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Why should Murdoch get special treatment?
..' . \

ANDREW KREIG

HARTFORD - The cross-ownership dIspute
between Rupert Murdoch and Sen.' Edward
Kennedy Is slidIng off the front pages and Into
the back rooms again. It's time for perspective.

The top priority for the region should be
preservation of the Boston Herald, An alterna-
tive dally Is necessary to keep any cIty's domt-
nant organ energetic and accountable.

Sound poltcy also requIres separate owners '
for the Herald and Channel 25. They represent
too much concentrated power, especially when

- belonging to a national medIa empIre.
FInally, Congress should make the Impor-

tant decIsIons. It must not leave them to the
Federal CommunIcations Commlsslon, whIch
has a hIstory of caterIng to specIal Interests.
Although Congress Is vulnerable to the same
crIticIsm, at least Its members are elected.

My vIews come from 17 years as a newspa-
perman and magazine wrIter. My recent book
.on abusive medta practices such as cross-own-
ershlp prompted the Hartford Courant to try to
pressure local televIsIon outlets not to Inter-
vIew me. Fear of that kInd of Information con-
trol persuaded the FCC In 1975 to create the
cross-ownership rule, whIch prohtblts news-

_ papers from owning broadcast outlets In theIr
markets. "Power," says medIa critic Ben Bag-
dlktan, "will always be used If the stakes are
high enough."

The FCC was created to admInIster a 1934
law governIng the communIcations IndustrIes.
It acquIred consIderable power because Con-
gress has often been unable to devIse specIfic
policIes for new technologies. Durlng the
1970s, the FCC blocked the growth of cable TV
by tightly restrIcting cablecastlng of movIes
and sports events. Ostensibly, the FCC helped
consumers by preservIng the best programs,
for "free" TV broadcast. e,,'

Actually. the FCC was protecting the three
politically Influential networks from open
competition. A federal appeals court struck
down the commIssIon's policy In 1977. The de-
ctston, whIch was harshly crltlcal of the FCC's
receptiveness to prIvate contacts by lobbyIsts.
paved the way for many millIons of homes to
obtaIn better entertaInment on cable TV.

By contrast, the FCC's cross-ownership
ban has long enjoyed broad support.

Yet Murdoch won several temporary waIv-
ers, tn part because he rescued dyIng newspa- ,
pers such as the Herald. Murdoch's rtght-wlng
poll tics and enormous medIa 'power also
helped hIm obtain favorable treatment In
WashIngton. especially with a Reagan-ap-

" poInted FCC sympathetic to deregu:latlon. ' ,
The present controversy comes from a rtder

quietly Inserted Into the federal budget at Ken-
nedy's request, then approved at about 2:30
a.m. on Dec. 22 as Congress adjourned for
Christmas. The provlston; noticed by only a
few congressIonal leaders, prevents the FCC
from granting cross-ownershlp waIvers.
,The Murdoch forces are clamoring against

the mtdnlght machtnatlons. Yet the conten-
,tlon that Congress Interfered wIth FCC JurIS-
dIction falls flat. Congress has superIor power
under the Constitution. The secrecy of the ma-
neuver Is disturbing. yet not grounds for
alarm. Congress can always reverse Itself on
the Issue. "-

Murdoch's best argument Is that the legis-
lation might lead to shut-downs of some of his
media properties. Even that Is unconvincing.
Murdoch has conceded that he will retain the
now-profitable Herald If forced to decide be-
tween It and the TV station. Buyers are avail-
able If he chooses to sell.

More troublesome Is the joint ownership of
hIs Fox broadcast network cornerstone In New
York, Channel 5,and of the New York Post.
That paper Is losing so' much money that It

may fold without a vtable buyer when' Mur-'
doch's current waiver expIres March 6.

However, the Post Is the weakest financIal-
ly and editorIally of that city's major datlles.'.
whIch are locked In mortal competition. The
sob stories published In the Herald about Post'
workers who may lose theIr Jobs could Just as'

, easily be about New York Dally News employ-,
ees. In the long run, why should Murdoch and
hIs staff receIve specIal treatment? He knew',
about the cross-ownership ban before he
bought each of the medIa outlets Involved. -

Murdoch and 'his supporters argue that'
Kennedy's amendment Is mean-splrlted re-
venge agaInst a news organIzation that crttt-
cizes hIm. Maybe so. "

But Kennedy's efforts have an element of
courage, as well. Few politicIans are willing to.
challenge a press lord who uses hIs properties
so ruthlessly as political weapons. It may well
be that Kennedy's method was the only way~
Congress would uphold the law In the face of.
Murdoch's power and penchant for hardball
tactics. For hIs trouble, Kennedy can now ex-
pect continued assault from the Herald and
Murdoch's supermarket tabloids. ",

BehInd the FIrst Amendment rhetoric asso-'
elated with the news business, one often finds
at the top levels that It Is run as a business -:
and one that escapes with remarkably little'
outsIde scrutiny on sensItive matters. Wheth-'
er Kennedy was motivated by revenge. courage'
or both Is not as Important as whether hIs ac-.
tlon helped the public. .: ;

On thIs, the evIdence seems persuasIve .. '
Boston will continue to have the Herald. The
country will continue to have Its cross-owner-,
ship policy. And Congress. for once, will look
as If It's doIng Its job - even If few saw the'
dead-of-night performance by the rnatn actors.'

, "~,I
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