a secondary alternative to the dominant private- 
commercial enterprise, with little or none of the expectations of 
popularity, universal service and wide-ranging subject matter asso¬ 
ciated with public television elsewhere. There remained a strong be¬ 
lief that private-enterprise, commercially-supported television would 
provide enough to satisfy the public so that no other option need be 
addressed. As before, the belief was that any failures that might 
emerge in the commercial realm could be corrected by appeals to 
private broadcasters’ consciences, gentle regulatory coercion, and an 
ETV service supported at minimal levels, largely by local interests, 
universities, and state authorities. 

Furthermore, any tendency to question such assumptions or to in¬ 
voke other public service models from abroad could be little ad¬ 
vanced during the early Cold War/McCarthy era. That environment 
fostered jingoistic appeals to the most simplistic images of what was 
right and just in American values and institutions, and it trafficked 
in fear of anything alien or foreign, especially in such sensitive areas 
as communication, with all its overtones of concern about propa¬ 
ganda and freedom. Altogether then, almost no one, including the 
noncommercial interests themselves, were articulating a vision of a 
large, wide-ranging public service television institution that would 
be more central to U.S. broadcasting culture than educational radio 

had been. 
The weaknesses of the commercial-adequacy assumption were 

sufficiently apparent by the late 1960s that federal policy for broad- 
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casting began to institutionalize certain adjustments. Federal support 
had moved beyond providing reserved frequencies to funding a few 
forms of instructional programming (1958) and the construction of 
noncommercial facilities (1962).1 Now, particularly in the wake of 
the Carnegie Commission report of 1967 (Camegie-I), the govern¬ 
ment was bringing itself to the point of beginning to provide funds 
for more general programming, national systems of public radio and 
television interconnection, and other grants for local licensees to use 
at their discretion. That apparently changing federal policy reflected 
the interest among various national centers of private and public 
power and among many state governments and associated local pri¬ 
vate interests in increasing the number of public television and radio 
facilities. Simultaneously, the more substantial federal initiative 
stimulated the state and local tendencies, with the result that the 
Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 helped lead to the creation of a 
larger, more powerful national-level superstructure, including the 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB), the Public Broadcasting 
Service (PBS), and National Public Radio (NPR); a proliferation of 
public stations; stronger regional activities; more hours of national 
programming; and a more widely available and attended range of 
services. 

The change in name and status signaled a certain broadening of 
purpose and potential service; it seemed to be stating the case for a 
substantially refurbished and upgraded public-service enterprise. 
There were wider expectations that public broadcasting should reach 
more people, address more interests, and generally elevate the quali¬ 
ty of electronic media discourse. This was a trend that had begun in 
the mid-1950s, with the widening institutional basis of ETV licensee 
organizations in response to the expanding range of interests in non¬ 
commercial television’s use. Various philanthropies, industrial in¬ 
terests, and other cultural organizations at the local level, most typi- 

1 The initial reservations (12 percent of all television allocations) were included in the 
FCC’s Sixth Report and Order (1952); the instructional television support, for $3 million to 
$5 million a year for research and experimentation in broadcasting and film, was in Title VII 
of the National Defense Education Act; and the construction funds, for up to 50 percent of 
the total cost of projects - initially only in television, not radio - were authorized by the Ed¬ 
ucational Television Facilities Act of 1962. See Blakely, (1979), pp. 89-93, 135, 143-144. 
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fied nationally by the Ford Foundation, had organized "community 
licensees” and had influenced other more traditional educational in¬ 
terests to encourage all forms of ETV stations to produce and carry a 
range of programming that was less formally instructional in nature. 
Efforts in drama, music, children’s programming, and even public 
affairs began to be introduced with a broader, more general audience 
in mind. Such trends were particularly encouraged through the 
Ford-supported national production and distribution center, National 
Education Television (NET), from the mid-1950s to the late 1960s 

(Jones and Rowland, 1990). 
Meanwhile, during the 1960s and 1970s, licensee governance 

broadened to include a wider range of citizenry - leaders and repre¬ 
sentatives of an expanding realm of professional and social interests. 
Community group and state telecommunications authority licensees 
became increasingly prominent in local and national public broad¬ 
casting affairs, while local school district licensees actually de¬ 
clined. Although the number of university and state educational au¬ 
thority licensees increased, their boards, advisory committees, and 
managements tended to reflect a broader, less strictly educational 
orientation. These changes accelerated after the 1967 Public Broad¬ 
casting Act, which introduced additional federal funding and attract¬ 
ed attention to and support for noncommercial radio and television 
as a national enterprise, a public broadcasting “system. But as im¬ 
portant as all these developments were, they were slow in coming, 
and they either papered over old tensions and problems or intro¬ 

duced new ones. 
The remainder of this article will review the principal issues in¬ 

volving public broadcasting’s programming mandate, its structure, 
its relationship to government and the overall question of its inde¬ 
pendence. It will introduce that discussion by reviewing certain dif¬ 
ferences between the characteristics of public broadcasting in the 

U.S. and the predominant patterns elsewhere. 

25 



2. International comparisons: 
different expectations and capacities 

In addition to the deep policy history outlined above, another way 
of understanding the structural and operating conditions of U.S. 
public broadcasting is to compare its mandate and status to its coun¬ 
terpart entities abroad. There is now sufficient research on public 
broadcasting in the U.S. and other societies to make it possible 
to outline and evaluate the contrasts among national communication 
policies, public service media structures and funding patterns around 
the world, e.g., Avery (1993), Blunder (1989), Browne (1989), 
Day (1995), Engleman (1996), Fox (1997), Hoffman-Riem (1996), 
Lewis and Booth (1990), Rowland and Tracey (1990), Somerset- 
Ward (1993). 

The details of national policy for public broadcasting vary consid¬ 
erably from country to country. But among most industrialized, 
“first world” democracies there are certain characteristics or tenden¬ 
cies in the arrangements for public broadcasting that are telling de¬ 
partures from the situation in the U.S. 

Public broadcasting abroad has historically been far more central 
to broadcasting and telecommunications cultures. 
In most instances the public-service institutions were built first; the 
commercial and private elements came later. As a result, the broad¬ 
cast programming cultures in those nations tend to be defined by and 
revolve around the public-service ethic, rather than the other way 
around. 

Broadcasting in other advanced societies is seen primarily as a cul¬ 
tural institution and only secondarily as an economic enterprise. 
The primacy of the public-service ethos elsewhere derives from the 
tendency to understand broadcasting first as a matter of language, 
symbols, meaning, social identity and cultural expression. In the 
U.S. broadcasting historically has been seen primarily as a business, 
as an engine of and actor in commerce. 
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Public broadcasting abroad tends to continue to be supported much 
more richly by public funds on a per capita basis. 
This condition has remained true in virtually all other countries, 
even in an era of increasing privatization and commercialization. 
The public broadcasting funding disparities between those countries 
and the U.S. continue to be of large magnitude and to lead to dra¬ 
matically different programming possibilities. 

Nationally chartered public-service broadcasting corporations 
(PSBCs) tend to produce much larger amounts of programming. 
Most PSBCs have the budgets, facilities, staffs and mandates to pro¬ 
duce large volumes of programs on a regular basis, day in and day 
out. As a result they tend to be able to provide a steady stream of 
high-quality material with considerably more regularity than in the 

U.S. 

PSBCs abroad also tend to provide multiple strands of complemen¬ 

tary national program services. 
Most PSBC service mandates are quite broad, such that they are ex¬ 
pected to provide a rich array of programming for both general and 
specialized audiences. The structural consequence of that expecta¬ 
tion is that the PSBCs organize their programming in several coher¬ 
ent streams of separately identifiable services. Such services are 
universally available and delivered as distinct channels or networks. 

The PSBC missions are so comprehensive that they are expected to 
be both popular and entertaining for the entire public in at least 

some aspects of their services. 
Most national public broadcasters derive their current missions and 
roles — “to inform, educate and entertain” — from the original BBC 
charter (Briggs, 1961, pp. 348-360). By contrast in the U.S., the 
issue of entertainment is severely circumscribed by the dominant 
commercial system. There are concerns abroad about pandering to 
simple tastes, but in most such countries public bioadcasting s right, 
indeed its responsibility, to be entertaining is usually quite clear. 
The special contribution of public-service broadcasting insofar as 
popularity is concerned is to attend to matters of quality, to exploie 
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the extent to which it is possible to have widespread popular appeal 
while yet striving to provide information, education and general en¬ 
lightenment. 

Where public radio and television are managed together in one or¬ 
ganization they tend to have synergies that improve both. 
Radio and television are different media. But public radio and public 
television share a common public service ethic that binds them more 
tightly than to their respective private counterparts. Under that joint 
banner the two media have the potential of working together more 
effectively. In those instances abroad where they share the same 
corporate charter they tend to be able to pool objectives and resourc¬ 
es with far better results in public appreciation, policy development, 
programming and administrative efficiencies. 

The number of public-service institutions in other countries tend to 
be far fewer, making it possible for them to be more coherent, fo¬ 
cused and effective in their policy representations. 
Most frequently there is only one principal public broadcasting or¬ 
ganization in each society abroad. There seldom are more than two 
or three. As a result the public relations and national lobby energies 
are much more focused and less subject to multiple interpretations 
by the public and other parties. Such unity makes public service 
broadcasting much less subject to the divisiveness encouraged by 
hostile political and private forces. 

This is not to suggest that public broadcasting abroad is without 
problems. In various systems there are difficulties associated with 
politicization, over-commercialization, and inefficient use of re¬ 
sources. In some countries there also have been serious episodes of 
self doubt and loss of vision and commitment (Rowland and Tracey, 
1990). But on the whole there has been much more effective atten¬ 
tion abroad to how public broadcasting can work positively in the 
development and maintenance of national and regional cultures, 
public voices and civic identity. 

The difficulty for public broadcasting in the U.S. is that it has all 
the problems of its counterparts abroad with few of the advantages. 
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It has little consensus on just what is its mission, it is subject to con¬ 
siderable political pressure due to the particular mechanisms of its 
federal funding arrangement, it remains profoundly underfunded and 
therefore underproductive, and it is becoming increasingly commer¬ 

cial. 

3. The major constraints in the U.S. 

3.1 Internal structural limitations 

The policy history outlined in Section I above depicts how at the 
outset, with the emphasis on supporting a private, commercial sys¬ 
tem and investing in the faith that such a system would provide a 
diverse body of public services, there was virtually no support for 
federal funding or building a major national public service program¬ 
ming and distribution enterprise, in either radio or television. As a 
result, U.S. public broadcasting grew up around a weak collection of 
independent local educational licensee organizations (universities, 
community groups, school boards and state educational authorities). 
Over the decades U.S. public broadcasting has been fashioned in a 
crazy-quilt structure that cannot be readily explained. Its structural 
origins are first Jeffersonian and then Madisonian. In theory the re¬ 
sults seem to have all the benefits of the Federalist compromises, of 
both vertical and horizontal checks and balances. In practice the 

structure is severely restrictive. 
The Jeffersonian aspects of the structure, the “state’s rights” ele¬ 

ments, came into being in the 1930s and were firmly entrenched by 
the mid-1960s with the emergence of the first Carnegie report 
(1967) and the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967. Those characteris¬ 
tics had been rationalized around the principle of local control of 
programming and concerns about the putatively overweening power 
of national centers of programming production and distribution. The 
use of the word “network,” for instance, early became anathema in 
public broadcasting. The local licensees had formed a national or- 
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ganization, the National Association of Educational Broadcasters 
(NAEB), that among other things had programming divisions, Na¬ 
tional Educational Radio (NER) and Educational Television Stations 
(ETS) (Blakely, 1979). But as membership controlled entities with 
no major federal or private funding, neither of those agencies had 
significant programming development resources or authority. 

National Educational Television (NET) was the only other major 
national program service before 1967. Its acronym suggested the 
ambition of becoming a full-fledged broadcasting network, and to a 
certain extent by comparison with the NAEB divisions, it was. But 
even NET, with a steady funding stream from the Ford Foundation, 
was a modest program service; at its height in the late-1960s it pro¬ 
vided only about ten hours of programming each week, and it never 
had a permanent interconnection capacity. 

With the social turmoil of the late 1960s, it became politically dif¬ 
ficult to argue for a centralized model such as the British, Canadian 
or Japanese Broadcasting Corporations. Many local communities 
and the stations serving them felt that NET was part of an “Eastern, 
liberal political establishment” that they perceived already to be 
well-represented in the commercial television networks. That NET 
was centered in New York and benefited from the nearly exclusive 
support of the Ford Foundation only reinforced the impression of 
many around the country and in Congress that a more decentralized 
program model was necessary when federal support became availa¬ 
ble after 1967 (Day, 1995). 

As a result, in public television the new Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting (CPB), in league with the existing public television 
stations, agreed to a model for the new interconnection service 
(PBS) that denied it the right either to produce programs itself or to 
operate independently (Avery and Pepper, 1980). From the outset 
PBS was to be a membership organization, subject to the broad¬ 
ranging and often conflicting interests of its members. It also was 
designed to rely almost exclusively on its members for program¬ 
ming. This was at some variance with the situation in radio, where 
NPR, the new counterpart to PBS, was invested with a good deal of 
centralized program authority and was permitted to produce pro¬ 
grams itself. The television situation also stood in stark contrast to 
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that of public broadcasting abroad, where centralized national public 
service networks, complete with large staffs of production talent, 
were the norm. 

The differences in this regard between radio and television were 
the result of different strengths among their stations. One of public 
radio’s weaknesses became a strong argument for giving program 
production authority to NPR. Prior to 1967 there were few educa¬ 
tional radio stations with the production expertise necessary to 
mount a daily schedule of consistently high quality public service 
radio programs for national audiences. Tire new NPR would there¬ 
fore have little competition for national production rights and re¬ 
sources, at least initially. By contrast in educational television, sev¬ 
eral stations, in addition to NET, had developed national production 
capacity. Loosely known as the “six pack” (Avery and Pepper, 
1980) they had already been struggling with NET for rights to pro¬ 
duce for the national service. In league with the broader base of 
local ETV stations, they successfully argued against allowing the 
new PBS, which they largely controlled as an owners’ cooperative, 
from having production authority, forcing it to carry their programs 
instead. 

Perhaps the most striking feature of the national public broadcast¬ 
ing arrangement in the U.S. was that unlike the nationally chartered 
public service corporations elsewhere, CPB itself was thoroughly 
constrained in its role. The 1967 act prevented CPB from becoming 
either a program producer or program distributor. It could establish 
national intercommunication systems and it could fund public serv¬ 
ice programming, but it could not make such programs itself, nor 
own or operate national services fashioned around them. 

From the outset of the post-Carnegie period, then, the normal 
functions of national public broadcasting were divided among CPB, 
PBS, NPR, the stations and other entities. The situation was particu¬ 
larly cumbersome in television, where PBS was limited to a role of 
providing technical interconnection among the PTV stations and co¬ 
ordinating the program schedule for them. That initial anti-federal 
model for public television was reinforced during the mid-1970s, in 
the wake of presidential interference in the media, including public 
television (Day, 1995). The PBS governance structure was adjusted 
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to reinforce its fundamental characteristic of station membership 
ownership and control. That tendency in turn led to the design and 
implementation in 1974 of the Station Program Cooperative (SPC), 
a mechanism whereby federal funds for programming were passed 
through to the stations and pooled for particular program projects as 
proposed from among the many different producing entities. That 
system proved to be highly cumbersome and lacking in creativity, as 
it assigned no real editorial accountability and generally favored 
those proposals that provided more hours for less cost. 

In 1990 public television abandoned the SPC mechanism, in an 
attempt to concentrate more funding and central program commis¬ 
sioning authority in PBS. But to this day the funds available for that 
process remain paltry by comparison with other national public tele¬ 
vision organizations. PBS, unlike NPR, still has no production au¬ 
thority itself. The producers for national public television continue 
to be associated with a handful of large stations or state networks 
that compete with one another for the few funding crumbs that are 
available. It is a highly erratic, disjointed system that is in a constant 
state of flux and that provides no stability for the vast majority of 
producers and related production talent. As a result national public 
television programming continues to be small in quantity and limit¬ 
ed in quality. While major productions across a wide range of topics 
are produced daily and weekly in other national public television 
systems, they are few and far between in the U.S. To be sure, certain 
national programs in both public radio and television are produced 
regularly, and a few even daily. But they constitute only a fraction 
of the regular, daily programming provided by the public-service 
corporations in most other democracies. 

A myriad of organizations at national, regional and local levels all 
compete for scarce program funding, and yet few of them are strong 
enough to sustain such efforts on a regular basis. Even among those 
that do, the resulting amount of program production is relatively 
small. The typical pattern of U.S. public television production is one 
in which individual efforts are mounted for a particular program or 
series, only to be disbanded at the conclusion of the project. Each 
new program effort then requires a wholly new, separate funding 
and production cycle, wherein talent has to be reaggregated, often 
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with considerable loss of time and creative energy. At the end of the 
project the team typically dissipates once again. Very few public tel¬ 
evision programs and production entities have had a consistent, 
steady source of adequate revenue. As a result U.S. television is 
forced to approach much of its production responsibility as an ad 
hoc, intermittent process. 

By comparison abroad, public-service broadcasting in virtually 
every other industrialized democracy has strong, deeply resourced, 
national program production capacities. While the exact details vary 
considerably from nation to nation, the principle remains the same. 
In virtually every case there are large concentrations of program pro¬ 
duction funds, facilities and people permanently organized around 
the public service program mission. With the arguable exception of 
public radio and a few continuing public television programs, public 
broadcasting in the U.S. has little of that characteristic. 

Most of the separate public broadcasting organizations also com¬ 
pete with one another for the right to speak on behalf of the institu¬ 
tion, and as a result, policy planning for public television and radio 
is almost nonexistent. With all its diverse power bases public broad¬ 
casting tends to be reactive to external political agendas. It has al¬ 
most no capacity for setting its sights on long-term objectives that 
provide for its growth and development and an ever increasing cen¬ 
trality in American cultural life. Public broadcasting’s recent failure 
to establish any position for itself in the Telecommunications Act of 
1996 is a telling case in point. In no other country could so sweeping 
and important a piece of communications legislation be debated, let 
alone pass, without a full-fledged hearing of the case for the public 
service media. That such a debate did not occur in the recent legisla¬ 
tive process is a mark of the marginality with which public broad¬ 
casting is perceived in the U.S. and of its own internal incapacity 
to work effectively to articulate a vision for the public-service con¬ 
cept. 
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3.2 Programming mandate: the matter of the public 
and the problem of popularity 

When Camegie-I (1967) invoked the term public, it was clearly try¬ 
ing to create a new image for the enterprise. It could not dismiss en¬ 
tirely the educational label, for too much policy support at the local, 
state, and federal levels had been built on the assumption of the in¬ 
herent worth of the association with education. However, Carnegie 
did try to transcend the issue by incorporating broad notions of gen¬ 
eral audience service and high production quality that would earn 
much wider funding support from private and public sources, while 
yet retaining enough of the traditional educational values to qualify 
legitimately as something other than conventional, commercial tele¬ 
vision. 

Widely though not universally supported within public broadcast¬ 
ing, this approach did much to improve the attractiveness of the 
service to the broad moderate center of U.S. political and cultural 
tastes. But that very condition led to an increasing dilemma: the con¬ 
tradictions of popularity and publicness. For as noncommercial 
broadcasting had begun to call itself “public” and to use that title to 
justify calls for increased federal and state funds, it also had begun 
to be asked whether it ought not to be able to demonstrate a consid¬ 
erably wider audience reach on a more frequent basis. Yet at the 
same time, it was vulnerable to charges of trying to be too popular 
(“commercial”) and also being too unaccountable to the public now 
providing it more support. 

The popularity matter was, and remains, awkward. If more tax- 
based resources were to be dedicated to public broadcasting, should 
not it be both more universally available and more attractive to larg¬ 
er, even majority audiences, as with public broadcasting elsewhere? 
The technical problem of inadequate and unavailable signals could 
be overcome with more federal and state construction money. But 
what then? Should public broadcasting be expected to attract more 
of that newly available audience, and if so, how? Could public atten¬ 
tion be increased through programming or services targeted to vari- 

2 Portions of sections III B-D are drawn from Rowland (1993). 
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ous special social, ethnic, and economic groups or through material 
of more general audience appeal? But then, by whatever means it 
might be becoming more popular, how would it avoid charges of 
engaging in ratings’ competition? If successful in building popular 
new program services, how would it adjust to charges of depressing 
the revenues of private broadcasters? How would it respond to los¬ 
ing some of its programs to the commercial marketplace, and would 
it generally manage to maintain a separate, supportable identity? 

On the one hand, there was concern about whether public broad¬ 
casting was not going to be popular enough, whether it would re¬ 
main the province of educational and cultural elites and therefore 
unworthy of public funds whatsoever, let alone substantial increases. 
On the other hand, there was concern that it would become too pop¬ 
ular, becoming indistinct from the conventional commercial servic¬ 
es, and in the process drawing so much audience and profitability 
from them that it would threaten the as yet fragile national policy 
consensus supporting its relatively recent elevation to a somewhat 
higher order of activity, presence, and status. 

The problem has been exacerbated in the U.S. by virtue of the re¬ 
strictions on public broadcasting’s mandate for entertainment. 
Commercial broadcasting makes a strong claim for its primacy in 
that regard, and because the entertainment function was ingrained in 
the commercial realms well before public broadcasting began to 
achieve a post-Carnegie national mandate, the notion of public tele¬ 
vision’s role as only a secondary, largely educational “alternative” 
was little questioned. With a few arguable exceptions (Carnegie II, 
1979; Rowland and Tracey, 1991) the debate in the U.S. has never 
been able to address the linkages among entertainment, popularity 
and quality so well developed abroad. The notion that there could be 
a public-service mandate to bring quality into the popular and there¬ 
by improve the tenor of a wide range of television, and that to do so 
would require the establishment of large-scale, exceedingly well- 
funded noncommercial programming institution, has never been 
widely understood in the U.S. 
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3.3 Issues of oversight and accountability 

The idea of publicness also had introduced difficult questions about 
governance, access, and accountability. Such questions would have 
arisen in general form with the introduction of any significant 
amount of federal funding for programming. They are endemic is¬ 
sues for all democratic societies that provide public support for 
broadcasting, the arts, theater or any activity involving communica¬ 
tion and speech. Insofar as U.S. public broadcasting is concerned, 
these issues emerged amid the 1960s and 1970s debates about the 
redistribution of power throughout U.S. society and its institutions - 
the basic concerns about democratization in the struggles over civil 
rights, Vietnam, consumerism, and the environment, as well as all 
the issues involving the role of the government in many social insti¬ 
tutions as reflected in such matters as education, welfare, affirmative 
action and the “culture wars.” 

In that context, noncommercial broadcasting found that it could 
not claim to be public and yet avoid scrutiny about its responsibil¬ 
ities to that public. To accept more tax-generated funding, especially 
at the federal level, was to invite inquiry into its criteria and 
mechanisms for choosing governing boards and managements, for 
determining necessary services, and for supporting particular pro¬ 
gramming. Educational broadcasting had long been exempt from 
concerns about accountability. Its public funding had been minus¬ 
cule (and nonexistent at the federal level), and it had, after all, been 
fostered primarily in the halls of higher education, where considera¬ 
tions of academic freedom and protection from intense, direct, pub¬ 
lic scrutiny usually prevailed. As an educationally high-minded or 
“uplift” activity, noncommercial broadcasting had also been accus¬ 
tomed to the benefit of the doubt about its social responsibilities - to 
a presumption of inherent goodwill, progressivism, and general im¬ 
provement over what existed in the commercial realm. Consequent¬ 
ly, public broadcasting was not initially well prepared for charges of 
discrimination, elitism and fiscal irresponsibility. 

Few public broadcasters or their principal policy supporters 
seemed to be able to put these concerns into any historical perspec¬ 
tive. In all the commentary and research on public broadcasting pub- 
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lished in the period between Carnegies I and II (1967-1979) there 
was virtually no recognition of the depth of the problem of public¬ 
ness, no apparent awareness of the rich arguments about it stretching 
back through American history, with particularly acute expressions 
in the early twentieth-century debates about pragmatism and pro- 
gressivism (Lippmann, 1922; Dewey, 1927). Broadcasters and pub¬ 
lic policymakers seemed to have little or no knowledge of these ar¬ 
guments and about how they might bear on contemporary struggles 
over the new media. Demonstrating a relatively shallow social and 
political consciousness about this institution they were building, 
public broadcasters had few tools for understanding how serious, 
and not merely partisan and special-interest-based, were many of the 
questions being raised about its publicness. 

As a result, when such questions became a more regular part of 
the policy debates in the mid- and late 1970s, many public broad¬ 
casting responses, as expressed in board meetings, national confer¬ 
ences, and political lobbying, were fearful and defensive, appearing 
to be insensitive and even reactionary. There was such resistance to 
inquiries about governance, accountability, and access that many of 
the generally friendly forces in the policymaking arena were dis¬ 
comfited. Many public broadcasters took it for granted that it would 
be understood that they were providing participation for diverse in¬ 
terests, particularly for those that had historically been underrepre¬ 
sented in U.S. broadcasting, and they assumed that appropriate cred¬ 
it would accrue to the institution for such efforts. Yet they found, 
often to their consternation, that public interest groups, minority and 
feminist spokespersons, independent producers, and others were be¬ 
ginning to suggest that public broadcasting was too inbred, too re¬ 
flective of a white, male, upper-middle class outlook that was much 
more closely associated with established, unprogressive forces in the 
social and economic order than it realized and hence, that substantial 
alterations in policy for funding and oversight were necessary. 

That particular criticism became institutionalized in the form of 
increasingly organized efforts by local citizen activist groups and, 
particularly, independent producers. The national program develop¬ 
ment policies worked out by CPB, PBS, and the stations during the 
1970s heavily favored submissions from the existing stations, par- 
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ticularly larger “community” licensees in the major cities that had 
built substantial production plants. Writers and producers unaffiliat¬ 
ed with such stations, and therefore independent of their manage¬ 
ments, boards, and funding structures, had almost no access to the 
federally provided production funds channeled through CPB or to 
the national schedule controlled by PBS and its member stations. 

In response to this situation, many of the independent producers 
and associated nonstation interests began to call for changes in the 
structure of national program funding. By at least the time of the 
1978 Public Telecommunications Financing Act, the influence of 
these groups was being felt and reflected in Congress. Some accom¬ 
modations were made during the early and mid-1980s, but the inde¬ 
pendent producer community continued to feel that the program 
funding process was still stacked too systematically against it. Ac¬ 
cordingly, through a steady process of representations before CPB 
and PBS, as well as a few major stations, the independents contin¬ 
ued to organize themselves and achieve even more sympathetic 
hearings in Congress. Their efforts were parallel to, if not strictly 
modeled on, a similar set of activities abroad. Most other public 
broadcasting establishments had also come under fire for allegedly 
restricting production and programming practices, and those dis¬ 
putes had led to significant changes in national broadcast policies. 
Perhaps the most notable of these was the debate in Britain over the 
concept of the proposed Open Broadcast Authority and the eventual 
creation instead of Channel 4 (Blanchard and Morley, 1982). 

In the United States the independent efforts achieved a somewhat 
less dramatic but nonetheless unprecedented success when in 1988, 
as part of a new federal reauthorization bill, CPB was forced to set 
aside portions of its funds for the support of independent program 
efforts (Public Telecommunications Act of 1988). The new law also 
directed CPB to create and fund a new independent production serv¬ 
ice. The result was the formation in 1989 of a formal organization, 
the Independent Television Service (ITVS), that would coordinate 
program grants to nonstation producers to expand program diversity 
and innovativeness and thereby, presumably, to foster a wider range 
of program voices within the public-television community (Broad¬ 
casting, 1989; Drickey, 1989). 
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A similar set of tensions has prevailed between much of public 
broadcasting and the public-access movement in cable television. 
Public television stations have tended to view community-access 
producers with suspicion and disdain, as highly self-interested, par¬ 
tisan spokespersons for special causes with little production and 
program sophistication. To this day there are few production alii- 

a 

ances between community-access interests and public television. 
For their part the former tend to perceive the latter as being too little 
committed to fundamental issues of democracy and community ac¬ 
tion and still too beholden to liberal-centrist ideologies of pluralism, 
high culture and accommodation with economic and social power. 

Meanwhile, from quite opposite, more conservative directions 
public broadcasting has continued to be accused of being, in fact, 
too immoderate, too “liberal,” if not leftist, and too much a part of 
that coalition of old New Deal and recent Great Society forces that 
had been characterized as undermining traditional U.S. economic 
and spiritual values. It also has been seen to be contributing to an 
overly large, stifling, and inflationary public sector and, like the Na¬ 
tional Endowments for the Arts and Humanities, to be serving the 
interests of too few in American society - in effect representing a 
public subsidy of private tastes and interests that should be forced to 
sustain themselves in the commercial marketplace (Samuelson, 
1989; Jarvik, 1997). From these various neo-conservative perspec¬ 
tives, the post-Camegie-I support for expanded federal aid had been 
a mistake, and a retrenchment to more traditional instructional pur¬ 
poses, if not outright elimination, was in order. It is this line of 
thinking that has buttressed the periodic major attempts to eliminate 
federal funding for public broadcasting since the passage of the pub¬ 
lic broadcasting act in 1967. There have been several such efforts, in 
the early 1970s, early 1980s, and mid-1990s (see Section III, D be¬ 
low). That critique has continued to the present day and is a regular 
staple of political and cultural commentary supported by the Herit¬ 
age Foundation and other conservative funding agencies. 

3 One notable exception in Denver, Colorado is at the Five Points Media Center where the 
co-tenants include a public television station (KBDI-TV), a community-based public radio 
station (KUVO-FM), and the city public access television organization (DCTV). 
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Finding public broadcasting under concerted attack from the left 
and the right, the liberal center, which during the late 1970s and 
early 1980s was otherwise under assault on a wide range of more 
general social and economic issues, felt much of its ground shifting, 
and the then recent consensus over the unquestioned value of steadi¬ 
ly and substantially increasing federal support for public broadcast¬ 
ing began to unravel. That pattern of uncertainty has continued well 
into the late 1990s, and public broadcasting itself continues to be 
unable to articulate a clear vision of what is meant by its claim to 
being a public enterprise and how that unexpressed philosophy 
should translate into a larger and more effective role in American 
social experience. With a few arguable exceptions (e. g., Duggan, 
1992) there remains little evidence of public broadcasting leaders 
(including board members, chief executives, senior managers, and 
producers in the various national, regional, and local station organi¬ 
zations) being able to write or speak at length and in depth about the 
philosophy, history, and social expectations of their institution, let 
alone the broader realm of related questions about its role in Ameri¬ 
can culture, politics and social order. In short, one of the major con¬ 
straints on public television is its own inarticulateness and its lack of 
convincing discourse about its centrality to its own society. 

3.4 The constraints of funding 

Several difficulties have always been associated with the funding of 
public broadcasting, most of them involving particular structural 
weaknesses among the various sources of revenue. However, by far 
the most serious problem about funding has been its utter inade¬ 
quacy. Whatever other problems it might reflect, U.S. public broad¬ 
casting simply has not had anywhere near the amount of resources 
necessary for it to provide the extensive range of services that are 
consistent with the institution’s central cultural role abroad and even 
with the more modest U.S. models of public telecommunications. 

Public broadcasting’s total revenues of $1.9 billion (see Table 1) 
are about 4 percent of those of American commercial broadcasting, 
its numbers of stations are 19 percent of those in the commercial in- 
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dustry, and its national program production funds were one-fifth or 
less of what the commercial cable television industry has been 
spending on programs.4 Its per capita rate of support - the annual 
amount of public broadcasting revenue per citizen of the country - 
remains well below that of all other advanced industrial first-world 
nations, and its program production rate, particularly in television, is 
far smaller than all other public service broadcasting institutions 

around the world.5 
Clearly, public broadcasting’s financial situation has improved 

considerably over the past thirty years. That growth has led to the 
establishment of roughly 1,000 radio and television stations, a so¬ 
phisticated satellite distribution system, two full-time national net¬ 
works, and various other national and regional services, thousands 
of hours of original programming every year, much of it of excep¬ 
tionally high quality, and a professional cadre of over 10,000 em¬ 

ployees. 
The infusion of federal funds helped strengthen the other public 

and private sources of support (see Table 2). However, although its 
total funding base in the late-1990s was some ten times that of what 
it was in the early 1970s (see Table 1), it must be kept in mind that 
such growth is measured against a tiny, almost invisible baseline 

and is therefore deceptively large. 
The specific funding problems are all serious and can perhaps 

best be understood by analyzing each of the key categories of sup¬ 

port in turn. 

4 Total commercial broadcasting revenues for the years 1986-1988 grew from $29.0 to 
$32.7 billion (Source: Morgan Stanley & Co., Inc., Communications Industry Datebook, 
August 1988) and could be estimated at about $46.0 billion in 1997 (Source: Thom Watson, 
APTS). In 1996 operating commercial radio and television stations in the U.S. numbered 
nearly 11,500 (Broadcasting & Cable Yearbook, 1997); total operating noncommercial sta¬ 
tions numbered over 2,200, but of those, roughly 800 were religious, student-run or other¬ 

wise small radio stations not supported by CPB. 
5 As just one simple example, the federal government of Canada provided the Canadian 

Broadcasting Corporation with $918.2 million (U.S. $685.2 million) in 1995-1996. The 
Canadian population of 30 million was about 11 percent of that in the U.S., meaning that the 
Canadian federal government commitment to public broadcasting was about $24 per capita 
versus about $1 in the U.S. See Canadian Broadcasting Corporation Annual Report 
(1995 — 1996). Note, too, that these figures do not include the additional millions of Canadian 
federal dollars in other national and provincial public service telecommunications programs. 
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3.4.1 Tax-based funding 

Tax revenues for public television are provided at federal, state and 
local levels, though the latter is small and insignificant. In virtually 
all instances federal and state funding is appropriated from general 
treasury revenues. Unlike the situation abroad, and contrary to re¬ 
peated recommendations of national task forces and study commis¬ 
sions, there are no special taxes dedicated to public broadcasting, 
such as license fees. 

a) Federal funding 

Other than the relatively small amounts of ETV facilities and ITV 
production support prior to the late 1960s, federal revenues were un¬ 
available for noncommercial broadcasting. After the 1967 legisla¬ 
tion and the creation of CPB the total amount of federal support (for 
CPB, facilities, and ITV) grew from some $7 million in 1966 to 
nearly $300 million in 1997. But by any expectation that public 
broadcasting should become a major influence in American life, 
such figures remained tiny. 

Additionally, the efforts to generate the federal funds have proven 
constantly to be difficult and to provoke controversy. They have re¬ 
quired the expenditure of considerable amounts of political capital 
and energy by public broadcasting leaders, and they have regularly 
been subject to serious reconsideration and even cuts. Those realities 
have had substantial costs that many people would consider to be 
too high. For such a relative pittance, public broadcasters have had 
to engage in constant, intensive lobbying and begging, thereby ex¬ 
posing themselves to regular political oversight and its vicissitudes 
and requiring them to divert considerable energy and resources from 
other presumably more essential tasks, such as program service de¬ 
velopment and production. Those efforts have likewise systematical¬ 
ly undercut public broadcasting’s independence and narrowed its 
own vision for itself. 

When Camegie-I first proposed a system of federal funding, it 
envisioned a taxing mechanism that would generate substantial and 
increasing revenues placed in a trust fund so that regular government 
influence over their disbursement and use would be prevented. It 
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was felt that nothing like the receiving-set licensee fee so common 
in most other countries would be feasible. Nor was it thought appro¬ 
priate that advertising revenue should be permitted. Instead, funding 
proposals focused on various tax options, particularly on the sales of 
receiving sets, on commercial broadcasting revenues or profits, and 
on commercial uses of the spectrum. Yet none of these had suffi¬ 
cient political support, and when the 1967 act was passed it left the 
matter of federal funding up to Congress and the president as part of 
the annual authorizations and appropriations process typical for the 
vast majority of government programs. Furthermore, the amounts 
generated by that process were initially quite low, well below even 
the modest levels that Carnegie had contemplated as necessary for a 
minimally effective public-service enterprise. 

Within a few years the weaknesses of the annual authorization 
and appropriation process became widely apparent, particularly in 
the wake of the Nixon administration’s veto of the 1973 authoriza¬ 
tion measure and associated charges of political interference with 
the CPB board and public affairs programming (Carnegie II, 1978, 
p. 205; Rowland, 1976). Many public broadcasters still held out 
hope for a dedicated, more permanent source of federal funds, but 
because the political will for establishing such a mechanism did not 
seem to be strong enough and because it was unclear that even a 
trust fund would be free of regular appropriations review by Con¬ 
gress, a compromise arrangement was reached. The new scheme had 
three essential principles: funds for CPB would come from general 
treasury revenues with authorizations guaranteed five years in ad¬ 
vance and appropriations for three of those; the amount of federal 
funds would be generated by a “system match” formula that consti¬ 
tuted a fixed ratio between federal funds and the total amount of 
nonfederal financial support (NFFS) raised by all the licensees up to 
the ceiling provided by the authorizations; and the amounts to be 
distributed to the different media (radio and television) and to the 
licensees would be stipulated statutorily. These provisions went into 
effect in 1975 and were extended and adjusted in 1978. 

For a period the new provisions seemed to be having positive ef¬ 
fects (see Tables 1 and 2). The guaranteed authorizations were pro¬ 
gressively high enough (from $65 million in 1975 to $220 in 1983) 
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to encourage significant NFFS growth under the system match for¬ 
mula, and the terms of that ratio, initially 1:22 (federal to nonfed- 
eral), were improved to 1:2. Total nonfederal income more than 
doubled between 1975 and 1981 ($272.4 million to $575.2 million). 

However, at the very moment of its initial success the new federal 
funding mechanism began to break down in significant ways. The 
main difficulties were that the 1975 law’s multi-year authorizations, 
which had been in effect barely two years, were reduced from five to 
three years in the 1978 act; the three-year advanced appropriations 
were actually only being made in the first of the three years, thereby 
making them, in effect, only two-year advances; and the authoriza¬ 
tion and appropriation steps remained separate, as with all govern¬ 
ment programs. The result was that the federal funding process was 
not at all long range, nor was it particularly well insulated, in that it 
was requiring public broadcasting to return to the administration and 
Congress at least every two years to seek renewed appropriations. 
Then, during the Reagan administration’s major federal budget re¬ 
assessments of 1981-1983 the actual appropriations for public 
broadcasting, which had reached a peak of $172 million in 1982 
were rescinded and cut. Federal support for CPB fell back to $137 
million in 1983, and the facilities funds, which had peaked at $23.7 
million in 1980, dipped to $ 11.9 million in 1984. 

During the mid- and late 1980s the situation improved somewhat, 
as the CPB appropriation rose to $229.4 million and the facilities 
program to $20 million by 1990. But in spite of these improvements 
the situation remained tenuous, the stable federal funding recom¬ 
mended by Camegie-I was still out of reach. Even the more modest, 
but carefully crafted compromise principles for federal revenue gen¬ 
eration in the 1975 and 1978 financing acts were in shambles. For 
two years (1984-1986) public broadcasting had actually been with¬ 
out federal authorizations, and for all intents and purposes the sys¬ 
tem match mechanism had been abandoned, as the actual federal ap¬ 
propriations fell well short of the amounts that would have been 
generated by the existing NFFS ratio. Public broadcasters struggled 
long and hard during the 1983—1986 period to secure renewed mul¬ 
ti-year authorization measures. However in 1984 two such bills, seem¬ 
ingly well supported by Congress, were vetoed by the president, and 
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those vetoes were sustained. It was not until 1986 that an authoriza¬ 
tion measure was finally signed. Yet even then the advance authori¬ 
zations were only for three years, until 1990, and the appropriations 
only for two, until 1989. In 1988 a new authorization bill was passed, 
but again for only another three years, and the eventual appropria¬ 
tions through 1992 continued to fall short of the authorized amounts. 

Similar conditions dogged the facilities program. Although the 
Reagan administration had failed to eliminate facilities support, it 
succeeded in greatly reducing the authorizations for several years 
and forcing the appropriations to level out at about $20 million a 
year. By 1997 that figure had fallen to $15 million. 

Much of the overt Reagan-era hostility to public broadcasting 
funding began to ebb during the first two years of the Bush adminis¬ 
tration. Public broadcasters were also blessed during that period 
with the passage of an important three-year satellite replacement 
program (1991-1993). However, there was reason not to overinter¬ 
pret those improvements. The authorizations were well below the 
levels the old system match formula would generate, and the actual 
appropriations continued to be less than even those authorizations 
(Robertiello, 1990).6 The facilities funds were also far below what 
was necessary to build a truly substantial multichannel system of 
public radio and television. Meanwhile, under the Gramm- 
Rudman-Hollings deficit reduction program, those already reduced 
CPB and facilities appropriations came to be subject to “sequestra¬ 
tion” (further fixed-percentage reductions). Likewise, although the 
satellite program has been treated as an additional benefit, it almost 
certainly had the effect of helping to restrict the growth in both CPB 
and facilities funds (Robertiello, 1990). Furthermore, the three- and 
two-year authorization-appropriation process, particularly with the 
annual sequestration battles, kept public broadcasting on a short 
tether. Its leadership and supporters appeared to have given up hope 
of any major funding increases and of anything like the long-prom- 

6 Had the match system been working in the late 1980s, it would have generated $630 650 
million in federal funds for 1991 or 1992, or over twice what had been appropriated in the 
1988 law. Similarly in 1996 the match system would have generated roughly $800 million, 
or about four times what was appropriated ($206 million). 
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ised middle- or long-range guarantees of even the modest amounts 
it was receiving. 

During the 1980s, public broadcasting continued to enjoy suffi¬ 
cient bipartisan congressional support to prevent a hostile adminis¬ 
tration from realizing its goal of eliminating federal funding. That 
support even permitted certain recoveries by'the late 1980s. But that 
help proved to be too weak to prevent such assaults from regularly 
reappearing, particularly under the guise of the seemingly more ob¬ 
jective criteria of budget deficit reduction targets. 

Evidence of the continuing problem reappeared in the mid-1990s, 
when after the Republican victories in the 1994 congressional elec¬ 
tions, new House Speaker Newt Gingrich and other leaders vowed 
to “zero out” federal funding for public broadcasting. As in previous 
such attacks, the public outcry and public broadcasting’s organized 
opposition led Congress to retreat from the most draconian measures 
(Molotsky, 1997). Nonetheless CPB’s previously approved higher 
forward funding for the late 1990s (appropriated at $312 million for 
1996) was partially rescinded, dropping from $285 million in 1995 
to $260 million in 1996 and to $250 million for 1998 and 1999. 

In the fall of 1997 Congress agreed to a new set of increases, ap¬ 
propriating $300 million for CPB for fiscal year 2000, and $21 mil¬ 
lion for Public TV/Funding Program Financing (PTFP) for 1998. 
There even appeared to be progress toward federal funding of a 
public broadcasting digital transition plan, with Congress and the 
White House seriously considering a three-year $771 million grant 
(1999 - 2001) to help meet the total projected cost of $ 1.7 billion. The 
latter would be in the spirit of prior moments of special federal help 
for periodic major public broadcasting initiatives such as the original 
satellite implementation and subsequent replacement projects. 

Even with the renewed upward trend of federal authorizations and 
appropriations, plus the prospects for special major technological 
upgrade projects, the fact remains that the recurrent experience for 
public broadcasting has been one of regularly being forced back into 
the defensive posture of having to appeal annually for every funding 
measure, while also frequently having to struggle against recisions 
in appropriations taking place during the years for which they have 
been granted. Signs of the continuing tenuousness of federal funding 
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for public broadcasting have been the several instances where annu¬ 
al appropriations for CPB and PTFP have had to be made without 
benefit of prior authorizations. 

The effects of this process continue to focus public broadcasting 
leadership energies on short-term problems and to bind it tightly to 
the political agenda of the moment. As revealed during the 1990- 
1991 efforts to prepare for the next reauthorization bill (to extend to 
1996 the legislation that would expire in 1993), and then the mid- 
1990s struggles against total elimination, public broadcasting has 
had neither the time nor the energy to stand back from these essen¬ 
tially annual funding struggles to look ahead and plan for any sig¬ 
nificant rearticulations of its purpose and needs. This condition 
also has made public broadcasting vulnerable to the temptations of 
undue caution and self-censorship as occasioned by expression of 
concerns by key congressional figures about programming topics 
and bias. 

Altogether, then, the very mechanisms of the federal funding 
process, as much as the inadequate amounts, almost guarantee that 
public broadcasting will remain capable of only the most modest re¬ 
assessment of its goals and capacities, and of being able to be as vig¬ 
orously independent as desirable. It can reorganize a particular na¬ 
tional program service office, align itself with a renewed national 
interest in education or prepare for a new digital transmission sys¬ 
tem, but it still cannot plan for, let alone implement, significant, far- 
reaching changes in the entire range of services and national and 

local delivery means.7 

7 During 1990-1991, with the quality of U.S. education becoming a salient political issue, 
CPB and others began to re-emphasize the educational nature of public broadcasting both to 
justify the new authorization bill and to seek special smaller allocations in various education 
funding bills. Although useful in the short term, this tactic was a political expedient that was 
at odds with much of the general audience programming trends in public broadcasting since 
Camegie-I and that in any event did not constitute a major reassessment of overall goals and 
services. By the late-1990s, with the federal appropriations re-improving somewhat, the 
educational emphasis had ebbed and elements of it were having considerable difficulty sus¬ 

taining federal support (Bedford, 1997a). 
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b) State and local funding 
As suggested in Section I, the origins of U.S. public broadcasting lie 
in a close association with the formal structures of education, partic¬ 
ularly with the public school system and public universities. Those 
institutions are the primary province of state and local governments, 
not federal or national authorities, as is typically the case abroad. 
That tradition of decentralized educational responsibility explains 
much about why state and local government support for educational 
or public broadcasting has always been a larger source of capital and 
recurring revenue than federal income (see Figure 1). That support 
has been channeled primarily through university licensees and state 
educational and telecommunications authority station boards. In¬ 
creased numbers of stations licensed to such institutions as well as 
support for various state and local instructional programs, accounted 
for a considerable portion of the system growth in the 1960s and 
1970s. Steady increases in that form of support during the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, when state government budgets were otherwise wide¬ 
ly leveling off or dropping, did much to offset the reductions in fed¬ 
eral support. That growth has remained remarkably solid (with only 
a modest fall-off in 1992 and 1993) even through the breakdown of 
the system match principle in the federal funding process and the 
continuing fluctuations in congressional support through the 1990s. 

However, while state and local support was significant and even 
increasing, the fact remained that its growth was slow and modest 
enough to guarantee only minor continued increases in public 
broadcasting facilities and program services. Proportionately it also 
declined from about 50 percent of overall public broadcasting reve¬ 
nues in the early 1970s to about 30 percent in the late 1980s and 
since. 

State government funding also varied widely in type and amount 
across the country; many states did not make public broadcasting a 
high priority. Even where such support was substantial, it was typi¬ 
cally annual and at the most biennial in character, its overall levels 
showed no dramatic increases, and its actual proportion of overall 
public broadcasting funding was still shrinking. Thus, while state 
support remained a substantial pillar of U.S. public broadcasting, it 
was unclear whether it could become the basis for anything more 
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significant (that is, for a major increase in the numbers of noncom¬ 
mercial public-service channels and program efforts). 

State funding had always been predicated on the educational and 
instructional potential of public broadcasting. The strength of its 
persistence and even growth over the years suggested the possibility 
of a continuing willingness of states to invest in the enterprise. It 
also was clear throughout the late 1980s that many state govern¬ 
ments were intrigued by the possibilities of more sophisticated edu¬ 
cational telecommunications, particularly under the rubric of “dis¬ 
tance learning.” As improved quality of education became a popular 
political response to questions about economic recovery, state gov¬ 
ernments were widely offering incentives to all levels of education 
(elementary and secondary schools, junior colleges and universities) 
to become much more involved in the use of advanced technologies 
to deliver instructional programs. As always before in debates about 
the uses of new technologies in education, the premises of such ini¬ 
tiatives were hotly argued, but the renewed state interest in the mat¬ 
ter suggested possibilities for continuing to develop the state com¬ 
mitment to the educational public broadcasting enterprise. A few 
people within public broadcasting had always seen the potential of 
expanding the linkages in this realm, particularly through the “pub¬ 
lic telecommunications center” or “public TelePlex” concepts (Cen¬ 
tral Educational Network, 1989; Hall and Fellows, 1990), but public 
broadcasting seemed never able to develop national programs that 
would explore the full service and funding potential of such models. 
As a result, few public broadcasters were directly and forcefully 
testing the states’ willingness to work with them in this area and 
thereby leverage more state funding. 

This ambiguity about the future of the relationship to formal edu¬ 
cation has remained throughout the 1990s. The rapid expansion of 
the Internet and World Wide Web has stimulated the search for new 
technology applications in all the major educational purposes - 
K-12, vocational training, higher education, continuing education 
and professional certification. There always have been competitive 
forces at work in the efforts to determine how best to use newer 
technologies to deliver formal instruction. The on-line, interactive 
world invites further competition for public broadcasting, from pri- 
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vate and public interests alike. As the on-line culture grows, it is 
likely that such competition will increase and all the traditional insti¬ 
tutions of educational delivery, including public broadcasting, may 
find that their claim on state and local funding, however limited be¬ 
fore, will continue to be limited without a clearer redefinition around 
such methods and opportunities. Meanwhile in keeping with the 
longstanding pattern, the continuing reliance on state funding rein¬ 
forces the diffuse institutional structure and national program weak¬ 
ness of U.S. public broadcasting. 

Figure 1: Sources of funding for U.S. public broadcasting 
1979 and 1995 

��Federal 27.0 % 

��State government 22.0% 

��State colleges and universities 10.5 % 

��Local government 7.9 % 

��Auction 2.7% 

13 Subscribers 11.7 % 

��Business 9.6% 

��Foundations 3.4% 

��Other colleges 1.4% 

��All others 3.8% 

Total Income for 1979: $ 603.5 million 

��Federal 17.6 % 

��State government 16.7% 

��State colleges and universities 8.4% 

��Local government 3.0% 

��Auction 1.1 % 

H Subscribers 22.2 % 

��Business 15.3% 

��Foundations 5.7% 

��Other colleges 2.5 % 

��All others 7.4% 

Total Income for 1995: $ 1.917 billion 

Source: Corporation for Public Broadcasting 
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3.4.2 Private funding 

As a matter of law and regulation, U.S. public broadcasting is offi¬ 
cially “noncommercial.” As such, although having no dedicated 
source of federal national funding as in the license fee mechanism 
abroad, it also has been restricted in its forms of nontax-based fund¬ 
ing. Its response has been to develop several streams of revenue 
available to it within the U.S. world of nonprofit institutions, as for 
instance in the arts, culture and education. Such sources have in¬ 
cluded membership subscriptions, commercial underwriting, and 
foundation grants. Altogether these various forms of private funding 
grew at substantial rates after the early 1970s. Accounting for only 
about one-fifth of all public broadcasting funds in 1970, they 
amounted to more than a third by 1980, and then during the 1980s 
they more than trebled, accounting for well over half throughout the 
1990s. The success of private funding was such that it came to re¬ 
place state and local tax-based funds as the dominant form of public 
broadcasting support. Among its elements have been two principal 
forms that merit brief discussion. 

a) Memberships and subscriptions 
Up through the late 1950s, memberships and subscriptions were lit¬ 
tle used outside of a few listener-supported radio stations and the 
new community corporation ETV licensees. In time, particularly 
with the emergence of the Carnegie notion of public broadcasting, 
stations of all sorts began soliciting membership subscriptions, even 
eventually school and university licensees. Such patronage practices 
were already common in the arts and other cultural and social activi¬ 
ties, as in the support of symphony orchestras, opera companies, 
museums, and hospitals. Their adoption in noncommercial broad¬ 
casting reflected a certain expectation that public radio and televi¬ 
sion might play comparable roles in communities around the coun¬ 
try. By the late 1980s membership solicitation came to provide over 
20 percent of public broadcasting’s total income, standing at 23 per¬ 
cent in 1996. 

The initial rapid growth and sustained availability of such support 
had been highly encouraging for public broadcasting throughout the 
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1970s. It signaled a sort of audience loyalty and commitment that 
offset the discouraging news of regularly low ratings. It also provid¬ 
ed a significant margin of increased income for public stations, per¬ 
mitting the necessary extra element in various important program 
service and capital projects. Further it helped build the NFFS base 
and was therefore part of the original system-match federal funding 
logic. 

But there always have been certain reservations about the role and 
costs of such support. For instance, it raises a fairness issue, about 
whether viewers and listeners should have additional responsibilities 
for public broadcasting above and beyond the funds they provide 
through taxes. Simultaneously, it raises the publicness question - 
that is, for whom does public broadcasting exist and by whom 
should it be controlled? Only about 10 percent of the regular public 
broadcasting audience subscribes. Consequently there has emerged 
the implication of a special set of rights for that group in deter¬ 
mining program service content. Such rights often seem to be ac¬ 
knowledged by fundraising campaigns that impress on the audience 
the extent to which their contributions are necessary to confirm sta¬ 
tion decisions about purchasing or producing particular programs. 
Those appeals have led to questions about how much disenfranchi¬ 
sement of the rest of the taxpaying audience might be occurring. 

Meanwhile, the considerable efforts necessary to secure subscrip¬ 
tions have had other substantial costs. Station managements have to 
invest considerable amounts of time and energy in their fundraising 
efforts. They have had to build up large development staffs, and in 
many cases, particularly in public television, they have had to make 
trade-offs for such activities against local program planning and 
production efforts. In many U.S. public television stations the local 
program production staffs have been eliminated or folded into the 
development office, so that their sole or major local production ac¬ 
tivities have become the periodic fundraising appeals. As a result 
much of the community program service effort has been absorbed by 
the local cable access groups who quite often have little or no rela¬ 
tionship with the public broadcasting licensee. This drift has exacer¬ 
bated the estrangement between public broadcasters and the inde¬ 
pendent production communities; most significantly, it has helped 
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take public broadcasting out of the realm of local political and social 
affairs. Particularly in television, public broadcasting’s identity has 
been increasingly that of an outlet for a national service, not as a 
forum for local voices and issues. 

Finally, there has been the continuing question about the long¬ 
term prospects for membership revenue. With federal deregulation 
permitting increases in cable subscription fees, with the persistence 
of various special pay services on cable, and with the changes in the 
federal income tax law governing deductions of charitable contribu¬ 
tions, it was unclear whether individual membership could be ex¬ 
pected to grow much more. 

The FCC’s reluctance to maintain firm cable must-carry provi¬ 
sions for public television stations also seemed to undermine the 
subscription base. As a result public television had to expend con¬ 
siderable energy, and political capital, just to restore the minimum 
terms of traditional local reception guarantees. Those efforts divert¬ 
ed attention from the broader questions about the desirability and 
costs of this entire system of revenue generation; perhaps more im¬ 
portant, they also diverted public broadcasters and interested politi¬ 
cal parties from working on the even larger task of framing a wider 
vision for the service. This situation remains a concern even after 
the Supreme Court, in 1997, albeit by a slim 5 — 6 majority, deter¬ 
mined that the must-carry rules were constitutional (Turner Broad¬ 
casting System, Inc. v. FCC, 1997). 

b) Underwriting and advertising 
Industrial and corporate support for programming and even trans¬ 
mission operations became perhaps the most sensitive area of public 
broadcast funding. Never explicitly defined and authorized in legis¬ 
lation, the practice of soliciting underwriting developed early in the 
history of community ETV licensees, where appeals to foundations 
and various other private interests had become, like individual 
membership subscriptions, a symbol of its legitimacy as a particular 
kind of cultural institution and as a material necessity. In time, as 
public broadcasting’s popularity grew and its evening audiences 
took on a particular demographic character - somewhat dispropor¬ 
tionately upscale, professional and politically significant - many 
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national and local corporate interests began to perceive important 
public relations and political value in reaching such audiences with 
news of their support for certain kinds of programs. At first, such 
identification was possible only in brief, strictly regulated under¬ 
writing credits. But these practices became increasingly liber¬ 
alized as program costs rose, federal funding proved more problema¬ 
tic and corporate interests in reaching public broadcasting audiences 
grew. Over time federal policy actually began to encourage expan¬ 
sion of private, commercial support and even outright advertis¬ 
ing. 

All of these tendencies were reflected in the experience of the 
Temporary Commission on Alternative Financing (FCC, 1983) 
which, as part of its 1982-1983 study of the nonfederal income po¬ 
tential for public broadcasting, actually conducted experiments in 
public broadcasting advertising. Though not willing to recommend 
advertising’s permanent emplacement, the TCAF actually helped le¬ 
gitimize the serious discussion of advertising’s merits and at the 
very least fostered an environment more congenial to liberalized 
sponsorship. The TCAF report recommended practices that the FCC 
soon authorized as “enhanced underwriting,” thereby taking public 
broadcasting a significant step further into the realm of direct com¬ 
mercial advertising. During the 1980s and 1990s such support grew 
by 65 percent, from less than 10 percent to about 16 percent of all 
public broadcasting revenues. 

Public broadcasters and their critics have remained sharply divid¬ 
ed over this issue. There were strong concerns that any increasing 
commercialization of public broadcasting was unhealthy, that it 
drove the institution ever closer to the programming and audience 
considerations that guide commercial broadcasting and against 
which public broadcasting must stand. At the very least, questions 
were asked about what programming efforts and voices went un¬ 
heard when underwriting resources were unavailable. Another prac¬ 
tical concern was that increased commercialization would seem to 
threaten all the other significant forms of revenue generation without 
any guarantee that it would offer sufficient replacement funds. Other 
observers, however, felt that none of the other forms of financial 
support would ever provide the extent of revenue necessary for pub- 

58 



lie broadcasting to survive, let alone to grow and substantially in¬ 
crease its range of services and appeal. From this perspective the ar¬ 
gument was that there were no realistic alternatives to increased 
commercial revenues and that although there were dangers associat¬ 
ed with them, they could be managed well enough to ensure that the 
better, unique characteristics of public-service programming would 
persist and even prosper. The latter position was strongly reiterated 
in 1997 with the publication of a new proposal for partial, weekend 
commercialization of public television (Grossman, 1997). 

Whatever the relative merits of these arguments, they tended to 
occur outside any sustained debate about the purposes and needs of 
public broadcasting. Even by the late 1990s there remains little rec¬ 
ognition that the measure of increased commercialization’s merits or 
demerits should be taken only in light of a clearer sense of public 
broadcasting’s objectives. 

4. Summary: a proposal for structural 
and process changes 

All this evidence of the way public broadcasting works in the U.S., 
and careful comparisons with its counterparts abroad, suggests that 
what now exits is dysfunctional and actually counter to the best 
prospects for public service programming. In no major respect is 
U.S. public broadcasting working as effectively as it should. By vir¬ 
tue of decades of no or relatively low levels of national policy sup¬ 
port and through a long process of resigned accommodations to that 
condition, public broadcasting has developed a thoroughly ingrained 
pattern of trained incapacity. It does some things very well, but by 
comparison with its counterparts abroad it is unable either to imag¬ 
ine or to work toward a broader role for itself in U.S. culture. There¬ 
fore, it is necessary to consider certain major structural changes. 

Among those are: 
— the consolidation of national-level public broadcasting organiza 

tions for programming and policy development purposes; 
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- a complementary consolidation of local and regional licensees; 
- more centralized national programming production capacity in 

public television; 
- a dramatic increase in the volume of programming produced by 

and for public television and radio at all levels; 
- the reorganization of such production in full-fledged, comple¬ 

mentary national and local multiple-program services; and 
- the generation of far more resources to support those efforts. 

4,1 Consolidation of national organizations 

As suggested in Section II above, in other countries there tend to be 
only one or two national public service broadcasting organizations, 
e.g., the BBC and Channel Four in the UK, the ARD and ZDF sys¬ 
tems in Germany, the ABC and SBS in Australia, the NHK in Japan 
or the CBC in Canada. In those instances where there are more than 
one organization, they typically are organized around distinctly ar¬ 
ticulated program services, and in most cases there is no division of 
public radio organizations. 

In that light the variety of corporate structures in the U.S. tend 
to be wasteful and ineffective in providing the best, focused admin¬ 
istrative structure for national public broadcasting. CPB only appears 
to be similar to its national counterparts abroad (BBC, CBC, NHK). 
Its name belies its essential lack of authority. Under current law 
it continues to have limited program commissioning authority and 
for the most part can only pass through funds to the stations and 
other entities. Unlike its counterparts it produces no programming, 
operates no networks, and owns no stations. Even its role in policy 
leadership is suspect, because of ambiguities in the law and the ex¬ 
istence of a large array of other interests, many of them at the nation¬ 
al level. 

PBS has some program commissioning authority, and it does 
schedule the national service. But its program funding is so limited 
($291.6 million in 1996) and its station governance structure so 
powerful, that it still tends to provide only a single national service 
that is much more restricted than its counterparts abroad. Even its 
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several instructional services are merely supplementary. They do not 
constitute full-fledged universally available public television pro¬ 
gram streams. To this day PBS, and by extension all of public tele¬ 
vision, cannot take full advantage of its satellite and local transmis¬ 
sion capabilities. 

At the same time, PBS does not have the authority to represent 
public television politically. That task is assumed by a separate 
lobby group, America’s Public Television Stations (APTS). Like 
PBS, APTS is a membership group that also is hamstrung by the 
multiplicity of its members’ interests and jealousies. It has no au¬ 
thority or incentive to provide much long-term planning. And yet for 
many in the press and in the public at large, PBS is still invested 
with the presumption of speaking for all of public television, and, 
regardless of how erroneously, for all of public broadcasting. 

NPR combines its operational roles in production and program¬ 
ming with representation. But, as with PBS, NPR finds itself com¬ 
peting with other formal or informal associations of licensees and 
program services that also lobby separately in response to competing 
agendas. 

Meanwhile a consistent major theme of the several task forces 
studying U.S. public broadcasting since the mid-1960s has been a 
recommendation for the creation of a national program trust fund to 
concentrate available national program resources and planning. Such 
a step would eliminate much of the current overlap and redundancy 
among program planning and commissioning authorities. It might 
not, however, go quite far enough, leaving considerable program au¬ 
thority in the separate national and regional producing and distribu¬ 
tion agencies. 

Accordingly it might well be worth considering whether U.S. au¬ 
diences would be more effectively served if, as abroad, all the vari¬ 
ous functions of major national public service broadcasters were 
consolidated in one federally chartered and funded organization. 
Such an organization could retain the CPB name, and it would like¬ 
wise be possible to retain the PBS and NPR identities, perhaps as 
national programming divisions, as in the old NAEB model. It also 
would be possible to guarantee elements of licensee involvement in 
the new entity’s governance, but the control would be limited. It 
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would not constitute the complete ownership reflected in the current 
system. 

The new structure also would be much more aggressive in its pro¬ 
gram production and programming roles. It would be expected to 
own and exploit significant production facilities, as well as commis¬ 
sioning authority. It also would be expected to develop a series of 
different, multiple-program streams in each medium, e.g., three or 
four in radio, two or three in television, and many others on-line. 
Those services would be managed separately from one another, as in 
the national models abroad, but they would share facilities, technical 
resources and representation functions (for an unfulfilled but still 
compelling initial model of this concept see Gunn, et al., 1980). A 
recent, though much belated attempt to implement part of that model 
is reflected in the discussions about forming PBS-2 (Brockinton, 
1997). 

4.2 Consolidation of local organizations 

There are now over 350 local public television stations and nearly 
1,800 public radio stations. Some of these are part of state net¬ 
works, but overall they tend to operate independently of one an¬ 
other. Most notably, while they may have available to them various 
program sources, they tend to use those services as supplements to 
a single national PBS or NPR service. That is, they do not group 
themselves around separate national program streams as in the BBC 
TV 1, 2, and Radio 1, 2, 3, 4 or CBC English 1, 2 and French 1, 2 
models. 

This strong pattern of local presence would be highly prized if it 
were accompanied by significant amounts of local programming 
production. But in far too many cases, particularly in public televi¬ 
sion, there are only a few, i.e., less than a dozen, hours of local pro¬ 
gram production a week. In radio local production is statistically 
much more prevalent, but it is all too frequently limited only to large 
amounts of music programming. The music formats mask the dearth 
of local news, public affairs and information services. With few ex¬ 
ceptions, the significant NPR news and information services are not 
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supplemented by equally long-form and in-depth content at the 
local, state or regional levels. 

To overcome such a lack of programming presence, it would be 
advantageous to consolidate stations and services in the various lo¬ 
calities and regions. In one respect such concentration might be 
treated as a cost savings measure (fewer staff members and facili¬ 
ties), and it could readily result in elimination of many entities, lead¬ 
ing to the survival of perhaps less than 100. But overall its justifica¬ 
tion would lie in what it would allow the licensees to do that they 
cannot now accomplish, as, for instance, in more clearly differenti¬ 
ated program services. Indeed, although the per hour or other units 
of cost should be lower due to administrative efficiencies, the total 
costs for this sort of wide ranging program effort would almost cer¬ 
tainly be higher, as a result of the vastly increased amount of pro¬ 
gram material. 

It should be emphasized that such consolidation should not occur 
solely for the sake of eliminating competition among local or re¬ 
gional entities. The purpose of this change, and the measure of its 
success, would be in the broadened range of complementary services 
occasioned by the sharing of resources and the associated synergies 
of creative and fiscal cross-subsidy. Duplication should be discour¬ 
aged, but consolidation without significant diversity of program re¬ 
sults would be a failure. In fact, some of the larger entities entering 
into such arrangements would have to approach the challenge as one 
of thoroughly rethinking their missions and transforming themselves 
into broader-ranging program service organizations, not simply as 

8 exercises in taking over and absorbing others. 

8 Tentative tendencies with regard to both national and local consolidation efforts are evi¬ 
denced in recent discussions about the merger of the two major public radio program net¬ 
works, National Public Radio (NPR) and Public Radio International (PRI) (Adelson, 1997), 
and efforts by CPB to encourage cooperative ventures and even consolidation among public 
television licensees in so-called “overlap markets,” but as a matter of national policy or 
simply as a general understanding among the parties involved, it does not appear that there 
is an appreciation of how such initiatives will permit public broadcasting services to grow 

and expand. 
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4.3 Dramatically increased funding 

The total revenues of U.S. public broadcasting are around $1.9 bil¬ 
lion. Of that only about $300-350 million comes from the federal 
government. Such a figure is embarrassingly small by comparison 
with other major industrial nations. 

The small amount of federal revenue has at least three unfortunate 
consequences. One, it is not large enough to sustain the volume of 
program production and acquisition necessary to build even a single 
national service of the range, volume and quality typical abroad. 
Two, it also makes it difficult to contemplate building a truly strong 
set of complementary national program services. Three, it forces 
public broadcasters to spend far too much time seeking other fund¬ 
ing, principally in the form of commercial '‘underwriting ” and indi¬ 
vidual memberships (subscribers). 

Over time the underwriting system has evolved first into “en¬ 
hanced underwriting,” then into direct sponsorship, and now out¬ 
right advertising. In the process it has seriously compromised the 
noncommercial nature of the public service enterprise. The effects 
are clear in many cities where many U.S. public television stations 
may be said to have already been transformed into only a slightly 
higher quality of independent commercial television. 

But equally as insidious is the time and energy the advertising and 
membership activities sap from program planning and production. 
As a result, public broadcasting management is increasingly less 
about programming and more about selling and marketing. 

In recent years the assault on federal funding has become so 
heavy that many in public broadcasting have assumed that it will be 
eliminated entirely, or remain at some level even more modest than 
that of the present. The public broadcasting response has been to de¬ 
spair of federal support and to all but cease working for it. 

This is an unfortunate tendency at just the moment when the real 
prospects for generating tax-based federal dollars that could be dedi¬ 
cated to public broadcasting are becoming far larger than at any time 
in its history. The source of those revenues would be the proceeds 
from the auctions of new or newly freed spectrum and from taxes on 
the transfer (sales) of licenses. Estimates of the total value of these 
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proceeds vary considerably. Auctions alone have accounted for 
about $10 billion in recent years. Together auctions and taxed sales 
licenses might amount to $100 billion in the next five years. If that 
figure was to be the target for the trust fund endowment for public 
broadcasting, it would yield roughly $5 billion a year, fully 15 times 
the current amount of federal funding. With funding at that level, 
public broadcasting could eliminate all of its advertising and yet still 
have the sums necessary to support vastly increased amounts of pro¬ 
duction and multiple-program services to be developed by the dra¬ 
matically restructured and consolidated national and local public 
broadcasting enterprise. 

Currently the spectrum auction proceeds are being used solely in 
federal budget deficit reduction. They have not been linked in any 
way to the provisions of public service to which they are technologi¬ 
cally related. Likewise, the spectrum auction notions in recent legis¬ 
lative proposals are weak, inadequate versions of what is being pro¬ 
posed here. The bills in the 104th Congress contemplated selling 
only the spectrum assets of public broadcasting itself. They made no 
provision for the dedication to public television of the proceeds of 
the auction of any other portion of the spectrum. Nor did they pro¬ 
vide for tapping the profits earned by selling assets whose value 
rests in their license to use publicly owned spectrum space. Some in 
public broadcasting did propose raising revenues for a trust fund 
from a mixture of auction, transfer fees and noncommercial spec¬ 
trum leases (U.S. House, 1995, pp. 20-21), but the total value of the 
endowment sought in that proposal was only $4.0 billion, far short 
of the amount necessary to propel public broadcasting into a more 
significant role. 

In this light, public broadcasting itself and those who claim to 
support it should be making the case for a major “public dividend” 
program to support the institution. That plan would articulate the 
details of the trust fund and the reformation of the structural ele¬ 
ments. The public dividend plan would, however, be premised on 
the linkages among all three elements of reform - organizational 
consolidation, increased programming production and increased 
funding. Again, it is crucial that public broadcasting’s leadership 
clearly and strongly articulate the extent of the vision, and fiscal ex- 
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pectations, outlined here. Tepid responses to the current trust fund 
proposals and failure to press for substantial support for it would re¬ 
flect a serious shortcoming and continue the low-vision tendencies 
of the past two decades (for an example of this problem see Bed¬ 
ford, 1997b). 

Conclusion 

This model is only preliminary, but it suggests much about how one 
would be able to help U.S. public broadcasting become far more 
central in the nation’s broadcasting and telecommunications cul¬ 
ture. If it is not adopted, the U.S. public service institution will con¬ 
tinue to be a political football kept under serious constraints, as 
merely a weak derivative of the far larger, more powerful commer¬ 
cial system. 

Without such a bold, new vision and reorganization plan, and a 
significantly stepped-up investment of public support, public broad¬ 
casting also will be driven ever more thoroughly into the arms of 
commerce itself, losing whatever modest protections it still retains 
from the pressures of the marketplace. Absent a renewed social con¬ 
tract and a clearer set of public culture values, public broadcasting 
will continue to harbor a limited vision for itself. It will likely, there¬ 
fore, continue to slide into a posture of reducing its audiences to 
consumers and abandoning its traditional commitments to them as 
citizens in civil discourse. As such it will never measure up to its 
counterparts abroad and it will continue to betray the dreams of its 
best supporters and thinkers at home. 
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