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I am fairly agnostic when it comes to choosing between radio, print or TV communications delivery media (although I must admit that Montana Public Radio is a fantastic medium and you can’t beat the likes of Hope Stockwell, Sally Mauk, Edward O’Brien and the rest of the MTPR crew!).


With that said, I want to talk briefly on this public radio program about a new show coming on public television.  It’s called “The Advocate,” and it’s designed to explore public policy from the perspective of the people who specialize in various issue advocacy.  It’s kind of a visual complement to this Montana Public Radio commentary series.

We hear a lot about issues from a variety of perspectives.  “The Advocate” will focus on people who exercise their First Amendment Constitutional right to petition the government.  Specifically, these will be citizens who have organized associations and other common interest groups to advocate various particular issues and policies.
The practice of organizing common political interests is as old as our Nation.  For example, in 1743, Benjamin Franklin founded The American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia.  The Society was founded as a home for thinkers about nature, machines, industry and governance and is today the oldest surviving learned organization in the country.  In founding the Society, Ben Franklin effectively established the first association in America. 

About one hundred years later, Alexis deTocqueville wrote, 

 “Americans of all ages, conditions, and dispositions constantly form associations [representing] not only commercial and manufacturing companies, but associations for a 1000 other kinds …[R]eligious, serious, futile, general or restricted, enormous or diminutive….they use them to found seminaries, build inns, construct churches…..” and so on.
Theodore Roosevelt, in 1908 added, [pardon the gender usage], “Every [person] owes a part of his time and money to the business or industry in which he is engaged.  No [person] has a moral right to withhold … support from an organization that is striving to improve conditions within his sphere.”

These organizations often exercise their rights to petition the government by lobbying government entities.  Even the government lobbies the government.  For example, there are 439 registered lobbyists according to the Montana Commissioner of Political Practices.  These 439 lobbyists include both government and non-government lobbyists.  This total does not include elected officials, like mayors and county commissioners, or Department or Agency Directors, even though these officials lobby the government, that is, the Legislature on a daily basis.

 
So, back to the public TV show.  It will feature people usually representing organizations or associations who are leading the debate on business, environment, civil liberties, and other important issues.  These groups include associations like the Montana Taxpayers Association, the American Civil Liberties Union, AARP, the Trial Lawyers Association, the Montana Chamber of Commerce, and so on.  Viewers, like listeners to Montana Public Radio, will get an earful of perspectives with which to formulate their learned opinions on political affairs.

I mentioned my sympathies for multimedia communications platforms earlier.  One of the nifty things about “The Advocate” show is that it’s part of a bigger project, called Television Montana, or TVMT, which is televising the 2007 Legislature with “gavel to gavel” coverage, plus a multitude of committee meetings and other legislative goings on.  From a telecommunications angle, TVMT represents the convergence of a number of telecommunications platforms.  On the surface, it looks like TVMT is a cable television program.  Behind the video, however, is a sophisticated collaboration of content and transmission media.  For example, cable TV broadcasts programs to cable subscribers, but the content actually is created in digital format, which enables it to be accessible on the Internet.  Moreover, the digital signal is transported over Montana’s telecommunications infrastructure to cable locations, and then sent over cable networks.  This requires collaboration between cable and telephone networks.  

I’ve mentioned in earlier commentaries that as communications migrates to a fully digital format, it will be possible in the near future for telephone companies to use their broadband infrastructure which they’ve deployed throughout Montana to provide not only voice communications, but broadband data, and soon, video content.  TVMT is the first step in this exciting, multimedia convergence.


Hold on as telecommunications continues to grow more competitive, more exciting, and more robust in the months and years to come!  And enjoy the show!

This is Geoff Feiss of the Montana Telecommunications Association.
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