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OPINION/

- egislation was filed in the

"Tennessee General Assembly last
gweek that wotild allow AT&T to
get into the video business
through a new statewide cable franchising
~ authority..Current cable providers are
opposed to the idea, as are local govern-
ments, which now control such matters
with franchise agreements.

These agreements often include requlre-
ments for companies to provide cable . .-
services to public schools and to less eco- -
nomically tavorable areas, During debate
onthis bill, it’s essential leglslators remain
mindful of ‘how changes to.the current -
franchise system might impact local gov-
ernments, and nore 1mportantly, the
average Tennessean. ;

Depending on whom you believe, the leg-
islation will e1ther result in.more- compet1—
tion and lower. prices for cable consumers
or it will result in lower-income and rural
customers being shut out of the most up-
to-date services.

The Tennessee Mun1c1pal League says

cities would lose their leverage over cable .

companies if they are cut out of the fran-
chising process,‘On the other hand, sup-
porters-of thé'measure say passage of the -
bill would create more competition among
providers that-woeuld lead to better rates,
better .customer service and a- 51gn1f1cant
capital investment in broadband coverage
The latter-does sotind pretty good, but is
bypassing local cable franchise. authority

the best means for accomplishing that? -

Truthfully, local governments ‘have n

most popular cable packages St111 there
are a few perks cities and countles can ask
from the cable giants be ore agreemg to

approve a franchise
" Both Johnson City
secured a special cab
mun101 al informatio,

channel to air
ohnson City’s

Assem’ly shouldn’t let
&T bypass franchises

AS WE SEE IT

case, the city uses the go{fernrhent infor-

-mation channel to televise meetings of the

City Commission and the city’s Planning
Commission. '
Elizabethton officials have Wrangled a

~ .commitment from Charter
-+ ~Communications that it operate a cus-

tomer service office in their city'before -
1ssuing the company a non-exclusive con-
tract. That request came after a number
of Elizabethton residents appeared before
the City Council a few. years ago.to com-.

- plain they weren’t getting the hands-on

customer service they: expected from
Charter.

Telecommunications is a growmg busi-
ness, and traditional cable companies are
begmnmg to.see .competition from other
providers. Cell phone companies are now
getting into the cable business, asare
some electric utilities. L

All this competition could: open the door
for local governments to leve age What
little authorlty : ‘

‘t.would prohlblt AT&T frorn
ranchise permits from local

: ‘:,governments to provide cable services.
:Critics say AT&T has chosen not to apply

.for-any of these local franchises because it
does not'like the expense of the rules that -

- Have been createdto protect consumers,
“local governments and taxpayers. -

It sounds as if AT&T is asking Tennessee
lawmakers to stack the deck in its favor.
That would neither be fair nor reflect the
true spirit of competition.




