Montana Public Radio, 10/10/01

Public Commentary by Geoff Feiss

Re: Bob Rowe

The Federal Communications Commission, or FCC, in Washington, D.C., is responsible for implementing the nation’s telecommunications laws.  That’s a tall order.

For example, the FCC assigns radio frequencies for radio and TV stations and oversees the proper use and allocation of all wireless spectrum.

The FCC also implements federal statutes regulating cable television. 

On another front, the FCC is charged with implementing the Telecommunications Act of 1996.  This law balances the dual goals of promoting competition in the telecommunications market, with the policy of promoting the deployment of modern telecommunications services to all Americans, no matter where they live.  This is not an easy balancing act.  On the one hand, competition must be encouraged where markets can sustain it.  Where an incumbent resists competitive initiatives, the FCC and state regulators need to come down hard to prevent unfair trade practices from restricting competition.

On the other hand, the FCC also must ensure that consumers in rural areas, like most of Montana, receive the same kinds of telecommunications services at comparable rates as consumers living in America’s urban areas.  This requires preserving and advancing the nation’s universal service laws, which enable high cost telephone companies to support infrastructure investment that costs far more than their markets or ratepayers can afford.

And at all times the FCC has its eye on ensuring that American consumers—rich and poor, urban and rural alike--receive the benefits of the most advanced telecommunications services on the planet, while being protected from unfair trade practices.

In the Montana Public Radio listening area, the FCC’s actions affect the operations of such companies as Blackfoot Telephone Cooperative; Southern Montana Telephone Company; CenturyTel; Citizens Communications; InterBel Telephone Cooperative; Lincoln Telephone Company; and 3 Rivers Telephone Cooperative.  Touch America, Ronan, Hot Springs, and Qwest also fall under the FCC’s jurisdiction.  So do cellular, cable, radio, TV and other communications companies doing business in Montana.

 So why should you be so interested in the FCC these days? Because Montana has a rare and valuable opportunity to place one of its own citizens on the five-member Commission.  Bob Rowe, from Missoula, currently is an elected member of the Montana Public Services Commission.  And he’s on the very short list of candidates for nomination to a vacant seat at the FCC. 

U.S. Senator Tom Daschle, the Senate Majority Leader, holds the key to Commissioner Rowe’s appointment.  Montana Senators Max Baucus and Conrad Burns are both working hard to spearhead Commissioner Rowe’s appointment.

Commissioner Rowe clearly is the best candidate for the job.  He would bring a wealth of experience in telecommunications policy that distinguishes him from the other FCC Commissioners.  For example, while all are well qualified, none of the current FCC Commissioners comes from a state, and particularly a rural state, regulatory background.  Commissioner Rowe has served on the Federal-State Joint Board on universal service for several years.  He is the past president of the National Association of Regulatory Utility Commissioners, having served earlier as chairman of its telecommunications committee.  In other words, he’s a key player in both the federal and state arenas.

In a letter to Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle, the chief executive officer of Blackfoot Telephone Cooperative, Earl Owens, said this.  “Certainly Montana and your home state [of] South Dakota, are textbook examples of unique issues facing rural economic development, while maintaining the rural lifestyle we hold so dear…[T]he independent telecommunications providers in Montana are leaders in the deployment of advanced services to rural consumers…Successful deployment of advanced services to rural areas, and realization of the economic development such deployment promises, is dependent on the support of policymakers that understand the vast challenges ‘distance and density’ present to providers such as Blackfoot.  Commissioner Rowe offers that support to rural America, while continuing to balance the legitimate needs of providers serving more urban areas of the Country.  Most importantly, Commissioner Rowe understands, and strongly advocates, the needs of consumers in all walks of life.”

Glen Post, the president and chief executive officer of CenturyTel, wrote to Senator Daschle, too, saying, “ As you know, rural America very much needs policy makers who understand the unique economic issues facing citizens and businesses in rural communities.  The deployment of advanced services and continuation of a robust telecommunications network are key drivers for economic development in rural markets.  Commissioner Rowe is perhaps better suited than any other nominee to fully understand the role of telecommunications, universal service and the deployment of advanced services in helping rural America achieve its full potential…Commissioner Rowe has been instrumental in bringing advanced services to Montana residents. “

We Montanans have a proud political heritage that includes the likes of Janette Rankin, Mike Mansfield and many others. Montana now has a golden opportunity, with the nod of Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle, to place one of its own at the FCC.  Montana, and the nation, would be well served with this appointment.

For Montana Public Radio, this is Geoff Feiss, in Helena.

