ARLINGTON

Takeover of local cable advocated

Issue will be included in Comcast licensing talks

By Gabrielle Gurley, Globe Correspondent  |  November 28, 2004
ARLINGTON -- Dissatisfied with local access cable television in Arlington, a group of residents is proposing a takeover of the operation by a local nonprofit that would be funded through a share of revenues that Comcast Corp. makes from its Arlington cable television customers each year.

	
	


The proposal from Arlington Community Media Inc., which also would include some $500,000 for capital improvements to the local access system, is taking on greater significance as the town begins negotiating with Comcast over its licensing contract to provide cable service in Arlington. Comcast took over the operation of the Arlington system from AT&T in 2003. The 10-year pact expires next October.

Members of Arlington Community Media, which was organized in April 2003, say the quality of local access programming is poor because equipment in the Comcast studio is outmoded and training of volunteers to run the equipment is inadequate. They add that not enough is being done to tell people about the service. They say the problems are a reflection of what they see as Comcast's lack of commitment to local programming.

Comcast spokesman Rob Wilson said the company is ''fully committed to supporting public access" in Arlington, but it is too early in the contract negotiations to say how that programming would be provided. He said money has been spent in Arlington to refurbish the local studio, upgrade equipment, train volunteers, and provide outreach.

Wilson said Comcast-funded corporations run local access operations in communities such as Stoneham, Winchester, Melrose, and Cambridge. The corporations are similar to what Arlington Community Media is proposing for Arlington.

Arlington Community Media wants Arlington officials to ask for 5 percent of Comcast's annual cable television revenues in Arlington to fund local access operations. The percentage is the highest that a community can request under federal law as a fee to run local access systems. Neither Wilson nor representatives of the nonprofit provided details on how much the 5 percent fee would amount to in Arlington, but in Stoneham, which has about 25 percent fewer Comcast subscribers than Arlington, the 5 percent share is bringing in $258,000 this year.

The issue of local access cable was a key consideration at the first public hearing on the contract renewal, which was sponsored by the selectmen's Cable Television Advisory Committee on Nov. 10. The committee is overseeing negotiations with Comcast, the country's largest cable television provider.

Selectmen also have hired a consultant, who has held a number of focus group meetings, and members of the advisory committee have been discussing the future of local cable access with Arlington Community Media.

Under the current contract, Comcast runs the local access operation, which broadcasts public meetings and has programs such as Spanish language training for elementary school students, a community journal, arts specials, and news and features for senior citizens. The company provides two employees and equipment for the local television studio in the old Dallin Library building on Park Avenue at a cost of about $130,000 a year. It also gives $5,000 a year to Arlington Cable Access, a nonprofit group charged with providing outreach and serving as a liaison between town residents and the local access operation.

Comcast, which has just over 10,000 subscribers in Arlington, offers its local access on Channel 8. RCN Corp., the town's other provider, which has 4,300 subscribers, provides broadcasts of public meetings and major town events on Channel 3 but does not offer the other programming. RCN's license is up in 2007.

A report from Arlington Cable Access identified a range of needs for local programming, including improving public outreach and volunteer training as well as facilities and equipment. Kathy Colwell, president of Arlington Cable Access, said production equipment is anywhere from five to 20 years old and requires frequent maintenance.

''It gets to be very time consuming and difficult to keep everything going," said Colwell.

Wilson said $25,000 was spent in upgrading equipment in 2000 and ''hundreds of thousands of dollars" have been invested ''over the last several years" in Arlington to refurbish the television studio. Equipment maintenance at the station is supposed to come out of the $130,000 annual budget, he said.

Wilson said Comcast has spent over $1 million upgrading the overall cable system in Arlington to permit services such as digital television and high-speed Internet. He said the issue of local control over public access resources will be part of the licensing contract negotiations.

''These hearings are specifically designed to get the public's input as we enter the negotiation phase of the contract renewal," said Wilson. ''Certainly, these are things we take very seriously as we prepare to go into the negotiations

Wilson said that, among the company's cable franchises in Massachusetts, some towns ''want more control over access and the programming," while others don't. In Arlington, he said, ''I think it's too early to say what's going to happen."

Phil McCarthy, chairman of the Cable Television Advisory Committee, said, ''It's clear to everyone involved that if access in Arlington is to continue and improve, that it has to be done through an access corporation."

Tom Steel, RCN's vice president of regulatory affairs, sees turning over the local access operation to a local nonprofit as a better way to deal with the issue in a town where there is competition between cable companies.

''We are anxious to let our subscribers see all the programming produced locally," he said. ''The access model is a good way to go in a competitive marketplace and eliminates confusion."

McCarthy said the things that will make local access cable a success are improving the quality of programming and giving people greater variety.

''The more there is, and the better it is, the more people watch it," said McCarthy. 
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