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Foreword


by Sean Hannity







Censorship: The Threat to Silence Talk Radio by Brian Jennings is the collective voice of talk radio fighting against the Fairness Doctrine, which would be the death of conservative free speech on the airwaves.


Censorship details the many assaults on our First Amendment rights by powerful elected members of the United States Congress who not only would silence conservative talk radio, but silence you as well. Freedom of speech is our most cherished right as Americans, and as Brian Jennings notes, without it we have no other rights.


As one of conservative talk radio’s best-known programmers, Brian has many associations with those in talk radio nationally and tells a story that will be an important chapter in our nation’s continuing struggle to protect and defend our collective rights for free speech. Enjoy the read.

















Preface


by Congressman Greg Walden,
 cosponsor of the Broadcaster Freedom Act







If Gutenberg had invented the radio rather than the printing press, broadcasters would have free speech rights today. He didn’t and they don’t, and many want to trample what rights broadcasters do have by censoring what’s said in the name of “fairness” or “localism.” Proponents of the “Fairness Doctrine” want government bureaucrats in Washington, D.C., to decide if broadcasters need to present appropriate opposing viewpoints. If not, they’ll use fines and license revocation to punish those broadcasters who don’t follow their dictates. This could surely spell the end for talk radio, whether it’s liberal, conservative, or religious. All are threatened.


Don’t think it’s possible?


This Big Brother interference in programming content has happened before.


The so-called Fairness Doctrine ruled the airwaves from its inception in 1949 until its repeal by the Reagan administration in 1987. Established to encourage political debate, it had the opposite effect and was used by presidents and politicians of both major parties to silence and intimidate those who dared to speak out against them.




In today’s world of text messages, Twitter, cable shows, blogs, and more, it’s hard to imagine that we could actually revert to government control of broadcast speech. Yet it’s indeed on some politicians’ to-do list and could happen soon, unless Americans realize what’s coming and speak out.


Thankfully, broadcasters and journalists such as Brian Jennings care enough about the right of free speech in America to speak out before it’s too late. Censorship details the history of the “Fairness Doctrine” and the fate that awaits us if the political leaders get their way.




Congressman Greg Walden has a degree in journalism from the University of Oregon. He and his wife owned and operated radio stations in Oregon for more than twenty-one years.


















Introduction


Us vs. Them







This book is written for all who value the rights guaranteed to them by the First Amendment to our great nation’s Constitution. It is for those of you who value freedom of speech and open expression of ideas. This book is for those who want to be able to choose what they hear on the radio.


Throughout this book you will read the terms conservative and liberal. I thought it important to share with you my viewpoint on the differences. Some of you won’t agree with my definitions—and others may be offended by certain characterizations, although that is not my intent. But at the time of publication of this book, I am still free to express my opinions under my First Amendment rights. That may change—stay tuned.


This quote from my favorite president pretty much sums up what I feel:


 


Republicans believe every day is the Fourth of July,
 but the Democrats believe every day is April 15th.


—RONALD REAGAN


 




As I see it, the key issues dividing the left and the right are their views about the size of government, taxation, and personal responsibility vs. entitlement. Oh…and freedom of speech.


Conservatives feel that government should impose itself only into areas where we cannot easily provide for ourselves, such as police and fire departments, highway construction, and, importantly, national defense. Liberals would like to have government provide for almost everything, up to and including free health care. Let me think…who is it that pays for those “free” goods and services?


Conservatives favor keeping more of their hard-earned money to put it to work in a free-market economy. Liberals favor “income redistribution” through heavy taxation of our nation’s producers. We die-hard conservatives call this socialism. After a time, when each has donated to the pot according to his ability, and each has taken from the pot according to his needs—when the balance has finally shifted to the point where the takers are getting more out of the pot than the producers are able to put in—the system collapses. Look at what happened in Russia.


The example I will use for personal responsibility vs. entitlement has to do with what has happened over the past few decades in youth sports programs. When I was playing baseball and football in the 1960s and ’70s, we were each encouraged to train diligently and perform to the best of our ability on the field. When the game was over, there was a winning team and a losing team. The winner took home the trophy. In today’s youth sports programs, every team member must have equal playing time, regardless of his or her ability…and both the winning and the losing teams get trophies. After all, we don’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings. (It’s gotten so far out of hand that recently a nine-year-old Connecticut boy was judged to be too good as a pitcher. His baseball coach was told that the boy would no longer be allowed to pitch. Other teams refused to play his team, and there was talk of “redistributing” the players from his team to others.) What kind of lesson is this about the realities of life? Being a conservative means accepting that there are winners and losers in all endeavors, and that not everyone gets a trophy.


An attitude of “entitlement” is also affecting our education system. Competition for scholastic excellence is on the wane in favor of making sure no one is “left behind.” I heard a recent proposal that the 50th percentile should be set as the lowest grade that can be given to any student! As a result our great nation is falling further behind the academic performance curve of other developed countries, with potentially negative consequences for progress in all aspects of our economy.


It also appears that conservatives, in general, are more charitable than liberals. We tend to come personally to the aid of a neighbor in need, whereas a liberal might tend to feel that the government should come and take care of that neighbor. As a talk radio programmer, I have seen conservatives step up to the plate repeatedly to help those in need. Following 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina, I helped spearhead national relief efforts in which conservative talk radio stations successfully collected and donated more than $12 million to victims of those events. Certain voices on the left shouted that the federal government should take full responsibility. Syracuse University scholar Arthur Brooks, who published Who Really Cares: The Surprising Truth About Compassionate Conservatism, supports, through his research, the notion that those of us who reject government handouts give more to charitable causes than our liberal friends. In the recent presidential campaign it came to light—because candidates are required to release their tax returns—that the Republican candidates were considerably more generous than their Democrat counterparts.


Liberals certainly don’t extend “charity” toward conservative talk radio. They would prefer that you not be allowed access to opinions and information that conflict with their own views. Many of us in radio are worried about the future of our careers and the future of free speech in America. There are sinister forces at work that would shut down conservative political commentary using government regulations disguised under the banner of fairness. While elected Democrats tell you that we’re being paranoid…that they do not have plans to restore the Fairness Doctrine…what they aren’t telling you is that they have plans to come in “through the back door” with regulations that will accomplish the intent of the Fairness Doctrine—to control the content of your radio programs—with dire consequences for your personal liberties and for conservative talk radio.


In the first month of the Obama administration, the Fairness Doctrine rhetoric began boiling over. President Obama fired a warning shot at conservative talk radio when he told Republican leaders, “You can’t just listen to Rush Limbaugh and get things done.”1 Clearly, the president was revealing his fear that conservative talk radio represents a strong roadblock to his agenda. Conservatives, including Limbaugh, were quick to respond. Limbaugh stated, “If I can be made to serve as a distraction, then there is that much less time debating the merits of the trillion-dollar debacle,”2 referring to Obama’s controversial economic stimulus plan, which conservatives pointed out was full of wasteful pork barrel spending.




Brent Bozell, who heads the Media Research Center, a large conservative media watchdog group, summarized the fight in these words: “Now we know what Barack Obama means about unity and a nation working as one. It means it’s his far left way and no other way. If he had his way, the President would have us all reading the New York Times and listening to left-wing Air America. He knows his only opposition to enacting a radical left-wing agenda is conservative talk radio. There’s something eerie, big-brother-like in Obama’s actions. He will deny it, of course, but this is an attack on Limbaugh’s and all conservatives’ right to free speech. He wants to set the stage for the principles of the Fairness Doctrine, and he’s doing it through character assassination. I said the day after the election that Rush Limbaugh would become public enemy number one if the Obama administration had its way. The attack on him personally and on all of conservative talk radio generally has officially begun.”3


On the heels of the president’s statement about Limbaugh, another Democratic Senator talked about returning the Fairness Doctrine. Senator Debbie Stabenow of Michigan was appearing on the Bill Press Show when she stated, “I think it’s absolutely time to pass a standard. Now, whether it’s called the Fairness Standard, whether it’s called something else—I absolutely think it’s time to be bringing accountability to the airwaves.”4


Following Stabenow’s comments, Senator Tom Harkin of Iowa, another Democrat, also called for a return of the Fairness Doctrine.5 And so did former president Bill Clinton, who told progressive host Mario Solis Marich, “Well, you either ought to have the Fairness Doctrine or we ought to have more balance on the other side because essentially there’s always been a lot of big money to support the right-wing talk shows, and let’s face it, you know, Rush Limbaugh is fairly entertaining even when he is saying things that I think are ridiculous.”6


Shortly after former president Clinton and others weighed in on the Fairness Doctrine, former California governor and current state attorney general Jerry Brown was telling Michael Savage that he also favors the Fairness Doctrine, or a new version of it. And he issued this chilling statement to those of us who cherish free speech: “A little state control wouldn’t hurt anybody.”7


Is it coincidence that so many Democrats spoke out for the return of the Fairness Doctrine in the early days of February? I don’t think so. Democrats will point out that President Obama is opposed to reviving the old Fairness Doctrine as he stated on the campaign trail and again on February 18, 2009. They know there are better ways to muzzle conservative talk radio which are discussed in the pages ahead. It’s stealth regulation of content through a new Fairness Doctrine. They won’t call it a new Fairness Doctrine, but their plans would achieve the same results—censorship of conservative talk radio.


Without the flow of information available through conservative political commentary, we would not have access to certain facts and opinions necessary to make informed decisions in many aspects of our lives, including business, finance, and politics.


Without conservative talk radio…




	The positive aspects of the Iraq war would not have been told.


	The other side of the Immigration Bill would not have been explained.


	The flaws in the national health care plan would not have been exposed.




	The theory that global warming is not entirely man-made would not be debated.


	Liberal mainstream media—which dominates the information landscape in America—would not have a counterbalance.





In late February, the U.S. Senate passed an amendment banning the old Fairness Doctrine regulation. But Senate Democrats also passed an amendment leaving the path open for further regulation of the nation’s airwaves. Their agenda is to muzzle conservative talk radio and force more liberalism into our programming. House Democrats may follow the Senate lead. They deny it, but it is censorship.


This book is the collective voice of many of America’s radio talk show hosts, as well as the managers of talk radio today, who want to make sure you are free to hear what you want, when you want. Talk radio reaches nearly 50 million Americans every week and it has become a powerful force in shaping American values.


Talk radio is a companion that provides information and insights helpful in everyday life. It can make you laugh or cry. It can make you happy or mad. You can turn it on or off anytime, and you can change the station whenever you want. It’s your choice to listen or not. But one thing is certain: government has no business regulating the content of the programs you enjoy on the nation’s airwaves. We are fighting back, and we want to tell our story of what is at stake in this fight…because if the government is the winner, you are the loser.


I hope you feel as strongly as I do that free expression of viewpoints on your radio should not be censored.

















CHAPTER 1


Talk Radio in Jeopardy


At What Price Free Speech?







Freedom of speech comes with a price tag. Throughout our nation’s history, thousands of Americans have died to protect our freedoms—paying the ultimate price for what they believe in. For others the price may be less, but it is still a great sacrifice. Several years ago my friend Lars Larson paid a price for his views.1


As a conservative radio talk show host on KXL in Portland, Lars was outgoing and available to the public. He had always lived openly, even hosting events for listeners in his home. Lars grew up in a small coastal town in Oregon where everyone knew each other and everyone looked out for their neighbors. There was an innocence about how he lived. When Lars moved to the big city of Portland, he maintained that same openness.


On the evening of October 23, 2003, that all changed. Lars was hosting a listener event for his radio station. A few miles away, at Portland’s Memorial Coliseum, left-wing filmmaker Michael Moore was in town to promote his causes, including exposing the “evils” of corporate America. Part of Moore’s act was to ask his fans for the name of a local conservative he could call to harass.


Someone in the crowd of 8,500 had Lars Larson’s home telephone number. He shouted it out to Moore on the stage, and Larson’s phone number immediately became common knowledge. Michael Moore dialed the number and held the telephone’s speaker up to the microphone. Mrs. Larson’s voice was heard on the recorded voice mail greeting explaining that, if the call was urgent, Lars could be reached at the cell number she provided. Life for the Larson family changed instantly and dramatically.


Before continuing to describe what happened to Lars and his wife, let me offer a little background about the community in which it all took place:


Larson lives in an extremely liberal city in a very liberal state. Conservatives call Portland “Berkeley North.” It is the land of high taxes—funding some of the nation’s most liberal welfare programs—and Lars rails against those taxes. Those who live in Portland pay layer upon layer of taxes: city taxes, business taxes, metro-area mass transit taxes, high county taxes, high property taxes, and a high state income tax, not to mention numerous service taxes. Periodically the state of Oregon also tries to implement a sales tax. This is a state that recently had a large budget surplus and refused—until forced to comply with a law on the books—to return that money to the taxpayers. Lars Larson wants that money to stay in the pockets of hardworking citizens, not in government pockets.


To further explain how liberal Oregon is—and how our civil liberties are at risk—Lars rages against yet another tax proposal that has conservatives asking, “What has happened to our state?” Citizens were encouraged to cut back on use of fossil fuels by driving less and investing in fuel-efficient vehicles. We did. With the decline in gasoline consumption came a decline in gas tax revenue, and state government began to worry about how to pay for road and bridge maintenance. So bureaucrats are working on hatching a scheme to fit vehicles with GPS-type units so they can track how many miles each citizen drives—and presumably where he drives—then tax him accordingly.


Lars uses his highly rated radio talk show to speak up for conservatives who are in the extreme minority in “Berkeley North.” He often takes the newspaper to task for its liberal bias, referring to The Oregonian as “the local fish-wrapper.” He speaks out against liberal politicians at every level, and he calls our schools into question for their lack of scholastic achievement. Larson carries a gun, he hunts, and he defends our Second Amendment rights. Those on the left despise his attitude, and Lars himself is hated by the liberal establishment in Oregon. This is the backdrop against which Lars Larson’s personal drama began to unfold.


Immediately after Michael Moore telephoned the Larson home from the Memorial Coliseum, other harassing phone calls began. Lars turned off his phone, and the voice mail quickly filled up. When the attackers tired of calling his home phone and his cell phone, they discovered where Lars’s wife worked. They began harassing Mrs. Larson at her office, even threatening rape. She was forced to close her office and move her business to their home. The problem with that change was that the Larsons’ home address had also been publicized all over the city.


Larson was forced to move from a home he loved. The family moved miles away and changed telephone numbers and other contact information, but the threatening callers continued to find them.


One day when his wife called him in tears, Lars blew his stack on the air: “Let’s make this deal. Stop threatening my wife. Come and threaten me, so I can just fill you full of bullets. You come threaten me in person. You bring it on, but leave my wife out of this.” Lars described the threats that brought his wife to tears. “They said, ‘We’re going to come and rape your wife to death—we’re going to rape her until she bleeds.’ If this is offending anybody—good!2 ’cause I’m mad.”


Lars’s wife no longer answers the phone if the caller is unidentified. Lars is more aware of his surroundings. When new threats are made, his bosses hire off-duty cops to guard him. And Lars carries a concealed weapon for personal protection. “It seems that the only way to keep your First Amendment rights is to let people know you’re willing to exercise your Second Amendment rights, too.”3


Threats such as those made against Larson and his family are not uncommon for conservative political commentators. Free speech does come at a price, especially in an intolerant liberal society. At about the same time that Lars was facing his enemies in Portland, the enemies of conservative views were mounting a national effort targeting all conservative talk radio. A former conservative-turned-liberal was forming an organization called Media Matters for America. The organization says it’s “dedicated to comprehensively monitoring, analyzing, and correcting conservative misinformation in the U.S. media,”4 but its tactics say otherwise. This group, and others like it, want to eliminate conservative talk radio. With support from Hillary Clinton (and, as is the feeling of many conservative commentators, perhaps from billionaire George Soros), Media Matters began to smear every conservative radio and television talk show host in America.


While Media Matters was attacking conservative talk radio with flanker assaults, liberals in Congress launched a frontal assault. Angered by losing the White House twice to George W. Bush, they perceived that conservative talk radio was responsible for the outcome of those elections. They began calling for a return of the Fairness Doctrine to force “fair-and-balanced” programming so that liberal commentators could infiltrate conservative talk radio stations. The assault was led by powerful, elected Democrats including House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, Senator John Kerry, and others.


The attacks on conservative political commentary grew more intense in the years leading up to the 2008 general election. It became evident that liberals wanted to shut down conservative talk radio. This has become a relentless assault on our freedom of speech. Those on the left don’t like what they hear—even claiming that conservative talk is “a waste of the public airwaves”—and they want to silence the opposition.


Talk radio is in jeopardy. There is much at stake, no matter what your politics. Please read on.


 


If we don’t believe in freedom of expression for
 people we despise, we don’t believe in it at all.


—NOAM CHOMSKY, PROFESSOR, WRITER, LINGUIST







STRAIGHT AHEAD: The censors take aim at conservative talk radio.























CHAPTER 2


The First Amendment


Yesterday and Today







You might be like me. Radio has been my lifelong friend. I grew up with it. As a young boy I built a crystal radio receiver and ran copper antenna wire for hundreds of feet outside my bedroom window so I could hear stations all across the United States and Canada. It was magic.


Living out in the country near Spokane, Washington, I listened to KNEW, which later became 790 KJRB. I was introduced to Jimi Hendrix and Steppenwolf by the likes of Larry Lujack, Pat O’Day, Dick Curtis, Emporer Lee Smith, Lan Roberts, Charlie Brown, Steve West, and some of the great disc jockeys of the era. I listened to the Washington State Cougar football games, hoping they would muster a win over their archrival Huskies from Seattle. Radio woke me in the morning, got me through my chores, got me to school and back, and was the last thing I heard before falling asleep each night.


It was only natural—once I knew I would never master physics classes and become a “rocket scientist”—that fate guided me to KPLU FM Radio 88.5 at Pacific Lutheran University in Tacoma, Washington. So began a long career in radio where the magic on the airwaves—even as the voices and the formats changed—only seemed to amplify over the years.


Fast-forward several years and imagine turning on your radio one day, eager to hear Rush Limbaugh share his humorous insights on Barney Frank and the endless parade of clowns we elect to the Congress and Senate…but all you hear is rap music. You turn the dial, seeking Sean Hannity’s views—and his callers’ opinions—on Washington’s latest tax-and-spend proposals…but instead you hear a nice lady sharing her prize-winning apple pie recipe. You begin frantically dial surfing for your other favorite hosts, but all you hear is National Public Radio airing a lengthy report on the new sewer system in Akron, Ohio. Or, if you’re a Christian radio fan, you switch to your preferred station only to hear someone advocating gay marriage. They demand equal time to express their opposition to your views, and they get it.


This is what could happen if Congress and the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) chooses to reinstate the Fairness Doctrine—a regulation that has existed for a long time on the books though not enforced since 1987—or institute other backdoor controls of program content!


Imagine your radio without Rush Limbaugh, Sean Hannity, Michael Savage, Mark Levin, Neal Boortz, Lars Larson, Mike Gallagher, Michael Medved, Laura Ingraham, Laura Schlessinger, Hugh Hewitt, and the many other popular hosts who speak to and for millions of conservative Americans on talk radio every day. Many liberals dream of that reality, and some liberal voices in positions of great power even advocate that reality. They support the resurrection of the principles of the Fairness Doctrine—an antiquated regulation that is an affront to our most cherished right, freedom of speech.


In 1949, the FCC established this regulation, which required broadcasters to provide fair-and-balanced programming on the public airwaves. When one viewpoint was expressed on the radio, equal airtime had to be offered to those who disagreed. The doctrine was repealed in 1987 on the grounds that it was no longer necessary because of the diversity of voices being heard in the media marketplace…and that such a regulation might well be unconstitutional.


Those who support government controls of media content fail to understand the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. If asked, they probably couldn’t even recite it. But there have never been better words written for American citizens. The intent of this amendment is simple but powerful, and it defends the core values and beliefs upon which our great nation was founded. These words provide for what the fathers of our nation understood to be our God-given rights. Much American blood has been shed defending these words, yet they are taken for granted by many of us. This is the First Amendment:


 


Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.


 


The First Amendment was a collaborative effort by our nation’s Founding Fathers, including Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and many others who preceded them. These great men met in session during the summer of 1789 to draft these freedoms as the first—and arguably the most important—amendment to our Constitution. Without freedom of thought and expression, no other rights can exist. It is the foundation of all other human rights. English poet and social critic John Milton, whose writings were consulted during the drafting of the U.S. Constitution, noted:


 


Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely according to conscience, above all liberties.


 


We live in an extraordinary country. Ideas and opinions can be expressed freely thanks to the wisdom of our Founding Fathers and the courage of Americans throughout our history who have given their lives to protect and defend our freedoms. Liberty comes in many forms, and the form that Americans cherish most is freedom of speech and press. Without free speech and a free press, we become an uninformed people—a controlled electorate. Few people would disagree with that notion. So why then are some of the most powerful elected officials in the United States bent on controlling what you can hear on our nation’s radio airwaves?


Why? Could it be because people now have a media platform to be heard more loudly and clearly than at any time in history? Is it because ordinary citizens have been given a voice through the medium of conservative talk radio? Could it be because talk radio airs important questions that force transparency on our elected leaders, some of whom feel threatened by that? The answers are clearly “yes” to all!


One example of the power of conservative talk radio occurred when the controversial Senate Immigration Bill1—which would have given automatic U.S. citizenship to millions of illegal immigrants—was defeated on June 28, 2007. Millions of talk radio listeners were livid that some of their conservative senators favored passage of the bill. At the recommendation of their favorite conservative talk show hosts, these listeners contacted their elected leaders and shared their disapproval through a collective voice that reverberated loudly in Washington, D.C. Republican Senator Trent Lott of Mississippi raised the ire of fellow conservatives when he stated, “Talk radio is running America. We have to deal with it.”2


Lott would later say that he did not favor a return of the Fairness Doctrine, but his widely used statement showed his frustration and the frustration of many politicians over the influence of talk radio. On June 24, 2007, he seemed to retreat from his widely quoted statement and told Fox’s Chris Wallace, “I’ve been defended by talk radio many times, and I will support their right to tell their side of the story—right, left, or the middle, forever.”3


Democrats were livid about the defeat of the Immigration Bill. Lott’s statement got my attention and the attention of my radio colleagues nationwide, and it galvanized key Democrats who indeed want to restore regulation of radio program content. The left wants to make it difficult for you to hear on the radio a discussion of any viewpoint contrary to its own.


Immediately after Lott’s statement, Rush Limbaugh—the conservative icon of talk radio—said on his program, “Talk radio is the American voter. That’s what bothers Trent Lott.”4 And Michael Savage stated on his Talk Radio Network program, “Trent Lott saying today that talk radio is running America and we have to deal with that problem is gangsterism.”5




The ability to speak freely without government control of information and opinions broadcast over our airwaves has changed the landscape of America. Locally, it has helped defeat wasteful tax measures and elect or defrock many politicians. Nationally, it helped usher in a Republican Revolution in the early 1990s.6 It’s helped galvanize Americans in times of national disaster, as we witnessed after 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina. And it has raised countless millions of dollars for relief efforts and charities.


But there is increasing discussion about the need to “deal with” talk radio, and one can only guess that America’s forefathers would have harsh words for those who advocate government control over information to which you have access. You heard right! Many elected officials in both the Senate and the House of Representatives want to return to government regulation of what is said over the airwaves…control over the content of what you hear on your local radio station.


Since 1987, there have been numerous attempts to restore the Fairness Doctrine, conservative talk radio’s worst nightmare. The Fairness Doctrine required a balance of views on controversial topics on both radio and television programs. The authors of this regulatory doctrine felt that since there were so few media outlets in the United States at the time—and the airwaves had a limited spectrum—balance needed to be mandated in broadcast programming to properly serve the public interest. The FCC was charged with enforcing this regulation, and if an offended party complained about fairness, renewal of a station’s license could be in jeopardy.


But the result of the Fairness Doctrine was the opposite of what its authors intended. Rather than airing thought-provoking discussion, radio stations purposely shied away from controversial topics for fear of being reported to the FCC. In newsrooms, we were constantly reminded to seek out “the other side of a story” just to be safe. There were no controversial opinions expressed on talk shows. It just simply wasn’t allowed. The Fairness Doctrine dampened controversy and prevented the development of conservative political commentators such as Rush Limbaugh, Sean Hannity, Mark Levin, and other popular talk show personalities whose programs you enjoy today. Ironically, proponents of the Fairness Doctrine avoided suggesting that the same controls should apply to the print medium. They argued that the limited airwave spectrum is “public domain” and therefore subject to government control…even while newspapers could print anything they chose.


I was privileged to hire talk radio’s Lars Larson at KXL Radio in Portland, Oregon, when he was only nineteen years old. This young man displayed a keen intellect even then and has since developed a rich background in investigative reporting in both radio and television. Lars is a highly respected conservative talk show host heard locally on KXL and nationwide on Compass Media Networks.


Lars has shared with me his recollections of life under the Fairness Doctrine: “I began working in radio in the mid seventies when the Fairness Doctrine was the law of the land. Very few radio stations did editorials, and I have a very specific recollection as a young reporter of talking with KXL General Manager Ray Watson. I asked Ray why he didn’t do station editorials. (There were a couple of radio stations and one television station that still did them at that time in Portland.) He told me that if he were to offer up two minutes of even the most commonsense, down-the-middle editorial, he would be besieged by demands from every extremist group (left and right) that they be allowed an equal amount of time at the same time of day to present an alternate point of view. Realizing that the resulting freak show would not represent the community, nor present a good public face for the radio station, he simply didn’t do editorials.7


All that changed in 1987 when President Reagan’s FCC voted to suspend enforcement of the Fairness Doctrine. Modern talk radio was born. The popularity of this medium reaches far and wide, and those in positions of influence in our government have experienced the power of talk radio and its potential to inform and incite their constituents. As Rush Limbaugh so aptly put it, “Talk radio is the American voter.”


As the sun rises over the United States each day, millions of Americans turn to the airwaves to get the latest news. Millions more tune in to talk shows, which have grown in stature and popularity over the past two decades, to hear exciting discussions about current issues. Talk radio is the American voice. As the sun rises over Russia, China, Iran, Syria, Venezuela, and other totalitarian regimes, the content of their radio broadcasts is tightly controlled. American talk radio is an extremely unique media platform that would not be allowed in dictatorships. In our country, the average citizen can take to task elected officials—even the president—on the pubic airwaves without fear of reprisal.


It’s time that we stop taking our freedom of expression for granted. A movement is under way that could change American talk radio through the return of government control of information and opinions broadcast over the airwaves. A return of content regulations would take away your right to hear what you want when you turn on your favorite radio station. Those of us who toil in the radio business and defend the right of free speech feel that the government has no right to control the content of our programs. But the battle over free speech on our airwaves is under way. Conservatives are outwardly alarmed—with good reason—over Democrat congressional efforts to restore censorship controls. They are lining up to pitch their battle cry.


In a widely publicized Rasmussen Reports national survey of one thousand likely voters, conducted just before the 2008 presidential election, Democrats favored government involvement in the airwaves more than Republicans. Fifty-four percent of Democrats said they supported it, while only 26 percent were opposed. Republicans were fairly evenly divided on the subject.8 Key Democrats have been promoting the Fairness Doctrine because they think conservatives dominate talk radio. They are right, yet there is a reason. To date, liberal talk radio has failed to resonate with listeners. For the most part, it is poorly rated. Conservatives are warning loudly that if liberal talk won’t work in the marketplace on its own merit, Democrats—now firmly in control of Congress—are ready to change the balance by forcing radio programmers to add liberal hosts to their talk lineups. To many of us in talk radio, the term “Fairness Doctrine” is an embedded code phrase for censorship.


 


The only valid censorship is the right of the people not to listen.


—TOMMY SMOTHERS, AMERICAN COMEDIAN







STRAIGHT AHEAD: The Fairness Doctrine. How unfair!























CHAPTER 3


The Fairness Doctrine


What It Means for You







When you Google “Fairness Doctrine,” you’ll get about eight hundred thousand responses. Established in 1949 and enforced by the FCC, this regulation required fair-and-balanced public-affairs-related programming on radio and television. Station license holders were in fear of losing their permits or being fined if they were found in noncompliance. The result was that broadcasters avoided controversial programming like the plague. Complaints about fairness were taken seriously, and in some cases broadcast licenses were revoked because of it. When the FCC voted to repeal the doctrine during the Reagan administration in 1987, there were immediate attempts by liberals in Congress to restore it. They failed when President Reagan exercised his veto power.


Before the repeal of the Fairness Doctrine, fewer than one hundred talk radio stations existed in the United States. Two decades later, there are more than two thousand stations offering talk programs in one form or another. The repeal of this doctrine opened the floodgates of both expression and discussion on radio and television stations nationwide. But powerful forces are gathering to try to again close the gate on free speech on the public airwaves.
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