


CHAPTER 4PRIVATE 


DEVELOPING A MEDIA REFORM ORGANIZATION


While Johnson was still at the FCC, Charles Benton approached him about the possibility of leading a restructured NCCB (N. Johnson, personal communication, December 22, 2000). Johnson was not interested in parlaying his job at the commission into a high paid job in the service sector; in fact, he thought the idea of taking advantage of the contacts he had made in the public service sector for private profit was obscene. However, Johnson was interested in continuing his role at the FCC in another capacity, and he was also considering running for Congress from Iowa. 


Charles Benton and his father, William, had been active from the very beginning in all of the various incarnations of the NCCB (NCCB, 1974a, 1975a). William Benton was a former senator from Connecticut, a member of the original Carnegie Commission, and the chairman of the board of Encyclopedia Britannica. He had always been an outspoken critic of the quality of television programming and believed it was an underutilized resource (Johnson, 1969). Charles Benton was the president of Films, Incorporated. After his father’s death, he became the principal administrator for the Benton Foundation, a philanthropic organization supported in part by royalties accrued from the invention of Muzak and the Encyclopedia Britannica (N. Johnson, personal communication, December 22, 2000). The Bentons had provided most of the continuity of imagination, energy, and funding that had carried the NCCB this far, and the foundation was willing to provide funding again if Johnson would agree to be chair (NCCB, 1975a, 1975b). According to Chuck Shepherd, Johnson’s office manager at the FCC and later the editor of access, “Charles Benton and several other foundation people said that they were basically putting money down to keep Nicholas Johnson in the public eye” (C. Shepherd, personal communication, March 14, 2001).


Benton proposed that a new nonprofit, tax exempt corporation be formed with Johnson as its head (NCCB, 1974a, 1975b; Johnson, 1975a). In an effort to avoid making the same mistakes that the NCCPTV and NCCB had made in the past, he recommended that a detailed study of the media reform movement be undertaken before committing to any programs. Benton believed that, with the rise of media reform groups that were springing up all over the country, the need for an independent national organization like the old NCCB was sharply reduced. Instead Benton wanted to investigate the need for a national organization that would act as an umbrella group for all the small community-based organizations. He asked Johnson to take up to a year to plan for an organization that could build on to the membership base that the NCCB still had. Benton wanted Johnson to explore some of the areas of activity that he had outlined in his luncheon speech. He was sure that with enough planning the NCCB could gain support for their programs from other foundations. When Benton secured additional funding for research from the J. M. Kaplan Fund, the Ruth L. Ottinger Fund, and the Stern Fund, Johnson agreed to take the position in June 1973 when his term on the FCC was set to expire (NCCB, 1973a, 1973b).


Johnson ended up staying at the FCC for 6 more months while President Richard M. Nixon searched for a new nominee to fill his post (Johnson, 1974a). During this period, Johnson also sought the opinions of those groups with which he came into contact during the course of doing business for the FCC. He wrote a letter in November to community activists in the Washington, DC, area inviting them to participate in an FCC meeting scheduled on November 12 (Johnson, 1973a). In the letter, he said it was more important than ever to have citizen participation in broadcast regulation and further stated he was working on a plan geared towards “strengthening local community media activity and for providing mechanisms for direct financial, technical, and legal assistance to local groups” (Johnson, 1973a, n.p.). He asked these groups to share their ideas with him, and he signed the letter “Peace and Justice, Nicholas Johnson.”


The goal of the meeting was to solicit advice from community groups and let them know in no uncertain terms that Nicholas Johnson intended to continue the fight to reform broadcasting after he left office (NCCB, 1973b). The meeting was designed not only to gather information but also to stress the potential for change if local groups were able to coordinate their efforts under the auspices of a national organization. Johnson was a good listener, an excellent speaker and motivator, and someone who projected the aura of a man who could make his vision into reality. Johnson would capitalize on these strengths of character during the countless meetings and events that he attended throughout his tenure at the NCCB.


Before leaving the FCC, Johnson prepared a draft of a position paper outlining how he intended to implement his plans for the organization (Johnson, 1973b). First, extensive research to ascertain the needs of the media reform movement and to investigate the viability of a national communications coalition needed to be conducted (Johnson, 1973c). Johnson said that he required a core staff of two people hired on a full-time basis. Both staff members would work under the direction of Johnson who would lead the organization, devote writing and public speaking time to it, and assist in the coordination of overall activities. Albert Kramer would assume the position of executive director and general counsel. In addition, Warren Graves would work on a regular part-time basis as a community contact coordinator and function as an outreach coordinator.


Surveying the Movement

Johnson outlined what he hoped to accomplish in Phase 1 of the project (Johnson, 1973b, 1973c; NCCB, 1975b). First and foremost, an extensive analysis of existing resources would need to be conducted. This analysis would include an assessment of the number of groups involved in media advocacy and the constituency of those groups. Johnson wanted to know what types of resources were at the disposal of those groups and what their needs were in relation to the specific media in the region where they operated. In addition, it would be necessary to project the availability of local expertise and to determine whether or not each group considered the strategies it used to date to be successful. During the course of this research, a mailing list would be created from the information that was gathered. A second goal of the research would be to determine what new resources might be available to the media reform movement. A survey of national special interest organizations with local affiliates such as environmental groups, healthcare programs, labor unions, women’s organizations, and other groups would determine what the current media involvement of these groups was, what their media needs were, and whether or not they would be willing to provide support for media advocacy at both a local and national level.


Testing Strategies

Johnson wanted to create long-range media advocacy goals and programs during Phase 1 of the project, but he was also pragmatic (Johnson, 1973b, 1973c; NCCB, 1975b). In order to properly evaluate proposals, he suggested that this phase of the project include some actual test marketing. For example, a media ombudsmen could be trained and placed in different markets to assist local special interest groups in the area. In addition, he proposed that some academic or policy planning research could be conducted for use in policy statements or in policy- related lawsuits. Just as critical to the planning process was the need to conduct fund-raising studies. The first phase of the project would have to include the preparation of proposals to foundations and individual donors. In addition, Phase 1 was to include the preparation of solicitation letters and advertisements designed to recruit a membership base. Johnson believed it would be appropriate to organize fund-raising events during this stage of planning. After the research was completed, a comprehensive plan of action would be designed. Johnson estimated that this phase of the project would take 9 to 12 months to complete.


Creating a Vision

Johnson envisioned an organization that functioned as a public interest communications trade association that would emphasize affiliate autonomy and collective strength (N. Johnson, personal communication, December 22, 2000; Johnson, 1973b, 1973c, 1974b; NCCB, 1973b, 1975b). He speculated that such an organization might use membership fees, mass mailings, and special events fund- raisers to hire staff that would assist local groups. He wanted the NCCB to institute training programs to develop expertise among community activists. Johnson also believed the new NCCB should function as a clearinghouse of information for the movement through publication of directories, newsletters, sourcebooks on strategies, and generally act as a catalyst for information dissemination. 


In the position papers, Johnson recommended that a communication research center be formed (Johnson, 1973b, 1974b; NCCB, 1975b). The center could sponsor communication-related research projects and develop national policy positions. In addition, this arm of the NCCB could conduct legal research that would benefit its members and provide information for legislators. In addition, Johnson said that the organization would speak out on broad policy issues on an ad hoc basis.


Johnson’s proposal for restructuring the NCCB was based on a single premise. He believed the viability of a national public interest communication organization was directly dependent on the existence of local activity generated by citizen groups in their own communities (N. Johnson, personal communication, December 22, 2000). The NCCB would work towards that end result so it could help to generate a process that defines the public interest standard in the public’s own terms. If this were to occur, Johnson speculated that the FCC could function as an arbiter of complaints between the broadcast industry and the citizens for whom it is licensed to serve rather than reacting to industry concerns (Johnson, 1973b, 1974b).


From the beginning of Johnson’s involvement with the NCCB, it was clear that he had a vision of what he wanted to accomplish with the organization. If his vision was lacking in any respect, it was in the area of how the day-to-day business of the organization would be structured. Johnson’s initial proposal created a broad rationale for the type of organization he envisioned; however, before any action could be taken, a concrete blueprint would have to be drawn.


The First Year of the New National Citizens Committee


for Broadcasting

As noted previously, although Johnson’s 7-year term at the FCC expired in June 1973, he stayed on until December 5, 1973, due to the delay in the appointment of his successor (Johnson, 1973d). When he finally resigned, he simultaneously announced that he would become the new chairman of the NCCB and also would seek election to Congress from Iowa’s Third Congressional District. In a subsequent communication, he said that if he were to win the congressional seat, he saw no conflict in continuing his role as chair of the NCCB on a part-time basis (Johnson, 1974c). In fact, he believed that it would be advantageous for the NCCB to have a voice in the legislature. 


In January, Johnson was formally elected to the position of chair of the NCCB by the board of directors (NCCB, 1974c). Since Johnson believed it was necessary to legally restructure the NCCB, four board members from the old NCCB continued to serve on the board of the new organization. The individuals selected to provide continuity were Charles Benton; Earle K. Moore, of the law firm Moore, Berson & Bernstein of New York City; the Reverend Everett C. Parker of the United Church of Christ; and Phil Watson, a Washington, DC, based media consultant to national organizations and members of Congress. The budget for the new NCCB included a $6,000 salary for half-time work for Johnson and salaries for a project coordinator, a staff assistant, and a part-time community liaison. The remainder of the budget covered office, printing, and travel expenses (NCCB, 1974a, 1974c). 


Meanwhile, Johnson spent much of his time campaigning in Iowa. In a letter to the board of directors, he told them how he intended to get the organization off the ground despite the fact that he also was running for Congress (Johnson, 1974c). Johnson said that he had assembled some of the most able and dedicated people in the country to help him run the NCCB. He described Kramer as a tough, brilliant organizer and lawyer who was the founder of the CCC (a group of professional lawyers who provide legal services to the public interest broadcast reform movement) who had agreed to serve on a part-time basis as president and general counsel of the NCCB. Warren Graves agreed to become the community liaison director for the NCCB; he had a vast amount of experience organizing projects for African American community groups. Chuck Shepherd, Johnson’s general office manager at the FCC, signed on as executive director, and Carol Anderson agreed to leave her high-paying position with the Watergate inquiry to come to work for the NCCB. Johnson said that all of these people could command considerably higher salaries in the private sector but agreed to work at the NCCB because they were highly committed to the media reform movement. Shepherd said that he joined the staff because he believed “that many TV station owners and managers, and certainly the networks and trade associations, were pigs and needed to lose some of their power somehow” (C. Shepherd, personal communication, March 14, 2001). 


In a status report written for the board of directors, Shepherd wrote that the staff had begun to contact broadcast reform groups to ascertain their needs so that a realistic plan could be developed (Shepherd, 1974a). They had a list of more than 1,000 groups that they wanted to contact by telephone or written surveys; in fact, they had already met with dozens of groups during the Citizen’s Energy Conference in Washington, DC. Johnson had been hosting monthly luncheons with representatives from government and the public interest movement in Washington, DC, to brainstorm ideas for the new organization.


In February, the staff was sidetracked from their primary program when they saw a need to speak out in opposition to the nomination of James H. Quello to replace Johnson on the FCC (Johnson 1974b; Shepherd, 1974a). There were many reasons why they had decided to oppose Quello’s appointment, chief among them was their opinion that Quello had a conflict of interest stemming from the fact that he had himself been a broadcaster for 25 years and had served on the industry’s self-regulatory panel (NCCB, 1974e). He also had been reprimanded by his employer, Capital Cities Broadcasting Corporation, for alleged racial insensitivity. The NCCB also was opposed to Quello because he had donated $1,100 to President Nixon’s reelection campaign, yet he was being asked to fill a Democratic seat on the commission. Shepherd said that Quello had consistently “given short shrift to the legitimate demands of citizen and consumer groups while manager of a radio station, while a member of the Detroit Housing Commission, and while a member of the NAB’s Radio Code arm” (Shepherd, 1974a, p. 2).


Sixteen days after officially incorporating, the new NCCB was able to organize support for the opposition of Quello that ended up producing an unprecedented 8 days of hearings with 25 witnesses representing citizen interests appearing before the Senate Communications Subcommittee (Johnson, 1974c; Shepherd, 1974a). The staff also distributed a background package to reporters with major periodicals and to the subcommittee. Shepherd believed that the hearings helped to publicize the concerns of media reformers. Encouraged by the success of their efforts, Shepherd said that he and the rest of the staff were considering the feasibility of conducting other ad hoc projects. Shepherd and Johnson discussed the possibility of having a Nick Johnson Dissent From Exile program to call the public’s attention to poor FCC decisions that frequently passed without dissent (NCCB, 1974d). The staff discussed the possibility of organizing hearings in communities right before license renewal time so that citizens would have the opportunity to testify for or against local broadcasters. They were also considering the viability of publishing a newsletter about events taking place within the broadcast industry. 


In April, the NCCB published a book-length manual that described how citizens could assert their rights to create a more responsive form of broadcasting (NCCB, 1974a). Demystifying Broadcasting was a compilation of articles written by activists explaining the responsibilities of broadcasters and the remedies that were at the disposal of the public. The manual also contained a comprehensive directory of organizations working to reform broadcasting and provided a list of the dates when station licensees were up for renewal.


Structuring an Organization

By May 17, 1974, another more detailed program proposal was mailed to the board of directors (NCCB, 1974d). The 39-page document was structured to resemble a foundation proposal, but the main function of it was to indicate all of the options available to the organization (Johnson, 1974d). In a memo to the board, Shepherd said that one of the purposes of the document was to give the board an overview of how the NCCB would be structured (Shepherd, 1974b). The introduction to the document stated that the newly incorporated NCCB would be operated as a nonprofit, tax exempt, public interest membership organization dedicated to broadcast reform. The approach the new NCCB would take would be fundamentally different from the one the original NCCB had taken. This time the overall goal would be “to establish a permanent structure of support services to existing national, regional, and local organizations active to some degree in securing more responsible broadcast media” (NCCB, 1974d, p. 4). Concurrently, the NCCB planned to encourage any groups that were not yet active in the broadcast reform effort to join the process. With a philosophy of open media, open regulatory processes, the NCCB also planned to press the debate on selected issues.


This document listed a long line of research that showed that the influence of the media could have a detrimental effect on society (NCCB, 1974e, 1974f). For example, the Kerner Commission on Race Relations concluded that the media played a divisive role in society, the Eisenhower Commission concluded that the media had an influence on violence in society, and the surgeon general’s report found that the media negatively influenced children. Consequently, the report stated that there was ample justification for creating a new NCCB and that “the very quality of human life depends on the public’s ability to comprehend and control the force of broadcasting” (NCCB, 1974f, p. 2).


The rationale for forming the NCCB gave the board of directors a sense of the current media reform environment (NCCB, 1974f). The rationale stated that the Communications Act of 1934 dictated that broadcasters can retain their licenses only if they serve the public interest. The WBLT case brought forward by the Office of Communication of the United Church of Christ and settled in 1969 created the principle that a station’s consumers have standing to participate in the FCC’s licensing process.


In another case important to the movement, the FCC ruled in 1967 that broadcasters were required to air antismoking information as part of their Fairness Doctrine obligations. In Media, Pennsylvania, 19 local civic and religious organizations charged in a petition to deny that WXUR-AM-FM systematically vilified ethnic and racial minorities and refused to air other viewpoints in violation of the Fairness Doctrine and contrary to the community’s interest. The FCC subsequently revoked the station’s license (NCCB, 1974a).


In 1970, the CCC negotiated a settlement with Capital Cities Broadcasting Corporation that established a $1 million minority programming fund in exchange for dropping a challenge against a Capital Cities station acquisition. In Los Angeles, a local group negotiated with a station in that market to drop violent children’s programming from their schedule.


In 1973, the NCCB had successfully petitioned the FCC to force stations to allow the public access to stations’ programming logs (NCCB, 1974b, 1974e). Due in large part to increased public involvement in the regulatory process, the FCC created more opportunities for public participation by instituting elaborate ascertainment requirements for licensees to adhere to, thus giving citizens criteria for evaluating a broadcaster’s performance. In addition, in the 1969 Red Lion Case, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that it was the right of the viewers and listeners, not the right of broadcasters, that is paramount. 


According to this analysis, there had never been a more opportune time to take advantage of the new tools that were available to those working to reform the structure of broadcasting (NCCB, 1974f). An organization like the proposed NCCB could exploit these new opportunities. One of the main obstacles to the broadcast reform movement in the late 1960s, as well as in the 1930s, was its failure to get the public at large interested in these vital issues. Up until 1974, previous reform efforts had been limited to efforts of organizations or individual activists that were grossly understaffed and underfunded. A central national advocate organization that made arguments for a collective membership could be a powerful voice that represented the voices of individual citizens. Furthermore, the NCCB could provide support services for the dozens of organizations that could be more effective with additional resources. However, the most pressing problem to be solved was to convince as many public service organizations as possible that they had a direct stake in the outcome of any effort to reform media. 


Another promising trend, also detailed in the report, was that many groups dedicated to causes wholly apart from media had begun to realize the influence that the media had on their specific issues (NCCB, 1974f). The National Organization for Women (NOW), the National Urban League, the United Church of Christ, and the ACLU, among others, had created full-time media positions within their organizations. The task at hand for the NCCB would be to raise the consciousness of other organizations and of the general public. Accordingly, the only way to balance the power of the broadcast industry would be to harness the power of public interest and community service organizations, media amateurs, and the general public by educating them and informing them of their rights.


While the NCCB was still in the process of planning for a program of action in May 1974, they had already completed a considerable body of research (NCCB, 1974f). Johnson mailed a three-page letter and questionnaire to 500 groups that had been active in some aspect of broadcast reform. The letter asked these groups to send the NCCB brochures, news clippings, and publications that were available from their organizations. Group representatives were encouraged to visit the NCCB office. In addition, the staff made 200 follow-up phone calls to other organizations, with some of the ensuing conversations lasting up to 1 hour. Johnson continued his monthly brainstorming luncheons with government and public interest leaders.


It was becoming clear that the groups contacted had an overwhelming need for more information (NCCB, 1974f). Many of these organizations said that they lacked background information about the broadcast industry that they needed to be effective. Not only were they uninformed about what other organizations in the field were doing, but they expressed the need for in-depth analysis of key issues. Some of the groups contacted said there was a need for new research, especially in the area of broadcast management. Some groups said they would be willing to pay for this type of information, and most expressed interest in the concept of the NCCB as a national membership organization. All of the groups said regional conferences would be helpful to the movement.


Now that Johnson and the NCCB had determined there was a need for the type of organization they envisioned, they were ready to create a program that would provide general support in the form of various information services, national and regional conference coordination, consulting services, a research and special projects arm, a speaker’s bureau, and a public membership program (NCCB, 1974f). In addition to these services, Johnson wanted the NCCB to function as a counterinstitution to traditional government and industry power, to become the “NAB” of the broadcast reform movement. To this end, the NCCB proposed that a separate corporation be established so that it could take contributions for its lobbying efforts. (Tax exempt organizations were prohibited from lobbying on their own.)


Phase 2

In order to meet the information needs of the broadcast reform community, Phase 2 of the NCCB project called for the establishment of two weekly or biweekly newsletters (NCCB, 1974f). One newsletter would be for consumers and would be offered as a membership benefit, and the other would contain news of activities within the movement, think pieces on strategy, management information, and analysis and interpretation of major issues. Phase 2 also called for updating and revising the first edition of Demystifying Broadcasting with an expanded directory and bibliography. The proposal also included a provision for the publication of a set of market profiles for the 209 television advertising markets. The profile would include information about local broadcast media in the marketplace, sources for research assistance, public interest professionals in the area, and lists of public service organizations in the area. This publication would be sold to libraries and local and national organizations.


Phase 2 of the project also called for the organization of national conferences that would be held twice a year (NCCB, 1974f). The NCCB conferences would feature government officials, community organizers, members of the business community, and academic researchers. The concept behind the conferences would be not only to create a forum for the exchange of information but also to provide motivation for those who worked long hours without any signs of an immediate payoff. The conferences would be low-budget affairs.


Consulting services would be provided to NCCB’s membership in the form of a full-time community liaison officer (NCCB, 1974f). The officer would receive legal training, academic training, community organizing training, fund-raising and publicity training, and training in broadcast station relations. This person would spend approximately 100 days per year traveling throughout the country speaking to groups and giving them advice. Part of the officer’s duties would be to write about the state of the movement in NCCB’s newsletter and in the national media. 


The NCCB also planned to create a research arm that would be staffed by a professional communications specialist with a graduate degree in an area of the media (NCCB, 1974f). That person would be in charge of creating an internship program for students living in the Washington, DC, area. The interns would conduct research for the NCCB’s information publications and other long-term research projects. At this point, the NCCB was considering several projects. Many of the groups that had been contacted suggested that a study on the airing of public service announcements at the local level would reveal that controversial ones were not getting on the air. Others suggested that the NCCB could investigate how the A. C. Nielsen Company measured the number of people watching television and determine whether or not those ratings actually represented the broadcast audience as a whole. Other groups asked the NCCB to study the economics of a typical broadcast station, saying that it would be helpful if this information could be provided to groups that wanted to counter broadcasters’ claims that financial constraints inhibit their ability to produce more meaningful programming.


The proposal contained a provision for the creation of a speaker’s bureau to arrange for Johnson’s itinerary (NCCB, 1974f). The bureau would also book the community liaison officer’s speeches and would arrange to book, for a fee, other speakers of interest to the movement. The bureau would create a pool of speakers who would donate their fees to the NCCB, and all of Johnson’s fees would be remitted to the organization. The feeling was that this could become a considerable source of revenue for the NCCB and would help to publicize the organization.


Phase 2 of the NCCB’s proposed program also included plans for an ambitious membership drive (NCCB, 1974f). There were 16,000 members of the old NCCB, and those names were still available to the new organization. Johnson believed that in order to gain political legitimacy the NCCB needed to be able to represent a national constituency that was more than just a coalition of like-minded organizations, and it also needed to represent a massive membership base of citizens (N. Johnson, personal communication, December 22, 2000). The goal was to increase the membership rolls to 25,000 by the end of 1975 and to double that number the following year. The NCCB would ask members to contribute $10, and in exchange they would receive a newsletter, an annual report, and a promise that the NCCB would “raise hell on a specified list of issues encompassed by the philosophy of open media, open access” (NCCB, 1974f, p. 23). A list of issues to be addressed might include the decommercialization of media, equal employment opportunity, decentralization of economic control of the industry, and an increase of local community-oriented programs. 


The NCCB also planned to establish a community organizing project that was a variant of Nader and his raiders’ model (NCCB, 1974f). The plan was for the NCCB to recruit an individual from 1 of each of the top 10 media markets in the country. This individual would be employed by the NCCB for 1 year. For the first 3 months, the activist would receive extensive training in Washington, DC. After receiving training, the activist would be sent back into the community and would be set up with a bare-bones office and a part-time support person. The task of educating a city would be accomplished by speaking at public service organization meetings, gathering publicity for the goals of the movement, and organizing grassroots efforts to pressure local broadcasters to create more responsive local media.


In order to achieve its goal of becoming a counterinstitutional force to the NAB, Johnson proposed that the NCCB employ six full-time professionals whose job it would be to initiate, cultivate, and maintain daily contact with the staffs of the FCC’s Broadcast Bureau, Cable Bureau, and Office of General Counsel (Johnson, 1975i; NCCB, 1974f). These people would be responsible for bringing appropriate information to the attention of government officials who were often dependent on information given to them by the broadcast industry when making their decisions. Concurrently, the National Citizens Communications Lobby (NCCL) would provide the same type of services before Congress. The main function of the NCCL would be to represent the NCCB’s philosophy of open media, that is, open regulatory processes in a variety of contexts before the legislature.


This document would be further revised, and details would be added. Some of the preliminary programs outlined would be deleted, and others would be expanded. Nonetheless, this paper would become the philosophical foundation of the NCCB, and if it was not yet a comprehensive blueprint for action, it was at least a rendering.


While Kramer and Shepherd continued to work on ad hoc projects in the NCCB offices in Washington, DC, Johnson’s congressional campaign consumed much of his time (Johnson, 1974e, 1975c; N. Johnson, personal communication, December 22, 2000). The outcome of the primary was as controversial as Johnson’s previous career activities had been. Johnson and another candidate running in a four-man field ended up with virtually the same number of votes. The Mesquakie Indians, who lived within the district, were denied a polling place during the election; consequently they sued and a special election was called. After the second election, Johnson lost by 6 votes. Rather than asking for another recount, he conceded the election. Although Johnson lost the campaign, he said he gained valuable insight into what a 480,000 cross-section of America was thinking. He spent most of his time for the remainder of the year in Iowa working on a book about his experiences at the FCC. He planned to return to Washington, DC, in January to resume his post at the NCCB on a full-time basis.


By the end of the year, the NCCB had an impressive list of ad hoc accomplishments under its belt (Johnson, 1975j; NCCB, 1974e, 1975d). Despite the testimony of more than 25 citizen groups at the confirmation hearings of James Quello, he was ultimately appointed to be Johnson’s replacement on the FCC. Still the hearings had created favorable publicity for the movement and its concerns. When Luther Holcomb was nominated for a commission seat, the NCCB, led by Kramer, swung into action. Holcomb was up for a Democratic seat on the commission, yet Kramer had obtained access to letters Holcomb sent to the White House staff explaining that he was totally dedicated to the reelection of Nixon and Texas Republican John Tower in 1972. Holcomb’s letter also advised the White House staff of confidential proceedings against several corporate contributors to Nixon’s campaign. After Kramer released the letter to the press, Holcomb withdrew his name from consideration (NCCB, 1975d). When the FCC planned to hold a public input session in May, the NCCB helped to plan the agenda and had the commission mail notices of the meeting to NCCB contacts. Initially, the FCC had planned to invite only broadcasters to attend the meeting. It turned out, however, that 200 other activists from five states and a representative from the NCCB were there as well.


Kramer was busy that year (Johnson, 1975e, 1975m; NCCB, 1975c). In April, he prepared a 30-page memorandum for Rep. Lionel Van Deerlin of the Senate Communications Subcommittee on the Broadcast License Renewal Act (H.R. 12993). Kramer took a short leave of absence from the NCCB so that he could fight the legislation that would have allowed broadcasters to hold their licenses in perpetuity. The legislation was defeated. Kramer also prepared an amicus curiae brief for the U.S. Supreme Court’s consideration in the Miami v. Tornillo newspaper right of reply case. In the NBC v. FCC case, he filed an amicus curiae to affirm the FCC’s decision to invoke the Fairness Doctrine for the NBC program Pensions: The Broken Promise. The NCCB was also a party to other pleadings involving the Fairness Doctrine, including one case in Maine that asked that contrasting views to advertisements for snowmobiles be aired. In addition, the NCCB participated in 15 rulemakings at the FCC.


Program Development

Johnson began to develop a more concrete program proposal for the NCCB during summer 1974 (NCCB, 1975b). During Phase 1 of the new NCCB, the intention had always been to conduct test marketing of the concepts outlined in the draft of the program proposal written in May (NCCB, 1974f). Since the most pressing need of the movement was for information, in July, the NCCB launched a test issue of access, a magazine dedicated to media reform issues (NCCB, 1975d). If the first and two subsequent issues (scheduled to come out in September and November) were well received, the NCCB intended to begin biweekly publication of the magazine in January 1975. Shepherd edited the test issues, and in a press release issued in November, he said access would be neither a newsletter nor a house organ for the NCCB. Instead access would be a professional journalistic project specializing in news of importance to media reformers (Shepherd, 1974c). access would cover more than just news about commercial broadcast reform; it would also carry news about cable television access groups, the alternative video movement, journalism, listener-supported stations, media education, and program production reform.


The first issue of access contained a long analysis of the license renewal legislation that was pending in Congress (Shepherd, 1974c; NCCB, 1974g, 1975h). It also contained a roundup of California citizen group activities; an I Dissent column by Johnson; an article detailing the recently released programming data from the FCC that ranked television station performances; a digest of media news from other publications; a feature called Current Docket, which listed pending items before the courts and the FCC; and a column called the Screw of the Month, describing absurd incidents in the world of media reform. Although the format of the magazine would be refined in the coming months, the first issue represented the content of future issues.


Research conducted during the first phase of the NCCB’s operation clearly indicated that there was a real need for the type of information that access could provide (NCCB, 1974f). The issues were well received, and Johnson was named publisher, Shepherd became the editor, and two other staff people were hired to work on the magazine (NCCB, 1974e). Four student interns on academic leave were recruited to report, write, research, design, and layout for access. By mid-January, access was between a 24- and 32-page biweekly with a glossy cover. The magazine contained no advertising. Instead it was supported by grants from foundations; however, it was planned that subscription sales eventually would replace the grants. The test issues of access were provided gratis to approximately 1,000 organizations. As subscription revenue increased, Johnson hoped to increase the press run to 1,500 copies. With access off to a great start, Johnson turned his attention to several other projects also under development. 


Another pilot program that the NCCB was working on was a project to rank stations in Ohio and Michigan according to their performances on several key issues (Johnson, 1974f). The primary concept of this project was to focus the public’s attention on the performances of stations in their areas and to give them an opportunity to reward the best stations and reprimand the worst (NCCB, 1976c). The NCCB would gather detailed data so that the public could compare the performance of local stations to others statewide. Johnson hoped that citizens and activists would use the study to negotiate with broadcasters or challenge license renewals. Ohio and Michigan were selected for the pilot study because the renewal date for those states was not until October 1976, and giving the NCCB enough lead time to develop a comprehensive and detailed analysis. Johnson hoped that the mere existence of this program would influence station managers to improve their programming (Johnson, 1975d). If this project proved to be worthwhile, the NCCB would expand it to include station rankings for all 50 states.


Johnson still had not given up his original idea to send well-trained leaders to communities outside of Washington, DC (Johnson, 1974c). He proposed that the NCCB create a pilot program in California that would be similar to the Ohio/Michigan renewal project. The California project, like the Ohio/Michigan renewal project, would include broadcast station performance research, but it also would involve a more comprehensive organizing effort. Johnson wanted to capitalize on the creative community’s concern over industry restrictions on their creative freedom, and he believed that independent producers and Craft Guild members could be organized to get involved with ascertainment issues.


Another program proposal that Johnson submitted to the board of directors was a project to propose that all broadcasting stations in the United States be required to devote no less than 1 hour a week of prime time to locally originated public affairs programming (Johnson, 1974g). In addition, the proposal called for each of the three major television networks to provide 1 hour a week of prime time public affairs programming, or if the network’s affiliate did not choose to carry that hour, it would have to provide another hour of locally originated or syndicated public affairs programming (NCCB, 1976h). The purpose of this project was seen as twofold. First, if a widespread group of national and local groups would agree to endorse this proposal, it would result in a heightened awareness on the part of volunteer organizations, station management, Congress, FCC, press, and general public as to the importance of public affairs programming. Second, if successful, the project would increase the discussion of serious issues confronting the nation. The board of directors encouraged Johnson to go forward with both of these projects (NCCB, 1975r).


Another major initiative that Johnson proposed was to create a violence project that would not only address the concerns of a vast majority of the public but also involve members of the industry and independent research community (NCCB, 1975f). His idea was to apply George Gerbner’s television violence research to rank programs and identify those programs with advertisers and sponsors (N. Johnson, personal communication, December 22, 2000; NCCB, 1975f). The public would be encouraged to write sponsors and networks, boycott products, and develop local action programs. The college of criminal instruction project was closely related to the violence project. The concept was that the NCCB would identify explicit and repeated criminal acts that were portrayed on television and would call attention to these acts by labeling them as instructional.


Another major program that Johnson wanted to work on was one that would challenge the A. C. Neilsen television ratings system (N. Johnson, personal communication, December 22, 2000; NCCB, 1975f, 1975j, 1976l). He wanted to develop an alternative system that would make a clear distinction between the passive demographic research orientation of the current system and one that would more accurately reflect the active values of audiences. The alternative NCCB ratings system would be based on academic research and would not include an in-house research component.


Johnson wanted the NCCB to build a broad and sizable membership and supporting constituency for the programs he proposed, one that would also provide financial support for the NCCB (NCCB, 1975f). He believed that the best way to accomplish this would be through direct mail drives and his own media campaigns, including public lectures and traditional political campaign style strategies. The NCCB would need to identify potentially large donors and supporters who were sympathetic to the goals of the NCCB and to the media reform movement in general and to provide funding for the organization. Johnson also wanted to host an annual conference, allowing activists, researchers, and industry representatives to interact with each other and to develop creative solutions to public interest proposals.


Johnson suggested that a number of publication projects be undertaken to accomplish the goal of developing a coalition of media reform activists (NCCB, 1975f). One project would be to create a directory with contact information of national and local organizations. In addition to publishing access, Johnson wanted to publish an eight-page newsletter that would combine NCCB and media reform information for its members to encourage financial support and constituency building. He also hoped that this would help sustain the interest of members beyond those industry activists who would be reading access. He wanted to publish a Best of access edition that could be used as a workbook for teachers, students, activists, professionals, and libraries. He believed that the NCCB should produce a series of how to publications that would address how to deal with public service announcements, how to file a petition to deny, and how to interpret FCC procedures.


Policy Participation

Part of the mission of the NCCB would be to act jointly with other organizations on key rulemakings, legislation, and policy issues or legal cases that were pertinent to the area of media reform. For example, during 1975, Johnson sent Senator John O. Pastore a letter asking him to invite a list of public interest organizations to testify before the Senate Communications Subcommittee during hearings being held to debate the repeal of the Fairness Doctrine (NCCB, 1975h). Never one to mince words, Johnson said that the broadcasting industry’s efforts to repeal the Fairness Doctrine would


undermine and obliterate the very foundations upon which the American system of broadcasting has been built. Who but the broadcasters would have the brazen gall—not to mention unlimited political power to seriously come out with a flat-footed stand against being fair. (NCCB, 1975h, n.p.)

The May 19, 1975, edition of access reviewed the testimony of the industry during 3 days of debate (NCCB, 1975v). Johnson also wrote an eloquent defense of the Fairness Doctrine in his biweekly I Dissent column in access (NCCB, 1975w).


Later that year, Johnson made public a press release concerning rumors that President Gerald Ford was considering appointing former FCC Commissioner Robert Wells for the position of director, Office of Telecommunications Policy (NCCB, 1975x). The NCCL sent an in-depth, 74-page study of Wells to Senator Pastore and Senator MacDonald of the Senate Subcommittee on Communications and to Douglas Bennett, director of the Presidential Personnel Office, based on a report originally published in access (NCCB, 1975y). The press release and letter stated that the NCCB and NCCL raised serious questions about Wells’s qualifications to head the Office of Telecommunications Policy (NCCB, 1975i). The most important issue raised by the NCCB was circumstantial evidence surrounding Commissioner Wells’s sale and repurchase of Harris Group stock suggesting that he may have violated the law prohibiting commissioners from being financially interested in regulated companies. Another concern was that, as a commissioner and lifetime broadcaster, Wells’s voting record showed “a distinct bias in favor of the broadcasting industry and therefore his ability to remain unbiased was in question” (NCCB, 1975y, p. 4). The report also raised questions about Wells’s commitment to equal opportunity rules, stating that the record of the Harris Group, when he had owned and managed it, had an extremely poor record in this regard. By October, President Ford withdrew Wells’s name for consideration (NCCB, 1975u).


The NCCB and a number of other media groups also were involved in protests involving the nomination of Joseph Coors to the board of the CPB (NCCB, 1975f). Largely because of public pressure, separate hearings were held for Coors. The Coors nomination was opposed for a number of reasons, including Coors’s conflict of interest as the owner of a competitive television news network (TVN), charges brought against his company by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and the FTC, and his past record of using the media to serve his own ideological ends—including an effort to prevent the showing of a public broadcasting program before he was appointed. Eventually Coors withdrew his name from consideration (Johnson, 1975l).


The NCCB also testified before the Senate Communications Subcommittee regarding the overall composition of President Ford’s nominations to the board of directors of PBS saying that more diversity was needed on the board (Johnson, 1975d). In another incident, the NCCB, the National Black Media Coalition, and NOW attended the first meeting of the CPB with its new members and asked that the meeting be opened to the public. After spending several hours in the hall outside of the meeting room, they were finally allowed into the meeting, and the board voted to move towards making all of their meetings public (Johnson, 1975o).


After its first full year of operation, the NCCB had already established an impressive record of accomplishments. The NCCB began the year by conducting extensive research that confirmed the need for a national umbrella organization for the media reform movement. The NCCB had represented reformers before the FCC and Congress, it had begun its publication program, and it had established general objectives for its program proposals. By the beginning of 1975, the NCCB was poised to focus on the specific strategies it would use to achieve its general goals.




