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COMMUNITY MEDIA OVER THE NEXT FIVE YEARS

Nobody would deny that the media in the U.S. is experiencing fundamental changes. Media consolidation, 
spectrum and broadband sales for commercial purposes, threats to net neutrality (the equal access to all 
Internet sites at the same speed and at low cost), and other media policies that favor giant corporations 
are threatening local media and the people’s voice. In our increasingly hyper-capitalist society, the public 
is limited to the single role of “consumer” and information is viewed solely as a “commodity.” The resulting 
media content, or lack of meaningful content, has an enormous impact on our vision of health care, 
immigration, homelessness, and all other social justice issues.

On the other hand, there is a powerful, grassroots-initiated media movement resisting these prescribed 
roles by creating community-controlled media to support a larger vision of social justice.

The purpose of this paper is to imagine the (un)thinkable—to push the boundaries of current research on 
general social, political, and technological changes in media so that media justice advocates may better 
understand the potential implications of these changes from the perspective of people of color, low-income 
people, women, and other traditionally marginalized communities.
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BY JEANNETTE FOREMAN

“What’s going on?” the late singer 

Marvin Gaye asked in 1968 as the 

Vietnam War claimed the lives of 

thousands of young men. At home, 

African Americans faced increasingly 

desperate economic conditions in 

U.S. cities. “Can’t find no work, can’t 

find no jobs, my friend. Money is 

tighter than it’s ever been. What’s 

happening, brother?” 

  

The social and cultural movements of the sixties 
demonstrated how people outside formal circles 
of power can use popular media to communicate 
opinions and information about issues largely 
ignored by the mainstream media. Social justice-
themed media messages helped lead to discussion, 
action, and ultimately policy changes and legal 
decisions that affected millions. 

The opportunity for people to form opinions about 
“what’s going on” is central to any democracy. 
To form such opinions, people must have real 
information about their own communities and 
the larger society. Under our current corporate-
dominated media system, people of color, women, 
youth, immigrants, gays, people with disabilities, 
the elderly—groups which, taken together, are a 
majority of our citizenry—have been silenced and 
kept ignorant of one another’s perspectives. Their 
voices are left out of public discourse, which means 
they have little influence on policies and laws. The 
challenge before us is how to make and keep the 
democratic ideal real—to create and maintain 
a media that echoes with the voices, ideas, and 
perspectives of all of the people in society. 

To that end, a growing movement of activists 
and artists has risen up to create an explosion 
of non-corporate, independent media-making, 
encompassing alternative radio, community 
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internet projects, community TV, documentary 
film production, print publications, and on-
line blogging, among other forms. This journal 
addresses three important forms of independent 
media: community radio, community internet, and 
community TV, and explores how they are being 
used to foster social justice, and how they will likely 
be used in the future to bring “media justice” to 
marginalized communities.

We live in an era that is both rich with opportunities 
for community media-making and characterized 
by unprecedented challenges. On the positive side, 
the digital revolution is advancing new forms of 
media interactivity and creating new forums for 
communication and personal creativity. Today, as 
Alfredo Lopez states in his article, there are over a 
billion Internet users worldwide, breaking through 
national and ideological boundaries and resisting 

those forces that seek to control the circulation of 
ideas and information. As Sakura Saunders asserts, 
recent changes in FCC radio licensing have led to the 
creation of dozens of economical and easy-to-start-up 
low-power radio stations, serving new audiences and 
making previously silenced voices and points of view 
heard in communities from coast to coast. As Lyell 
Davies and Betty Yu argue, the explosion in digital 
technology is opening new doors of opportunity for 
community access TV, facilitating new ways of serving 
social justice.

On the other hand, there are many short- and long-
term challenges to overcome: Internet technology 
must serve real people rather than the profit 
motives of corporations or the political interests 
of governments, if it is to be a tool of community 
empowerment. If low-power radio is to reach its full 
potential it can no longer be treated as “second class” 
to commercial stations. And, if community access 
TV is to survive and prosper, we must defeat current 
corporate-backed government legislation that could 
strip community TV of funding and channel space.

To meet these challenges, activist efforts must go 
beyond making media messages. Their efforts must 
include the creation and implementation of equitable 
media policies at the local, national, and international 
levels—policies that ensure the public has access to 
the technology, training, infrastructure, and networks 
of communication. 

The next five years will most likely bring a proliferation 
of new technologies, increased turmoil caused by 
major ecological and social problems, and continuing 
changes in global power dynamics. At the same time, 
media laws and policies will be challenged as never 
before by corporations interested in maximizing profits 
and by governments interested in maintaining control 
and spreading their views, values, and culture as the 
global standard.  To negotiate these developments, 
people will need to have direct access to information 
from each other that circumvents the official dogma so 
that they can make up their own minds about “what’s 
going on,” and, ultimately, about the individual and 
collective action they will take. 

Access to the media is an essential feature of any 
modern movement for social change and therefore 
“media justice” is a necessary prerequisite to “social 
justice.” If we are to achieve justice for all, then all people 
must have equitable, democratic access to the media.

Access to the media is an essential 

feature of any modern movements for 

social change and therefore “media 

justice” is a necessary prerequisite  

to “social justice.”

How Do We Get Our Lion’s Share if They Can’t Hear Us Roar?
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BY ALFREDO LOPEZ

When you sit down at a computer 

and log on to the Internet, you are 

connected to the world. With an 

estimated one billion users spread 

across the planet, and a growth rate 

that has hovered near 100 million 

new users per year for the last 

four, the Internet is the largest and 

fastest growing communications 

phenomenon in human history.

The Internet can be viewed as a social movement in 
and of itself; one that is redefining the way humans 
communicate, interact, learn, develop, organize, 
and think.

But while most people are familiar with the basics 
of navigating the World Wide Web, few understand 
the complex set of protocols, infrastructure, and 
tools that underlie it. The social-justice movement 
must begin to see the development of this Internet 
technology as organizing work.

Just as importantly, the movement must recognize 
that the Internet’s uncontrolled development has 
resulted in both huge benefits and debilitating 
injustices. As democratic and socially productive as 
the Internet is, it is still reflective of our society’s ills: 
racism, sexism, class privilege, commercialism, and 
the painful combination of isolation and alienation 
that batters our psyches, disempowers us, and 
cripples our thinking.

For the social-justice movement, this complex 
combination of potential and limitation  
represents a unique opportunity and a series of 
complex challenges.

IMAGINING THE (UN)THINKABLE6
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Challenges
The social-justice movement has been involved 
with the Internet since the rise of the World 
Wide Web in the mid-nineties.  Initially, the 
movement embraced the Internet, as it did all 
digital technology, as something of a panacea. 
Organizations purchased hardware and software 
and hired technologists and consultants in the 
hope that these efforts would solve organizing 
problems and enhance effectiveness.

Since then, organizers have largely used email, 
the web, and other Internet tools to communicate 
with other organizers, to share work and salient 
messages with those who demonstrate interest, 
and to provide news and analysis about social-
justice issues.

This approach has resulted in two major 
problems:
Because the social-justice movement has failed to 
view the “movement” character of the Internet, it 
hasn’t developed a conscious Internet-organizing 
strategy based on the unique nature of the medium. 

Most people are not conscious that their use of the 
Internet is effectively a political act that has huge 
impact on everyone else’s life. 

And so the social-justice movement, while 
increasingly understanding the Internet as a 
potential tool, has failed to organize, direct, and 
mold it.

Because Internet technologists have been 
relegated to the role of mechanics under the 
hood, we have failed to see the techie’s explosive 
rise in social and cultural power. This is ironic. 
The social-justice movement is composed of 
small organizations whose purpose is to build 
bridges between people and encourage them 
to take action around a need they collectively 
have. Usually, when we do this with a few 
hundred people, we consider it a success. Internet 
technologists have figured out how to do just that 
with over a billion people, and yet no real political 
or strategic work has been done with them. No 
relationship with them, as leaders, has been built. 
As a result, they remain separate from the social-
justice movement.  

Access 
For the social-justice movement, the Internet’s 
primary issue has always been access, but here the 
question is, “Access to what?”

7
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The Internet: Characteristics
Combined with its unprecedented size, several other attributes make the Internet unique:

It is a genuinely democratic 
medium, usable by and 
accessible to everyone with 

access to a computer and phone line.

It is worldwide but 
reflective of the 
world’s unbalanced 

development. As of 2005, Internet 
usage was equally distributed 
between North America, Europe, 
and Asia; Africa and Latin America 
however, lagged far behind. 

Its development has 
been an experience 
in mass human 
collaboration. Most of its 

infrastructure has been developed 
by technologists or “techies” who 
work together in groups that arise 
informally and that usually perform 
this work without monetary 
compensation. Since techies 
are usually users themselves, 
they draw their “mandates” on 
development and improvements 
from the user community in daily, 
instant communication using the 
very tools, like email, that they 
have developed. 

It has returned the 
relationship of people 
and technology to one of 
popular empowerment 

wherein users change technology 
constantly as that technology 
changes their lives.

It has developed its own 
culture: a language, a set of 

behavioral rules, and technology.

It absorbs other 
communications vehicles, 
including many of the 

most important modes of popular 
culture like television, movies, 

1

2

3 4
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For some time, social-justice activists were fond 
of referring to “the digital divide,” a term used 
to describe the disparities in Internet access 
between different communities. Activists variously 
approached that problem as either a reason to not 
rely on the Internet as a major organizing tool or to 
focus on access as the primary issue.

But even if access was equalized, people of color 
and working people nationwide would continue 
to be relegated to observer status on the Web. 
Attempts by communities of color to become 
content-makers (e.g. the Black World Today) have 
been, while earnest and rich in potential, controlled 
by groups of highly educated and highly skilled 
professionals. “Regular people” simply don’t have 
opportunities to navigate the complicated and 
difficult tools necessary to create websites or even 
contribute to them.

Sites like Myspace, which offer platforms for 
consumer-generated media, have changed this 
trajectory somewhat; there have never been so many 
young people, people of color, and working-class 
people producing Internet content. And yet they are 
imprisoned by the limitations of that technology.

So the injustice of it all remains, because 
the critical issue of access isn’t access to the 
technology but access to power over how that 
technology is developed.

We are accustomed to viewing the development of 
technology as the work of highly trained scientists, 
educated in very particular and specific disciplines 
and funded by large corporations, universities, or 
foundations. They toil daily in a pristine laboratory, 
experimenting and testing until their product is 
ready for launch into the marketplace.

IMAGINING THE (UN)THINKABLE8
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music, and radio, all of which are 
now available on the Internet. 
This makes it central to people’s 
daily lives while democratizing 
the production and distribution of 
popular culture, since anyone on 
the Internet can now produce and 
distribute their art.

This continuum of expressed need, 
tool development, impact on daily 
lives, and then tool refinement is 
as old as the human race. It is only 
in very recent times that much of 
the power over tool development 
has been largely removed from the 
hands of the masses. The Internet 
has reversed that alienating trend.

 It has turned 
communication into an 
act of social resistance.

Ours is a society dominated by 
alienation and separation that 
continues to deepen with the 
increasing atomization of our 
culture and the encouragement 
of powers seeking to protect 
their own control. In ways that 
are both overt and subtle, we are 
discouraged from reaching out to 
each other on any but the most 
limited level.

The Internet is humanity’s successful 
attempt to break through those 
barriers; in this sense, participation 
in the Internet is an act of resistance 
against the powerful forces blocking 
profound mass communication. 
Nothing else can explain how the 

Internet resists constraints and finds 
alternative ways of surviving and 
thriving despite constant attempts 
to limit and misdirect it:  Even if 
someone found a way to shut down 
the Internet’s current technology, the 
shared experience of communicating 
through the medium would drive 
people to develop an alternative 
technology for it.

The Internet is more than a 
technology or even a network. 
It is a social movement 
whose primary issue is the 
need for better and deeper 
communication and whose 
primary activity is resisting 
the constrictions against that 
communication—by simply 
communicating.

7

The Internet doesn’t work that way. Internet techies 
arise from the Internet movement itself and never 
stop being users as they develop the technology. They 
are the Internet’s equivalent of grassroots leaders, 
and as they develop the technology for the Internet, 
they exercise enormous power over the technology’s 
functioning and by extension its content.

It is here that one of the Internet’s greatest strengths 
feeds one of its major problems. For the most part, 
techies are white males, and since Internet technology 
is developed collaboratively, the “grouping” follows 
social norms. In a society where racism and sexism 
are expressed in a kind of social segregation, non-
whites, women, and poor people are effectively often 
excluded from these groups. That the exclusion is 
mainly unconscious doesn’t erase it.

The Internet is run by white men, and until that 
changes the problem of ideology mentioned above 
cannot be resolved.

Repression 
While the social-justice movement hasn’t 
completely understood the potential of the 
Internet as a movement, the powerful forces in this 
country, particularly  corporations and government 
agencies, have come to understand the potential 
threat it represents.

As a result, the Internet is now an arena for an 
intense struggle between those who would control 
and narrow it and those who would set it free. The 
past five years have seen the rise of policies, laws, 
and procedures that are essentially repressive of 
the Internet and contradictory to everything it 
stands for.

The best known of these attacks is the intrusive 
blocking of email from users, usually using the 
pretext of blocking spam: unwanted bulk email. 
While spam is unquestionably a serious problem, 
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To bring genuine media 

justice to the Internet, the 

social-justice movement. 

. . must now take up the 

responsibility of identifying 

the Internet’s primary issues 

and developing a strategy to 

organize around them.

the “fix” often used is a threat to free speech. 
Since a provider cannot figure out what email you 
actually want or don’t want, the provider blocks 
any email you didn’t request. The dangers of such a 
choice are immense.

The same dynamic is evident in laws around usage, 
wherein some lawmakers, supported by certain 
large corporations, are attempting to limit Internet 
access through a system of “special fees” that would 
make certain websites more accessible than others.

Furthermore, Internet users’ privacy is under 
threat. If the government makes the request, most 
commercial providers will immediately hand over 
all records and logs detailing who you are and what 
you’ve been doing on the Internet.

The relative lack of outrage about what is 
happening may well be explained by the lack 
of consciousness on people’s part about the 
Internet’s character as a world movement and the 
importance it has in their lives. 

Opportunities: A Strategy for 
Internet Organizing in the  
Next Five Years
To bring genuine media justice to the Internet, 
the social-justice movement (linked with other 
progressive and social change movements in this 
country) must now take up the responsibility 
of identifying the Internet’s primary issues and 
developing a strategy to organize around them.

The technology issue 
We must begin an organized and coordinated 
effort to develop new protocols that guide the 
Internet in a more productive and progressive way. 
Three protocols are most critical: 

•  An alternative to traditional email, the 
weaknesses of which are exposed by the current 
spam and security problems;

•  An alternative "presence" tool or protocol that 
provides entire organizations and communities 
with the ability to project, act, and interact with 
other such groups more efficiently than the web 
now permits;

•  A tool that joins the personal or "local" 
digital experience (what you do on your own 
computer) with the Internet experience, thereby 
providing a more seamless relationship between 
personal and social experiences.

The access issue
The curtailed access of poor people, people 
of color, and women to the technological 
development of the Internet effectively 
subordinates these people to the choices and 
judgments of groups of white men, deepening the 
sexism and racism prominent in our society rather 
than working to combat it.

Since the social-justice movement has had success 
in dealing with this struggle in other areas, it’s well 
positioned to work for these changes in the Internet.

IMAGINING THE (UN)THINKABLE10
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There are many training programs for people, but 
they all train people as users. What is needed is 
a huge, nationally accessible training program 
to train people from excluded groups to develop 
their technological skills and a consciousness of 
themselves as organizers, with a commitment 
that these trainings will actually turn into working 
groups of technologists.

The techie/social-justice  
movement collaboration
The treatment of techies by the social-justice 
movement reflects the movement’s inability to 
really see the Internet as it is.

Most techies demonstrate political and strategic 
thinking combined with the technological ability 
to put that thinking into organizing practice. In the 
appropriate atmosphere, their potential contribution 
to the social justice movement is immense.

Our goal should be two-fold:

•  Techies should be involved in all discussions and 
activities of social- justice organizations—not 
just technology-related ones;

•  All projects designed to develop new Internet 
technology should involve non-techie social-
justice organizers.

The Internet User’s Bill of Rights
One idea gaining momentum in the face of attacks 
on the Internet is an Internet User’s Bill of Rights 
Progressives on the Internet are collaboratively 
considering how to convince  Internet providers to 
sign on to this Bill of Rights.

The bill would include:

• The right to receive all email sent to you;

•  The right to publish freely and equally any 
website material;

• The right to full access to the Internet;

•  The right to adequate and timely technical 
support;

•  The right to move and manage your own 
domain easily and transparently.

This work can't be done by one paper, one 
person, or even a select group of people, but our 
movement can work to focus Internet users in 
specific directions to help focus the debate.
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RadioRevolutionRambles
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BY SAKURA SAUNDERS

Before the workers built and organized their 
radio station, they’d knock on trailer doors to 
encourage neighbors to come to their weekly 
coalition meetings. Thirty to fifty workers would 
come and strategize on how to secure more rights 
for themselves and their fellow workers. After the 
community started broadcasting on WCIW, a low-
power radio station, hundreds of workers regularly 
attended these meetings.

Radio is easily the most accessible media format 
for mass communication, transcending potential 
barriers of illiteracy and cost. One can be trained 
to operate a studio board in a half hour; field 
recording and audio editing might take a full day. 
Community radio has proven for years that radio 
can be a volunteer-driven operation, with hundreds 
of radio stations across the country running on very 
small budgets, and large volunteer staffs.

The cost of maintaining a radio station is also 
manageable for most community groups.  A 
transmitter for a low-power radio station ($500-
$1,500) can reach up to a ten-mile radius, while 
using the same amount of power as a light bulb.  
Outside of this cost, one only needs a dedicated 
computer and a studio set-up, which can run 
anywhere from $1,000 to $10,000.

In the tomato fields of southwest Florida, a group of 

farmworkers, unsatisfied with their working conditions, 

pay, and treatment from their employers, organized 

a national campaign for justice within their industry. 

What started as regular meetings between concerned 

community members grew into the Coalition of 

Immokalee Farmworkers, a group that ended over twenty 

years of declining wages in the 

tomato industry. While their success 

can’t be attributed to any one factor, 

the Immokalee farmworkers are 

a case study in how radio can be 

used as a tool for social justice and 

community building. 
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Despite the low cost and minimal training 
associated with operating a radio station, radio 
licenses are inaccessible to most groups that might 
use the airwaves to strengthen their communities, 
shine light on injustice, or simply communicate 
with and entertain each other. The radio dial is 
dominated by increasingly fewer entities. Even 
on the non-commercial band (below 92 on the 
radio dial), singular entities—such as National 
Public Radio (NPR) and national mega-churches—
dominate the spectrum. This trend runs counter to 
the stated aims of radio regulation, which require 
that “the Commission [Federal Communications 
Commission, or FCC] shall seek to promote the 
policies and purposes of this Act favoring diversity 
of media voices, vigorous economic competition, 
technological advancement, and promotion of the 
public interest, convenience, and necessity.”

Low-Power Radio
In 2000, in response to a movement of unlicensed 
radio operators dissatisfied with the state of media 
in the U.S. (see history sidebar), the FCC began 
to license non-commercial, low-powered radio 
stations (LPFM). In response to this opportunity, 
hundreds of new radio stations were licensed 
and built throughout the country, proving once 
again that communities can independently build 
and manage radio stations if given the chance. 
However, due to a lack of available radio spectrum 
in most populated areas and other limitations 
caused by the lobbying might of the National 
Association of Broadcasters (NAB) and NPR, the 
vast majority of these stations were built in rural 
areas, leaving many large cities without any 
community radio.

1934
Our commercial radio broadcasting system crystallized into its 
current legal framework in 1934 with the creation of the Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC) and the dismissal of the idea that 
the government should create room on the dial for noncommercial 
broadcasters. Some provisions for educational nonprofit broadcasters 
were later added, but in large measure radio has remained strictly 
commercial. Things only got worse as the decades wore on. Despite 
the emergence of Pacifica Radio in mid-century, followed by at least 
one hundred community radio stations over the years, real community 
radio stations are the exception rather than the rule in most towns.

Pirate Radio
Then along came pirate radio. Illegal broadcasters have existed from 
the dawn of broadcasting, but by the nineteen-eighties a new type 
of politically charged pirate station emerged. The Kantako Family of 
Black Liberation Radio (later Human Rights Radio) pioneered illegal 
community broadcasting from their apartment in a housing project 
in Springfield Illinois. Their open defiance, remarkable staying power 

A BRIEF 
HISTORY 

OF RADIO 
IN THE 
UNITED 
STATES
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The LPFM stations that were licensed still face 
many challenges, as well. On the radio dial they 
are treated as second-class citizens, as they have 
no protection against interference from full-power 
stations. If a full-power station decides to move its 
transmitter next to an established LPFM, the low-
power station could be forced off the air. This is 
because low-power radio lacks “primary status” and 
is therefore constantly threatened by the whims of 
full-powered stations.

Get Your Own Radio Station!
Although social-justice organizations face 
a challenging road ahead in terms of radio, 
new opportunities are also on the horizon. An 
application window for non-commercial and 
educational (NCE) full- power radio stations will 
open in fall 2007. While these licenses may not 

be available in most metropolitan areas, the 
potential for communities that have access to this 
service cannot be overlooked and should not be 
underestimated. Groups like Radio for People will 
help you apply for a station if one is available in 
your community.

Additionally, the historically unjust distribution 
of radio licenses in this country—especially as it 
relates to people of color communities—is itself 
an opportunity for radical change. Organizations 
such as the Youth Media Council have used this 
understanding to challenge existing radio licenses 
owned by monopolistic media corporations, while 
human and civil rights activists such as Mbanna 
Kantako have used this radical critique to justify 
continuous acts of righteous civil disobedience, 
which in his case, was the use of unlicensed radio.

(almost twenty years), and unique form of public-
service broadcasting did not quite fit inside the NPR 
box (the Kantakos were famous for rebroadcasting 
a police scanner with a running commentary, 
helping housing project residents avoid the wrath 
of overzealous police). Their station became the 
inspiration for thousands of low-power broadcasters.

The 90s
In the nineties, Stephen Dunifer of Free Radio 
Berkeley was busted for his unlicensed station, but 
a remarkable court case argued by the National 
Lawyers Guild threw into doubt the legality of the 
FCC’s licensing system. They argued for micro-radio 
as a free speech right, calling into question the 
constitutionality of the licensing system that gave 
so many channels to corporations and so little 
to community groups. With the legal ambiguity 
established by Dunifer’s case, over a thousand 
unlicensed community radio stations rose up around 
the country. Though the case was ultimately lost 

on a technicality, microradio changed the reality of 
the radio dial. With Dunifer’s case closed, the FCC 
heightened their enforcement against micro-radio, 
shutting down over 250 stations in 1998 alone. 
These actions provoked more lawsuits, public 
demonstrations, and acts of civil disobedience, until 
the FCC realized that it must legalize a new form of 
community broadcasting.
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Prometheus  
Radio Project
After Philadelphia’s Radio Mutiny was silenced by 
the FCC, the ex-pirates first got mad, and then got 
organized. Reemerging as The Prometheus Radio 
Project, they organized tours up and down the 

eastern seaboard to educate and inform whoever 
turned out to coffee shops, church basements, and 
campus classrooms about the need for greater 
community access to the radio dial. Pledging to 
start-up ten new stations for every pirate station 
the FCC shut down, the Prometheans moved 
quickly to the front lines of the broadcast-reform 
movement. After a few high-profile protest actions in 
Washington, FCC Chair William Kennard announced 
that he was spearheading a new class of radio station 
licenses, and low-power radio was born.

NAB and NPR
The main radio-industry lobby, the National 
Association of Broadcasters (NAB), and National 
Public Radio (NPR) joined forces and mobilized 
bogus industry science to say these light-bulb 
stations were going to interfere with their 50,000-
watt flamethrowers. Studies flew back and forth 
until Congress weighed in, slapping the FCC’s new 

Organize!
The first step is to organizing in your community 
to document the need for media reform. The 
Youth Media Council initiated a campaign against 
KMEL (“The People’s Station”) in San Francisco by 
training youth to critically listen to the radio and 
document abuses against the community that 
the station purported to represent. Armed with 
this information and an on-the-ground campaign, 
they were able to convince this Clear Channel 
station to allow them to organize two hours of 
airtime to voice their opinions about everything 
from “solutions” to street crime to the effect that 
the “war on terror” had on their lives. They are 
currently taking their documentation even further, 
challenging KMEL’s radio license with the FCC.

Have you ever taken the time to go up and down 
your radio dial to see who is actually represented 
in your broadcast media, and how? This simple 
exercise could prove as radicalizing as it is 
compelling. The fact that many communities either 
aren’t represented or aren’t represented well in 
their broadcast media is one of the most powerful 
arguments for media justice.

This points to the second step: getting attention 
and offering an alternative. After you have done 
your documentation, write a press release, organize 
a protest, form a coalition or affinity group… even 
start your own radio station. Don’t be shy about 
utilizing other media (Internet, print, television, etc.) 
to get your message out. Once you’ve gained some 
public support, go to your mayor, supervisors, and 
congresspeople and ask for theirs. There are many 
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examples of radio stations that have existed for years 
without a license, just because they were supported 
locally. Sure, they would eventually get shut down by 
regulators, but they would spring up again and some 
would ultimately procure their own license.

Produce!
You might not even need to be so extreme in your 
community’s quest for airtime. After establishing 
the need for representation and offering an 
alternative, your group could request time on your 
local public or community radio station. They might 
be hard-pressed for airtime, but they also might be 
playing the same NPR programming that can be 
heard on other local radio stations.

If your social-justice group focuses on statewide, 
national, or international issues, you also might try 

to organize a public affairs show and distribute it to 
radio stations and people outside your area. There 
are many websites that specialize in distributing 
audio content to other community and public 
radio stations. You can post your audio interviews 
and pre-produced shows for free to Radio4all.net, 
radio.indymedia.org, audioport.org, prx.org, and 
indybay.org (which also syndicates to google 
news). Additionally, you can host a podcast for free 
by using services like odeo.com and distribute it 
using everything from blogs to Apple’s iTunes.

It is only by demonstrating the absurdity of 
the current media landscape that it can be 
changed, and it is by organizing the capacity 
to replace these media giants that change will 
come. There is no excuse for radio, an inherently 
local, accessible form of media to be dominated 

community radio stations down in favor of a scaled-
back plan proposed by the big broadcasters.

Radio Broadcast 
Preservation Act  
of 2000
The Orwellian-titled “Radio Broadcast Preservation 
Act of 2000” immediately clipped the wings of the 
LPFM service by requiring an excessive amount 
of space between existing full-power stations 
and the newly licensed low-power ones. The new 
law eliminated about 75% of potential stations, 
essentially keeping LPFM out of major cities. 
Despite the fact that a subsequent independent 
engineering study, ordered by Congress, confirmed 
the FCC’s previous assessment that these spacing 
requirements were unnecessary, these restrictive 
“protections” have yet to be lifted.

Repeaters
In addition, at the same time that advocates were 
pushing for these unnecessary restrictions to be 
lifted in Congress, the FCC opened up a window 
for translators, or radio transmitters that repeat 
the signal of already-existing radio stations. These 
translators, or “repeaters” as they are often called, 
took up space on the radio dial that could have 
been used by LPFM stations had the unnecessary 
restrictions not been in place.

Despite the fact that LPFM service has been 
horribly restricted, the LPFMs already on the 
air represent some of the best examples of 
community radio’s potential, with stations run by 
farmworkers groups, civil-rights organizations, 
schools, public-access tv stations, neighborhood 
associations, and environmental groups. They 
serve their communities and also demonstrate 
the potential power of small- scale radio projects.
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by non-local, monopolistic players. But unless 
there are significant calls for change, from those 
who deserve it the most, this system will go on 
uninterrupted, and this potential tool for public 
discourse and social change will never realize its 
full potential.

Looking Forward!
Inventions such as automated playlist systems, 
Internet streaming, free audio-editing software, 
digital recording devices, and mp3 libraries make 
running a station less expensive and work-intensive. 

When high-speed wireless connections become 
ubiquitous—and everyone has access to 
computers—Internet radio stations will be able to 
replace traditional radio’s reach. Hopefully, with the 
advancement of the Internet and other methods of 
audio distribution, radio will become less viable as 
a commercial medium and find itself in the hands 
of the local communities it was designed to serve.

For more information, please contact Sakura 
Saunders at ssrecords@gmail.com or 530-304-8297.
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through Community-AccessTV
Owning

the Airwaves
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BY LYELL DAVIES AND BETTY YU

Community Organizing With Community-Access TV

Once a month, an organization led by homeless New Yorkers airs its own 

social-justice-driven shows on cable TV in Manhattan, thereby reaching 

650,000 homes in one of the largest media markets in the world. The 

organization behind this work, Picture the Homeless, doesn’t pay a penny for 

this media exposure—the video equipment and channel-time they use is 

provided free of charge through Manhattan’s community-access TV center.

“Without community-access TV we wouldn’t be 
bringing the issues to the public’s attention,” says 
Jean Rice of Picture the Homeless. Video making 
has become a feature of all of Picture the Homeless’ 
advocacy efforts, including campaigns against the 
warehousing of empty apartments, the inhumane 
conditions at the city’s Emergency Assistance Unit, 
and the illegal fingerprinting of the homeless by 
the NYPD.

Picture the Homeless has screened their shows for 
politicians, community members, and students. 
They’ve found that video making and community 
TV airings have given homelessness a human face 
in the public consciousness and been a powerful 
tool in their organizing campaigns.

What is community-access TV?
As a handful of corporations control an ever-
growing share of the mainstream media, 
community-access TV is a radical alternative. By 
helping ordinary people make and air their own 
TV programs, community-access TV empowers the 
citizenry and offers the audience a view into “an 
uninhibited marketplace of ideas.”
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Community-access TV was launched in the 
U.S. in 1971, when two channels were made 
available for non-commercial public use in 
Manhattan, New York. Today about 3,000 Public, 
Educational and Governmental (PEG) Access TV 
stations are in operation. Commonly known as 
community-access TV stations, these stations 
range in size from multi-million-dollar operations 
in large cities to shoestring endeavors in small 
communities. Nationwide there are roughly one 
million people who regularly volunteer to make 
shows at access TV centers—and a quarter of a 
million organizations make and air programming. 
Community-access TV generates more new 
programming than all the networks combined.

For funding, community-access TV relies almost 
entirely on “franchises” negotiated between 
local governments and the cable TV companies 
operating under their jurisdiction. These 
franchises stipulate that cable TV companies must 
compensate the community in exchange for the 
privilege of doing business there, including the 
privilege of running cables under publicly owned 
streets. Franchises generally guarantee the public 
has access to free “channel space” for airing programs, 
as well as access to TV-production facilities and 
training, which empowers citizens with the skills they 
need to make their own TV shows.

With much of cable TV clogged with homogeneous 
corporate productions, community-access TV 
is a place where viewers can find locally made 
programming about current community issues. 
It gives ordinary people a voice on the airwaves 
and fosters democratic participation by creating 
dialogue among neighbors and communities.

Unlike corporate television where ratings dominate 
every decision, community-access TV encourages 
“narrowcasting”: targeting programs to specific 
communities. For example, a show aimed at 
Ethiopian immigrants in the Minneapolis area 
may have a relatively small audience. However, 
for this target audience, the show may provide 

life-enhancing information on immigration, labor, 
health, education, housing, and legal rights. The 
show may also be the only media available in the 
native language of the ethnic community.

Surveys have shown that public-access TV viewers 
tend to exhibit higher levels of community 
involvement than other viewers.  And, despite 
the high cost of cable TV, there is evidence that 
low-income people and communities of color are 
heavy subscribers.

What Role Can Community-
Access TV Play in Social-Justice 
Organizing?
A central feature of all successful, modern social-
justice campaigns is an ability to communicate 
through the media. Building connections with 
friendly mainstream journalists is important, but 
community- access TV is an important vehicle for 
speaking directly to citizens without being filtered 
by corporate media gatekeepers. Genuine social 
justice will only come when those who thirst for 

Surveys have shown that 

public-access TV viewers 

tend to exhibit higher levels 

of community involvement 

than other viewers.  And, 

despite the high cost of cable 

TV, there is evidence that low 

income and communities of 

color are heavy subscribers.
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... community-access TV 

centers need to reinvent 

themselves as “community 

media centers” and provide 

services supporting the varied 

media platforms now in use.

justice are able to “frame the issue” and “shape the 
debate.” Community-access TV is one place where 
this can happen.

In addition, community-access TV viewing can 
be a powerful way to stir people to action. Visual 
images and verbal testimony make for compelling 
evidence; images can expose hidden truths, and 
the testimony of those who struggle for justice 
gives oppression a human face.

For a social-justice organization, making and 
airing media on community-access TV can be a 
powerful way of both soliciting new members and 
solidifying existing membership. It can serve as 
a mirror, giving members the opportunity to see 
themselves in a positive light and to review their 
messages to politicians and the public. In addition, 
the presence of video cameras at protests may 
discourage police brutality; by videotaping the 
promises made by elected or corporate officials, 
citizens can also hold politicians to their words.

With no end in sight to corporate media 
conglomeration—and less and less local 
programming available in the corporate media—
citizen journalism is on the rise worldwide. Today 
media making is a practical necessity for social-
justice organizations—community-access TV is 
one piece in the jigsaw of digital-communication 
possibilities available to organizations.

However, making and airing community-access 
TV also comes with challenges. It can be a time-
consuming process that requires the acquisition 
of new technical and media-messaging skills. 
This can take grassroots organizations away 
from their bread-and-butter organizing work. It 
is here that local community-access TV centers 
can help, realistically assessing an organization’s 
communication needs and partnering with them to 
help make these needs a reality.

How Can Community-Access TV 
Centers Support Social-Justice 
Organizing?
Broadly speaking, community access TV stations 
have two approaches to media making and airing. 
First is the ‘first-come-first-serve’ approach, wherein 
airtime and training is available to members of the 
public on a non-discriminatory, first-come-first-
serve basis. In theory, this approach ensures that 
all people have access to community TV. However, 
first-come-first-serve tends to assume that all 

people are on an equal playing field to begin with. 
In reality, marginalized communities (LGBTQ, low-
income, immigrant, youth, differently-abled, or 
communities of color) may not, without effective 
outreach and assistance, take advantage of a 
first-come-first-serve invitation. Also, in a society 
where individualism is emphasized, a first-come-
first-serve approach often attracts individuals 
who wish to air their personal messages. Genuine 
community building necessitates thinking beyond 
individual speech and requires the fostering of 
real community dialogue, active listening, and 
collective empowerment.

To serve the most marginalized members of 
the community, community-access TV centers 
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must look beyond first-come-first-serve and 
assertively seek out partnerships with the 
most vulnerable members of the community. 
An effective way to do this is to partner with 
grassroots organizations already working to 
serve these constituents and to build on the 
community connections and infrastructure these 
organizations have already established.

What do these partnerships look like? They 
can be as simple as providing group training 
sessions for the members of an organization, so 
that the organization can then take on collective 
media-making activities. However, meeting an 
organization’s media needs should transcend a 
cookie-cutter model of services. An organization’s 
media needs are shaped by its size and structure, 
the constituency it serves, and by the nature of the 
organizing work in which it is engaged. Serious 
attention should be paid to evaluating these needs 
and ensuring the media-making activities an 

organization takes on substantially serve its overall 
organizing goals.

In recent years, the evaluation of an organization’s 
communication needs has become more complicated. 
As recently as a decade ago, the media landscape 
was clearly delineated. Cable television was one 
feature of this landscape, radio was another, and 
newspapers were yet another. Today newspapers 
are read on computers, TV shows become podcasts, 
and cell phones send video messages. In this world 
of media “melding,” television shows direct viewers 
to websites, websites direct visitors to blogs, blogs 
send readers to video podcasts, and podcasts 
preview TV cablecasts. 

For social-justice organizations, media melding 
has brought with it the possibility of media 
“multi-purposing,” whereby video footage can 
be edited and distributed in a variety of ways—it 
can be “vlogged” (via blogs that contain video) or 
“podcasted”(the technology used to push audio 
content from websites down to portable audio 
players), aired on community-access TV, recorded 
onto DVD for targeted distribution to politicians, or 
screened in long format at local film festivals. Multi-
purposing allows organizations to reach multiple 
audiences in multiple ways and builds an echo 
chamber of ideas.

To meet the needs of this expanding communications 
arena, community-access TV centers need to 
reinvent themselves as “community media centers” 
and provide services supporting the varied media 
platforms now in use. This may mean engaging 
in conventional cable-access TV production, but 
it may also mean assisting in the production of a 
short video for web vlogging or in the creation of 
an interactive website.

Fortunately, community-access TV centers are 
strongly positioned to support these multifaceted 
media-making activities; often they have ultrafast 
Internet connections, meeting facilities, digital 
equipment, and a knowledgeable staff. Also, local 
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community-access TV centers have a role to play 
in building a “physical” community; while the 
Internet has led to the creation of new ”virtual” 
communities, the kind of intimate networks 
fostered by local TV making and viewing—and the 
presence of a “bricks-and-mortar” meeting center 
like an access TV station—are still central to many 
political struggles, community empowerment 
efforts, and campaigns for social justice. In 
addition, there is now a new generation of digital-
literate young people working at access TV centers. 
These individuals will likely lead the way as 
community-access TV becomes integrated into a 
rich multi-platform network for community-access 
media, straddling cable TV, Internet, radio, and 
other media forms.

There are many challenges the community-access-
TV field must overcome. Some critics argue that 
community-access TV has been too willing to 
replicate the look, format, and bureaucracy of 
commercial TV. In so doing, they risk becoming 
another channel of “mass distraction” for 
an audience of passive viewers. And some 
commentators argue that community-access 
TV stations have often failed to reflect the racial, 
ethnic, and gender diversity of the communities 
they serve. New communication technologies are 
also dramatically changing the viewing habits of 
the public, particularly among youth and young 
adults. Thus, if community-access TV is to remain 
relevant it must find new ways of making media 
content available to viewers, as well as new ways of 
promoting and building audiences for this content.

Collectively, these challenges press access TV 
stations to reinvent themselves as community 
media centers, to find new ways of building 
and sustaining audiences, and to renew their 
commitment to core democratic values of social 
and media justice.

Media Policies and the Future of 
Community-Access TV
In the summer of 2005, a cluster of legislation that 
would limit access TV was proposed in Washington, 
D.C. The force behind this legislation was the 
widespread introduction of broadband Internet 
service, which blurred the traditional boundaries 
between cable TV, phone service, and the Internet. 
Seeking to maximize profits from broadband 
services, phone companies hoped federal 
legislation would end the local franchising system 
which significantly slows the phone companies’ 
expansion efforts, and which currently pays for 
community-access TV.

As of the end of 2006, this legislation was stalled 
in Washington. However, with phone-company 
backing, “statewide” franchises have been 
adopted—or proposed—in some states. These 
have the potential to strip local communities of 
control of their local media and could jeopardize 
the future of community-access TV. In December 
2006, the Federal Communications Commission 
entered the fray, adopting a ruling on video 
franchising that could also shrink funding for 
community-access TV centers coast-to-coast.

The popular campaign that emerged in opposition 
to the national and statewide “anti-access” bills 
is one feature of a larger battle: ensuring the big 
telecommunications corporations do not hijack 
our entire communications infrastructure for their 
own profit at the expense of the public’s access to 
democratic communication. This media policy battle 
is likely to be with us for the foreseeable future, as 
telecommunications policy is rewritten for the digital 
age. A likely scenario for community access TV is that 
efforts will be made to introduce more statewide 
video franchise bills, thereby dismantling some 
community-access TV centers, marginalizing others, 
and breaking apart the existing national precedent for 
community-access TV.
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To counter this trajectory, community-access TV’s 
supporters face the challenge of further mobilizing 
a movement on the state and national levels, while 
simultaneously remaining responsive to the unique 
conditions in each local community served. Here, 
community- based social-justice organizations 
are powerful allies for the community-access TV 
community—these community organizations have 
political clout, know the social-justice needs of 
their communities, and can play a leading role in 
pushing for just media polices.

In the long run, community-access TV’s supporters are 
going to have to remain vigilant to media policy issues 
as never before. And, if the movement in support of 
community-access TV is to have real teeth, supporters 
must avoid the parochialism of thinking only in terms 
of cable TV; we must situate our work within a wider 
movement for media justice.
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Lyell Davies
Owning the Airwaves through 
Community-Access TV

Lyell is an Irish born participatory 
media advocate, educator and 
documentary maker.  He is a 
founder of saveaccess.org, a 
national grassroots campaign to 
defeat state and federal legislation 
that could dismantle Public, 
Educational and Governmental 
(PEG) TV, and a consultant 
for the New York City based 
Youth Channel, a participatory 
youth media project stressing 
youth empowerment, peer-to-
peer youth development and 
education. As a member of 
National Mobilization Against 
Sweatshops (NMASS), Lyell is a 
participant in ongoing campaigns 
to put workers in control of their 
work, health and lives, and to bring 
economic justice to New York 
City’s restaurant and supermarket 
workers. He is currently completing 
a doctoral dissertation on the 
history and practice of  politically 
“committed” documentary film and 
video making. 

Jeanette Foreman
How Do We Get Our Lion’s Share if 
They Can’t Hear Us Roar? People, 
Power, and the Media

Jeanette Foreman is an activist 
lawyer, college professor and 
project organizer with over 25 
years of experience working for 
social change on national and 
local political and civic justice 
issues which impact African 
Americans and people of color, 
women and youth. Understanding 
early that political power for 
marginalized populations was 
tied to their ability to tell their 
stories, control their images 
and freely access and exchange 
information, she began work on a 
broad array of media justice and 
media reform policies, projects 
and programs including, policies 
to institutionalize public access TV, 
media education and advocacy 
projects for black college 
students and faculty, organizing 
media justice forums for mass 
distribution, and media and 
program distribution by youth 
and others. She is currently a  
co-convener of Youth Media 
Justice Coalition, which facilitates 
media distribution and community 
awareness of important issues 
which are not well covered by 
mainstream media.

Alfredo Lopez
The Internet as  
Social Movement

Alfredo Lopez has been a 
progressive (and Puerto Rican 
independence) movement 
activist, organizer and 
communicator for 40 years. 
He has helped organize 
scores of national and local 
demonstrations, campaigns, 
and conferences (including 
two International conferences); 
written five published books and 
hundreds of articles; produced six 
documentaries and City Look, a 
television series.

Since 1994, Alfredo has been 
involved in Internet political work. 
He was among the first group 
of progressive activists to define 
Internet work as political work and 
was the founder of People Link, 
the progressive Internet provider. 
In 2005, People Link merged 
with the May First Technology 
Collective and Alfredo is currently 
a co-director of the May First/
People Link.

Media Activists/Writers Bios
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Sakura Saunders
RadioRevolutionRambles

Sakura Saunders is a young media 
activist who has been involved 
with community radio for the past 
7 years. Sakura served as program 
director and office coordinator of 
KDVS, a college/community radio 
station in Davis, CA. She was also a 
member of the working group that 
established KDRT-LP, also in Davis.

Ms. Saunders sits on the board 
of directors of Prometheus Radio 
Project, a group that advocates 
for and builds Low Power radio 
stations. Sakura’s radio/tv work 
has appeared on Democracy 
Now! and Sprouts radio, and 
her writing has been published 
on CorpWatch.org and the 
publication, Fault Lines, the 
monthly newspaper of Indybay, 
for which she is also a volunteer 
editor and designer.

Betty Yu
Owning the Airwaves through 
Community-Access TV

Betty is a community based 
media maker, educator and 
organizer. Ms. Yu currently works 
as a Community Outreach & 
Media Specialist at Manhattan 
Neighborhood Network (MNN), 
Manhattan’s public access 
organization in New York City.  
At MNN, she provides media 
making tools and resources to 
community based organizations 
through video production 
training, and community media 
grants program.

Betty is on the Board of Working 
Films, a national organization that 
links independent documentary 
filmmaking with community 
education, organizing, and direct 
action. Betty is also on the Board 
of Directors and Community 
Funding Board of the North Star 
Fund, a progressive foundation 
that supports organizations doing 
grassroots social-justice movement 
building work. She currently 
sits on the Board of Directors 
of Chinese Staff and Workers’ 
Association (CSWA), a 26-year-
old workers’ center organizing 
Chinese immigrant workers to fight 
sweatshop conditions in New York 
City’s Chinatown.
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Appalachian Community Fund

Bread & Roses Community Fund

Chinook Fund

Crossroads Fund

Fund for Santa Barbara

Fund for Southern Communities

Haymarket People’s Fund

Headwaters Foundation for Justice

Liberty Hill Foundation

McKenzie River Gathering Foundation

North Star Fund

San Diego Foundation for Change

The Hawai’i People’s Fund 

Three Rivers Community Foundation

Vanguard Public Foundation

Wisconsin Community Fund

Funding Exchange Member FundsAbout the Funding Exchange
Founded in 1979, the Funding Exchange (FEX) 
is a national network of 16 publicly-supported, 
regionally based community foundations and a 
national office, which grants nearly $15 million 
annually to thousands of social change grassroots 
organizations. FEX is a unique partnership of 
activists and donors dedicated to dismantling 
poverty and injustice by helping communities 
identify and address their own problems, change 
inequitable social systems, and improve the quality 
of their lives. Our vision is to build a permanent 
institutional and financial base to support 
progressive social change. 



Appalachian Community Fund

Bread & Roses Community Fund

Chinook Fund

Crossroads Fund

Fund for Santa Barbara

Fund for Southern Communities

Haymarket People’s Fund

Headwaters Foundation for Justice

Liberty Hill Foundation

McKenzie River Gathering Foundation

North Star Fund

San Diego Foundation for Change

The Hawai’i People’s Fund 

Three Rivers Community Foundation

Vanguard Public Foundation

Wisconsin Community Fund

Funding Exchange Member Funds About the Media Justice Fund
With an initial grant from the Ford Foundation,  
the Media Justice Fund was founded in 2002.

The Media Justice Fund recognizes that social 
and economic justice will not be realized without 
the equitable redistribution and control of 
resources that necessarily includes media and 
communication technologies. We believe in the 
rights of all people and communities to have their 
information and communication needs met. The 
Fund supports leadership of people of color, low-
income and LBGT communities, and youth, working 
within traditionally marginalized communities, to 
organize around media to affect accountability, 
infrastructure and policy. 
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666 Broadway, Suite 500

New York, NY 10012
P: 212-529-5300
F: 212-982-9272

www.fex.org


