CONFERENCE REMARKS
On behalf of the Center for Creative Voices in Media, I thank you for coming to our first public event -- our world premiere -- “Can Media Artists Survive Media Consolidation?”  My name is Jon Rintels, I’m the founder and Executive Director of CCVM and proud member of the Writers Guild for over two decades, writing for both screen and television.  Before going further, I want to thank many people for their support of CCVM – and me – over our first year and acknowledge their contributions to making this event possible.  First, our Board members and advisors.  These concerned media artists, many winners of Oscars, Emmys, Tonys, Peabodys, and other awards -- I can’t thank them enough for supporting our mission and work.  Becky Lentz of the Ford Foundation and Laurie Racine of the Center for the Public Domain have been generous advisors and underwriters of this conference.  Category 4 Web Design and the Writers Guild have contributed generous support as well.  Our speakers and panelists -- many of them came a long way to join us.  As did so many of you in our audience.  To all of you, thank you for giving up your Saturday morning.  Thank you for sharing our concerns.
What exactly is the Center for Creative Voices in Media?  We’re a nonpartisan, nonprofit 501(c)(3).  We think and write and talk and bring people together to further our mission of preserving in America’s media the original, independent, and diverse creative voices that enrich our nation’s culture and safeguard its democracy.  And in our one year of existence, we believe we’ve played a significant role in Washington and elsewhere informing the public about the impact of media consolidation on media artists, filing numerous papers and testifying before the FCC, appearing on C-SPAN twice, on NPR, in the trades, The Times of New York and LA, Business Week, and many, many other places.  And, I hope you’re curious, contributions are tax deductible most welcome, and critical to supporting these efforts.
A note on our process this morning.  After our keynote, each panelist will speak for a few minutes.  Then, we’ll begin our panel discussion.  If you have questions for our panelists, please write them down and pass them to our volunteers walking up the aisle.  I’ll try to ask as many as I can.

So, what about this conference title:  Can Media Artists Survive Media Consolidation?  Isn’t that too apocalyptic?  Consider these statistics in television:
Five media conglomerates (GE, Viacom, News Corp., Time Warner, and Disney – it is still Disney this morning?) control approximately 75% of broadcast and cable prime-time viewing, roughly the same share of TV households in prime time as the three broadcast networks controlled 40 years ago, before cable’s “500 channel universe” made media regulation obsolete, to some.  This concentration will increase if and when, as expected, NBC takes over Vivendi/Universal.

Of the 91 major cable television networks each available in more than 16 million homes, fully 80 percent are owned or co-owned by the same five conglomerates plus Liberty Media.  Again, if NBC takes over Vivendi/Universal, this concentration increases.
The same five conglomerates plus Vivendi/Universal (which NBC may soon take over) now also produce and control the vast majority of programming for television.  Of the 40 new series that premiered on the four major broadcast networks in the 2002 season, 77.5 percent were owned in whole or part by the same four networks, up from 56.3 percent the prior season – an increase of over 37 percent in just one year -- and up from just 12.5 percent in 1990.

But so what?  Why should we be concerned?
We are concerned because – and this is a direct quote -- “concentration of power in any medium – particularly one which is, for all intents and purposes, the gatekeeper to three out of every five U.S. television homes – is to be feared and must be curbed.”  Those aren’t my words, they’re Jack Valenti’s, spoken in 1990.  But today, of course, that concentrated corporate power is no longer the gatekeeper to sixty percent of television homes.  It’s the gatekeeper to seventy five percent of television homes. 
We are concerned because media conglomerates' vast size and clout are “ultimately the enemies of creativity.  Creativity doesn't care about leverage, or that you cut $250 million in costs.”  Again, not my words, but Peter Chernin’s, President and COO of News Corp.  Spoken not in 1990, but in October 2003.
And we are concerned because “the big, bad truth is that the four networks have reconstituted themselves into the oligopoly the FCC originally set out to curb back in the 1960s.  They're now on the verge of controlling the same number of households The Big Three did 40 years ago.  The independents are dying in droves.  Where do new, fresh-thinking young people go today?  Once upon a time, there were hundreds of places they could go to try their imaginations, to get new wings.  Now, they are up against a few vertically integrated monoliths…  We need more regulation, not less.”  I wish those were my words, but they were spoken by Barry Diller, the former head of the Fox network, last April in his keynote address to the National Association of Broadcasters’ annual convention.  Former NBC head Grant Tinker and former CBS head Howard Stringer have said similar things over the past year.
We should be concerned because “the widespread dissemination of information from a multiplicity of sources” is a government interest that is not merely important, but is of the “highest order.”  At least, that’s what the Supreme Court says.  So does the Federal Communications Commission.  And so did the framers of the Constitution in the First Amendment to the Bill of Rights.  

Yet, as the statistics show, we don’t have a multiplicity of sources of television programming today.  Instead, we have these few media conglomerates serving as trustees of our public airwaves – our spectrum.  In exchange for this extremely valuable privilege, for which they pay the public nothing, these conglomerates are responsible for operating in the public interest, not solely in their own private profit-making interest.  At least, that was the original bargain struck many decades ago.  But today’s reality is that these conglomerates use their control over access to the public airwaves as leverage to control the content the public sees.  As a result, the multiplicity of sources we value so highly has become what one senator memorably termed “many voices, one ventriloquist.”  
We are concerned because, for better or worse, the mass media fills many roles in our society: parent, educator, companion, babysitter, and entertainer.  For example, research indicates that much of the American public receives the vast majority of its information regarding democracy, politics, values, history, and culture from television.  And that’s television entertainment programming, not television news.  Many say television has the power to make our children obese and violent, to turn them into smokers and drug addicts.  Or, put more positively, that it has the power to persuade our children not to take up cigarettes and drugs.  That it has the power to turn our children into indolent couch potatoes, or the power to turn them into responsible citizens who vote without fail.  In short, almost everyone now acknowledges that television and other mass media do not merely reflect our culture, they also have the power to shape our culture.  And since American popular entertainment is one of our nation’s most successful exports, it has the power to make us respected in the world.  Or resented and reviled.

This is awesome power.  Have our trustees of our public airwaves and spectrum responsibly exercised it?  Have these media conglomerates fostered a more diverse and vibrant marketplace of ideas?  Have they promoted the widespread dissemination of information about democracy, politics, values, history, and culture from a multiplicity of sources – that bedrock public interest?  Or have they simply acted in their own private interest to maximize their profits with as little consideration of the public interest as they can get away with?  
And, if so, at what cost?  
Is our conference title too apocalyptic?  Perhaps, but I don’t think so.  I ask you to consider if what brought together so many prominent representatives of the public interest with so many prominent representatives of America’s media creators, for perhaps the first time, is not the question of whether America’s media artists can survive media consolidation, but whether America’s democracy and culture can?
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