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Fanning the Embers of Localism:  
The Late Great Broadcast Affiliate System     by Norman Ball 

UNLESS IMMEDIATE STEPS ARE TAKEN TO SAVE FREE TV, IT WILL VANISH FOREVER. 
 

A related TV show from FCAC Channel 10’s STORYBOARD is available here. 
 

[For ‘hard-copy’ viewers of this article, the Google Video URL is 
http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=3709631072785685752] 

  

 
I‟ve yet to meet anyone who‟s shaken hands with a mass audience. And yet Corporate 
America‟s quest for this tin grail has been allowed to precipitate a societal catastrophe. 
Certainly the interests of reasonable-minded people have suffered. One might say 
we‟ve been homogenized into incoherence, and with our own complicity to boot 
(thanks to those crafty remote controls.) It‟s not like we weren‟t warned. Yes, the 
television networks‟ practice of courting lowest common denominators has delivered us 
at last to former FCC Commissioner Newton Minow‟s television “wasteland”. But Minow 
offered this caution in 1961. If anything, the slow-motion race to the bottom has 
succeeded in deepening the trough. Thus it‟s hard to imagine how any delivery scheme 
–-be it digital, analog or shadows cast on cave-walls-- can fundamentally alter the 

qualitative nadir that comprises media content in America today. Buried in the hullabaloo over the great 
television digital cutover, is the more vexing, existential question: from what and to what are we cutting 
over? Not much, it seems.  

 
One wonders how the tenor of debate in America might have comported 
itself had folks been raised on compelling science and history fare as 
opposed to Gilligan’s Island and Real Housewives of Orange County. 
Tabulating the fearsome hours logged in front of the boob tube over the 
last half-century, one cannot help but conclude that the failure to 
conscript television as a medium of edification for the world‟s most 
influential society represents a lost opportunity of historic proportions.  
Oh well water under the bridge, and where‟s Iraq on a map again?  
 

Then there is the greatest media vanishing act of all --from the fabric of our day-to-day lives (Note: the 
current spate of „reality shows‟ does not count for any reality I‟m familiar with.) Corporations are loath to 
acknowledge it but most living occurs, well, locally. Come to think of it living is a pretty individual affair 
when you get right down to it. And yet for economic reasons, the corporate media template is a reductionist 
one; that is, it seeks to consolidate and standardize programming in order to capture the most eyeballs at 
the lowest cost. Now admittedly there is a natural tension between what you or I want versus what the 
community as a whole desires. But at this critical juncture in the development of television especially, it 
bears asking: who besides corporations are being served?  

 

“Our study suggests that locally owned television broadcast stations air more local news than network-owned-and-operated and 

non-locally owned stations…We find that local ownership of television stations adds almost 5 ½ minutes of local news and over 3 

minutes of local on-location news [per half-hour broadcast].”  

–FCC Working Paper (6/04 draft) “Do Local Owners Deliver More Localism?” 
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Global interests promote global concerns. They are world-movers. That’s what interests them. Who on Main 
Street clamors for fifteen venues of up-to-the-minute news on the Middle East? Presumably that would 
depend on how many viewers claim Tel Aviv or Beirut as their base of daily operation, which is to say no one 
in Peoria. Of far greater relevance to most Americans is the fate of their county's pending budget 
referendum or the local school construction debate. While perhaps not the stuff of heart palpitations, this 
news is increasingly being crowded-out by „world-shaping events‟. For those who fret washed-out bridges, 
school closings, oncoming cyclones, chemical spills, property tax initiatives, let them eat grass or heave 
Styrofoam bricks at Bill O‟Reilly‟s smirking mug. Frankly my dear, Rupert Murdoch doesn‟t give a damn. 

 
There are more profound cultural implications that redound from top-down reportage. Localism's polar 
opposite, globalization, can exert an alienating effect on people. In a crucial sense, we stop talking amongst 
ourselves. Globalism promotes incoherence. The tin foil hat crowd might offer this as yet one more plank in 
the New World Order agenda. If grass-roots communications can be curtailed, insurrection against the 
prevailing power structure can be quashed before it begins. Pitchforks acquire their business end one barn 
at a time. And was it one lantern by land and two lanterns by sea? In all the global hubbub, one can easily 
forget. 
 
This brings us to another battleground on the globalism-localism front; between the national networks, by 
now de minimus offerings in larger media conglomerates, and their once-highly coveted partners, the local 
broadcast affiliates. While many of the latter are owned by the same global concerns, the majority of 
affiliates are essentially mom and pop operations. It bears noting also that not all local stations are 
affiliates, that is, „affiliated‟ with a national network. But some 80% are. Imagine then waking to read the 
following quotes that appeared within days of each other just this past December: 
 
òThe entire broadcast model must change otherwise it will be like the newspaper businesséó  
-Jeff Zucker CEO NBC Universal 
 
òMoving the CBS network to cable would be a very interesting proposition.ó ðLeslie Moonves, CEO, CBS 
Corporation 

 
There they were, the heads of two major networks, 
pondering aloud the continued efficacy of the 
broadcast model a mere two months before the 
February 17 cutover and after an estimated $13 
billion digital upgrade investment. Where‟s the 
love? Indeed where‟s the shame?  
 
But let‟s not shed too many tears for the hapless 
affiliates. That the latter‟s complicity in their own 
demise represents a classic example of zombie 
management disparages well-meaning zombies 
everywhere. Let‟s face it. Cable did not exactly 
creep up overnight. The migratory trend away from 
OTA broadcast has been underway for over twenty 
years. One must ask, what were they thinking, not 
to mention why embark on a $13 billion digital 
Maginot Line that promises to be obsolete almost 
upon inception?  

 
According to FreeDTVPlusTM, since 1998 the market share of over the air (OTA) broadcast has cratered from 
30% to 12%, with projections of 5% or less by 2010. Did the affiliates really think the inexorable migration of 
viewership to cable and direct broadcast satellite would not materially affect their market position? To be 
sure, an unknown (though it‟s thought a material) number of viewers pay for cable largely to improve the 
reception of their local TV channels. These folks might be thought of as broadcast fans „in spirit‟ if not in 

http://freedtvplus.com/
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practical effect. Yet delivery makes a difference. Shifting semantics helps to fog the picture a bit too. For 
example, what does one call ostensible „broadcast‟ programming that reaches most homes via non-
broadcast means? Even the terms themselves –broadcasting, networks, et al-- are showing the strains of 
radically altered paradigms.  
 
In the present moment of evaporating 401(k)‟s, vanishing home equity and publically funded bank bonuses, 
we hardly needed dark TV‟s as a further populist rallying point. And yet there it is. Huey Long, where are 
you? Another old-school technology receiving a second look, perhaps a beneficiary of the recent economic 
funk, is dial-up Internet.  Earthlink is reporting strong interest with its recent $2 price reduction to $7.95 
per month Internet service. Echoing their OTA refrain, the pundits (no doubt ensconced somewhere in 
Manhattan) insist „only‟ 9% of American households still rely on dial-up Internet. Unlike OTA, dial-up isn‟t 
going anywhere and may even get a second lease on life. It‟s worth pointing out that spam (the canned 
variety) and McDonald‟s value meals are enjoying a renaissance of sorts too. Deprivation encourages a 
myriad of low-tech options. 
 
Indeed there remains a powerful public interest that continues to receive short-shrift. If, as the Association 
of Public Television Stations (APTS) suggests, fifteen million America households will awaken to blank 
screens when the cutover finally happens, then the Obama administration‟s sense of a looming populist 

backlash has real credence. APTS further suggests an implicit 
Universal Service mandate exists for free and ubiquitous television. 
And yet Public Broadcasting‟s member stations are on the digital 
forced march no less so than are their commercial counterparts. 
And what of the huge installed base of analog sets strewn about the 
average home for which the consumer cannot afford subscriber 
service? These sets threaten to become elaborate paper weights or 
dumb DVD monitors. Surely the lost consumer investment in these 
sets alone is staggering all by itself. Finally, between 1993 and 
2008, cable rates have risen, according to the Consumers Union, by 
53% over and above inflation. What types of rate increases should 
we expect in the future when consumer recourse to free broadcast 

television is eliminated? Even those with no interest in free TV should recognize the pricing discipline its 
presence exerts on the marketplace. Even more ominously, once free TV disappears and the affiliate 
structure withers away, it will never come back. There are no second chances.  
 
To borrow from the late Tip O'Neil, news, like politics, is mostly local. With the collapse of local radio and 
the looming extinction of newspapers, the television network affiliates may soon become the only media 
game in town. There are a number of reasons why the affiliates are under siege at this time: 
 

1. A projected 30% reduction in 2009 advertising revenues from 2008 due to deteriorating 
macroeconomic conditions and the migration of viewing audience to cable and Direct Broadcast 
Satellite (DBS) i.e. the lack of an originating audience. 
 

2. Increasing economic pressures on national networks to 'go cable' (or DBS) and cut out the 
anachronistic 'redundancy' of the broadcast model altogether. 
 

3. An overall erosion in TV viewership brought about by the Internet, broadband video streaming, video 
games, etc. 

 
As the balance of this article has buried Caesar in earnest we should hasten, in the spirit of the Fairness 
Doctrine, to offer praise where praise is due. America needs the local stations. Indeed funny things happen 
on the way to extinction. Beyond its traditional and once-crucial role as the local licensee of national 
network programming, the affiliate structure has developed a formidable --and unparalleled-- local news 
and programming presence. Of course much of this local programming is sustained by a network 
programming cross-subsidy which, among other things, provides 'lead-ins' to local shows (classic example, 

"In Gainesville (Fla.) it's about 37 

percent of homes that aren't ready for 

the switch," Cadman said. "It's when 

you get into more poor, rural areas 

that this becomes more of an issue."  

--Jon Cadman, GM Fox 56, (2/16/09) 
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ABC Monday Night Football and the ABC local news whose ratings benefited greatly from immediately 
following the game.) What marquee programming that still originates on network television is being ardently 
courted by cable in a direct network-to-cable relationship --if not a cable end-run outright. As either 
scenario sidesteps the affiliate structure altogether, this cannot be good news for the former. 
 
To be sure there are pockets of initiative out there --though nothing systemic or broad-based. For instance 
Weigel Broadcasting is teaming with Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer to provide old movies from the MGM catalog. 
Sinclair Broadcast Group is charging „retransmission fees‟ to cable companies that carry their affiliate feeds. 
Already the networks are looking for a share of these proceeds. As CBS‟ Moonves said recently, “we feel we 
deserve a piece of it.” Much of it is his network programming after all.  
 
All need not be lost for the local stations. Indeed Virginia-based FreeDTVPlusTM claims to have a silver 
bullet to preserve free TV within the affiliate structure while fully utilizing the digital spectrum for multi-
channel programming. The service involves combining it with the Internet to offer a bundled offering that 
competes actively with pay cable and DBS. From their website: “[We have the ability to] create, implement, 
maintain and upgrade a broadcast-centric DTV service platform that will enable the broadcasters to offer a 
multitude of new services to the home TV set.”  
 
Should the broadcast affiliate system fail to find a critical mass in a 'post-network' world, the local mantle 
will fall to cable TV's local access television. Wayne’s World to the rescue! After all, what‟s left? One should 
be wary of placing too much faith in the future of local access. There is no great love for it either among 
the cable providers who must fund it or with the powerful who occasionally weather its citizen-fueled 
diatribes. As Jim Flynn, former BOD President of Virginia‟s Fairfax Public Access says, “that‟s why cable 
television wants to close down public access. It drains profits and the local government doesn't want it -- it 
could upset the apple cart.”  

 
One can easily imagine a politician asking, “why should I subsidize a 
platform for pretenders to my throne? Isn't that the media equivalent of 
slitting my own throat? Let them go out and sell their souls like I had to, 
one corporate contributor at a time." Thus the well-connected‟s battle-cry 
may indeed be “local schmocal!” After all these ambitious souls want to 
graduate to the world stage and get on CNN. Until then county dog-catcher 
will have to do. Our communities are their stepping-stones. We would be 
foolish to think otherwise. In short, local access television has no well-
heeled advocacy. We The People are its natural constituency. But are We 
The People aware of the stakes, and frankly, do enough of us even care? 
Localism must be championed at the grassroots level because localism is 
the grassroots level. No one will swoop down from on-high to save our bully 
pulpits. In this debate especially, politicians rank among the least of our 
friends. Nor are their enablers, media moguls, all that far behind.  
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άPublic access TV now faces a 

more uncertain future than at 

any time since its inception in 

the 1970s. In the past three 

years, some 20 states have, 

like Indiana, switched to 

statewide franchises for  

cable TV.έ 

 

-- governing.com (Feb 2008) 
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