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INTRODUCTION

AN OVERVIEW OF THE
TELECOMMUNICATIONS ACT OF 1996

The “Telecommunications Act of 1996,” signed into law on Febru-
ary 8, 1996, opens up competition between local telephone companies,
long-distance providers, and cable companies; expands the reach of
advanced telecommunications services to schools, libraries, and hos-
pitals; and requires the use of the new V-chip technology to enable
families to exercise greater control over the television programming
that comes into their homes. This Act lays the foundation for the
investment and development that will ultimately create a national
information superhighway to serve both the private sector and the
public interest.

President Clinton noted that the Act will continue the efforts of
his administration in ensuring that the American public has access
to many different sources of news and information in their communi-
ties. The Act increases, from 25 to 35 percent, the cap on the national
audience that television stations owned by one person or entity can
reach. This cap will prevent a single broadcast group owner from
dominating the national media market.

Rates for cable programming services and equipment used solely
to receive such services will, in general, be deregulated in about three
years. Cable rates will be deregulated more quickly in communities
where a phone company offers programming to a comparable number
of households, providing effective competition to the cable operator.
In such circumstances, consumers will be protected from price hikes
because the cable system faces real competition.

This Act also makes it possible for the regional Bell companies to
offer long-distance service, provided that, in the judgment of the
Federal Communications Commission (FCC), they have opened up
their local networks to competitors such as long-distance companies,
cable operators, and others. In order to protect the public, the FCC
must evaluate any application for entry into the long-distance busi-
ness in light of its public interest test, which gives the FCC discretion
to consider a broad range of issues, such as the adequacy of intercon-
nection arrangements to permit vigorous competition. Furthermore,
in deciding whether to grant the application of a regional Bell com-
pany to offer long-distance service, the FCC must accord “substantial
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weight” to the views of the Attorney General. This special legal
standard ensures that the FCC and the courts will accord full weight
to the special competition expertise of the Justice Department’s
Antitrust Division--especially its expertise in making predictive judg-
ments about the effect that entry by a bell company into long-distance
may have on competition in local and long-distance markets.

Title V of the Act is entitled the “Communications Decency Act of
1996.” This section is specifically aimed at curtailing the communi-
cation of violent and indecent material. The Act requires new televi-
sions to be outfitted with the V-chip, a measure which President
Clinton said, “will empower families to choose the kind of program-
ming suitable for their children.” The V-chip provision relies on the
broadcast networks to produce a rating system and to implement the
system in a manner compatible with V-chip technology. By relying
on the television industry to establish and implement the ratings, the
Act serves the interest of the families without infringing upon the
First Amendment rights of the television programmers and producers.

President Clinton signed this Act into law in an effort to strengthen
the economy, society, families, and democracy. It promotes competition
as the key to opening new markets and new opportunities. This Act will
enable us to ride safely into the twenty-first century on the information
superhighway.

We wish to acknowledge the contribution of Loris Zeppieri, a third
year law student, who helped in gathering these materials.

Bernard D. Reams, Jr.
William H. Manz

St. John’s University
School of Law

Jamaica, New York
April 1997
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