Commentary: July 13, 2004
Senate Farm Team

We in Montana have much to thank our Nation’s Founding Fathers for.  Even though our state didn’t even exist when our Nation was born, the Founding Fathers nevertheless bestowed special protection for states like Montana, in the form of the U.S. Senate.  
By creating the three Branches of Government (the Executive, the Legislative and the Judiciary), the Founding Fathers effectively created a government that could resist tyranny.  And then, for added measure, they created a bicameral Legislature, with a House of Representatives and a Senate.  The number of members of the House of Representatives is based on population.  Thus, a state like California has 53 Representatives.  Texas has 32; New York has 29; Florida, 25.  Montana has one Representative.  Clearly, size counts in the U.S. House of Representatives.
However, every state, regardless of size or population, has two U.S. Senators.  California, with its 53 Representatives and an economy that would rank it in the top ten nations of the world, has but two Senators.  Montana, with a population of less than one million, has just as many Senators as California: two.  

And thus, at least in the U.S. Senate, rural states like Montana, Wyoming or North Dakota are on an even footing with states like California, Texas, New York, and Florida.  
And because of this bicameral balance in the U.S. Congress, rural concerns often stand side by side with urban concerns.  And not surprisingly, urban concerns often dominate the policy decisions of the U.S. House of Representatives, where urban legislators far outnumber rural legislators.  (This is not to say that Montana’s U.S. Representatives historically have not done fabulous work defending the interests of Montana in the U.S. House of Representatives; only that they’re far outnumbered especially when considering the different dynamics of the U.S. Senate.)  But over in the Senate, the dynamics change, and states like Montana have half a chance of being heard.
The Telecommunications Act of 1996 is a case in point.  That law was designed to promote competition in the telecommunications industry by opening up telephone markets previously dominated by a few Bell operating companies.  However, in addition to fostering competition, Congress recognized the special economic conditions of rural markets and included a number of protections in the law.  For example, the Telecommunications Act recognized that rural consumers may not have the same level of access to telecommunications services as urban consumers.  So, the law provides that all Americans, no matter where they live, should have access to comparable services at comparable rates.  The law also allows rural telephone companies to seek waivers, suspensions or modifications of certain rules which are more burdensome for rural companies to implement, since the have fewer customers and higher relative costs than their urban counterparts.  And the law defers to state commissions considerable authority to apply local public interest standards when making various regulatory decisions.  These provisions that give deference to rural economic conditions came about largely as a result of efforts by a bipartisan group of U.S. Senators from rural states.  This group called itself the Farm Team.  As a member of the Senate Commerce Committee which drafted the Telecommunications Act of 1996, Montana’s Senator Conrad  Burns was an active member of the Farm Team.
Once again, it’s time for the Farm Team to reconstitute itself.  Next week, the Senate Commerce Committee is scheduled to consider legislation introduced by New Hampshire Senator John Sununu.  The Sununu bill is a simplistic approach to a very complicated, interrelated set of issues that have direct effect on telecommunications investment, competition and rural network infrastructure viability.  The legislation would carve out a special exemption for Internet-based telephone calls, and as a result would un-do many of the provisions included in the Telecommunications Act of 1996 designed to protect rural consumers.  
If the Commerce Committee reported out this legislation, it would send the wrong message about the value the Senate attaches to rural economic interests.  The Telecommunications Act of 1996 specifically recognizes the unique and valuable role of rural telephony in America, and the special conditions under which rural telecommunications providers deliver valuable communications benefits to rural America. 
In short, it’s time for the Senate to do what the Senate was designed to do: put rural interests on an equal footing with urban interests.  I think members of the Senate Farm Team to do just that, so that rural consumers can continue to benefit from investment in comparable telecommunications infrastructure and services.  Next week’s Commerce Committee hearing will demonstrate once again the prescience of our Founding Fathers.
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