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Roku Inc. said on Wednesday it will begin offering premium video 
channels to customers for a subscription fee as it expands its free 
streaming video service. Premium channels from CBS Corp’s 
Showtime, Lionsgate-owned Starz and Noggin from Viacom Inc. 
among others will be available to viewers of the Roku Channel, a free 
video service offered to owners of Roku streaming video devices.  
  
The move by the device maker, which spun off of Netflix in 2008, 
resembles the lucrative channels business Amazon launched in 2015 
that resold video services on an “a la carte” basis, which has been 
copied by a variety of rivals. Apple Inc. is expected to launch its own 
streaming video service that will adopt a similar model, people familiar 
with the plan have said.  Amazon’s Channels business, which has 
been popular among subscribers of Amazon Prime and has been a big 
revenue contributor for participating media companies, is expected to 
have generated $1.7 billion in 2018, according to a recent BMO Capital 
Markets report, more than doubling since 2017.  
 
Media executives say the channels business is popular because it 
removes hurdles for consumers to subscribe to the services where 
they are already watching television. Like Amazon, Roku will handle 
the billing for these services, allowing viewers to subscribe directly 
from the Roku Channel instead of needing to go somewhere else to 
plug in credit card information. Roku’s expanded Roku Channel will 
also be available to users of Roku’s mobile application for the first time. 
– Reuters    
_____________________________________________ 
 
The Pennsylvania Legislature began session Tuesday with a record 
number of female lawmakers. Many of them took the oath of office for 
the first time during ceremonies marked with solemn traditions and 
family joy. 
 
The 63 women now serving in the House and Senate make up a 
quarter of the state’s 253 lawmakers during the 2019-20 legislative 
session.  “It’s exciting. I’m the first female senator from the 30th 
District,” said Republican Sen. Judy Ward. The former representative 
won the Blair County-based Senate seat in November. “I didn’t make 
my platform, ‘I’m a woman, vote for me.’ But I am so honored and I 
think women bring a different perspective to this body.” 
 
The 50-member Senate now has 12 women, half from each party. The 
203-member House has 51 female lawmakers (22 Republicans and 29 
Democrats). Half the Senate and the entire House sought election in 
November. Per the constitution, the Legislature must be sworn in on 
the first Tuesday of January that follows an election. This year, that 
date landed on New Year’s Day. 
 
The Senate’s election winners will serve four years. The House’s 
winners will serve two-year terms. Both chambers will remain in the 
control of Republicans even though Democrats performed well on 
Election Day. Democrats had net gains in both chambers thanks in 
part to a unified party message and suburban and urban voters’ 
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resentment toward the politics and policies of Republican President 
Donald Trump. The House is made up of 111 Republicans and 91 
Democrats. That’s a net gain of seven seats for Democrats. 
 
The Lehigh Valley’s 11 House seats did not change hands in 
November. All incumbents won re-election. “I’m proud to work with 
members of both parties to continue moving Pennsylvania forward,” 
said Rep. Jeannie McNeill, D-Lehigh. “When we come together and 
address issues that impact us all, we create a fairer, more productive 
Pennsylvania for our communities and for future generations.” The 
Valley area’s three Senate seats also did not change during the 
election. 
 
Locally, Sen. Lisa Boscola, a Democrat, was sworn into her fifth term 
representing the 18th Senate District, which covers parts of 
Northampton and Lehigh counties. She previously served in the House 
from 1995 to 1998. Republican Sens. Pat Browne of Lehigh County 
and Mario Scavello of Monroe County also took oaths of office 
Tuesday. 
 
Browne, the Valley’s most powerful state lawmaker as chairman of the 
Senate Appropriations Committee, survived a surprisingly tight race in 
November to remain in the Legislature. He’s been there since 1994, 
when he was elected to the House before winning a special election to 
the Senate in 2005. Scavello, also a former representative, was sworn 
in to his second Senate term, while his 6-year-old granddaughter 
Madison Beckmann held the Bible for him. Scavello’s seat covers parts 
of Monroe and Northampton counties. 
 
The Senate’s composition is 28 Republicans and 21 Democrats. That’s 
a gain of five Democratic seats, and that increase did not end on 
Election Day. For weeks, the Senate GOP threatened to keep 
Democrat Lindsey Williams from taking the oath of office for the 
Pittsburgh region’s 38th Senate District seat she won in November. 
The GOP senators demanded Williams show proof that she resided in 
the district for at least four years, per the constitution. Williams 
complied and the GOP backed away from its threats last week, 
ensuring the chamber’s reputation for spirited but cordial politics did 
not start the year with a brutal public sparring match before senators’ 
family and friends who attended the ceremony. “It’s a little surreal but 
in a good way,” Williams said after the ceremony. 
 
The Senate’s composition will change again, and soon. Republican 
state Sen. Guy Reschenthaler of Allegheny County resigned this week 
because he won election to Congress in November. Lt. Gov. Mike 
Stack has two months to set a special election date for his state 
Senate seat. In the meantime, both chambers are gearing up for 
budget battles with Democratic Gov. Tom Wolf, who will be sworn in to 
his second term on Jan. 15. Lt. Gov.-elect John Fetterman will also be 
sworn in that day, replacing Stack. 
 
Wolf will give his budget address on Feb. 5. – Allentown Morning Call; 
more from Pittsburgh Post-Gazette and Philadelphia Inquirer  
_______________________________________________ 
 
While the governors of Pennsylvania and New Jersey have made 
changes to their state’s electoral systems — Gov. Tom Wolf 
implemented online voter registration in Pennsylvania and Gov. Phil 
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Murphy enacted automatic voter registration in New Jersey — they’ve 
had to watch as other states continue to push past them on expansion 
of voting access.  
 
Wolf and Murphy want to catch up. Drawing on advances in other 
states, Murphy said in December that in 2019 he would push to allow 
residents to register to vote online; to register to vote on Election Day; 
to cast a ballot early, before Election Day; to vote as a 17-year-old in a 
primary election if they will be 18 by the general election; and to vote if 
on probation or parole. Wolf, a Democrat, has made a similar call for 

changes. Both governors will need the cooperation of legislatures that 
are sometimes hostile to them, and Republicans say they have 
opposed expanded voting access for fear of fraud.   
 
Wolf faces a Republican-controlled legislature that often opposes his 
initiatives. Murphy, also a Democrat, is feuding with the Democratic 
leadership of the state Legislature in New Jersey, but one of those 
leaders says they are on the same page when it comes to voting 
rights. In Pennsylvania, Wolf spokesperson J.J. Abbott said the 
administration has discussed the issue with legislators. “We believe 
strongly that there is room to find bipartisan consensus in this area,” he 
said. “For instance, our administration has had constructive 
conversations about improving Pennsylvania’s antiquated absentee 
ballot system.” 
 
If enacted, those changes would make it easier for people to register to 
vote and to cast a ballot, easing obstacles that can contribute to low 

turnout and unequal representation. They’re no panacea, experts 
warned — there’s more work to be done to increase faith in the system 
and turnout in elections — but are important means to make the 
electoral system accessible to all who are eligible and hope to 
participate. “There’s a frighteningly low level of trust and faith in 
government right now, and so these kinds of reforms are necessary to 
send a signal that things can change and that the government can be 
made to work for and be responsive to the people again,” said Wendy 

R. Weiser, a voting rights expert who leads the Democracy Program at 
the Brennan Center for Justice at New York University.  
 
In some cases, change has come from the voters themselves; voter 
initiatives passed last November expanded voting rights in several 

states, including restoring the franchise to 1.4 million people in Florida 
with felony convictions and allowing Maryland voters to register on 
Election Day. That follows a trend that over the last decade has seen 
other states enact a variety of changes to make voting more 
convenient. While some states have moved in the other direction, 
intentionally restricting access, others — including Pennsylvania and 
New Jersey — have largely stayed put.  
 
Neither state allows in-person early voting (though New Jersey’s no-
excuse absentee voting can be used to vote early). Among 
Pennsylvania’s other issues are tight absentee ballot deadlines that 

mean a disproportionate number of ballots come in late and are rejected, 
and overseas voters intentionally blocked from accessing the state’s 

election websites.  In other words, problems remain. And other states 
are moving forward while Pennsylvania and New Jersey lag, Weiser 
said. “They might not have a strong history of voting discrimination” as 
some states do, she said, “but they have definitely fallen behind the 
rest of the nation in terms of voting access by failing to keep up.” “It is 
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starting to be an embarrassment,” she said of states that have fallen 
behind, including New York.  
 
A spokesperson for Murphy, Mahen Gunaratna, acknowledged the 
national context. “There’s a unique window of opportunity here, given 
the national conversation around voting rights,” he said. Citing efforts 
to restrict voting rights in other states, he said: “It’s really on 
progressive-leaning states to expand the franchise and not just protect 
voting rights but affirmatively expand them, and it’s something the 
governor feels strongly about and something he’d like to explore in 
2019.” 
 
While Wolf faces a steep climb in the legislature, Murphy may have an 
easier path forward: Democratic lawmakers in New Jersey have for 
several years pushed for most of the changes he is calling for. Voting-
access legislation, which included automatic voter registration, early 
voting, and online voter registration, was backed by powerful 
lawmakers including Senate President Steve Sweeney (D., 
Gloucester) and passed by the Legislature in 2015 but vetoed by 

former Gov. Chris Christie, who said it would abet voter fraud.  
 
Following the 2018 election, the Legislature can capitalize on 
increased public interest in voting rights, said Assembly Majority 
Leader Louis D. Greenwald, the Camden County Democrat who 
sponsored the voting-access bill that Christie blocked. “New Jersey’s is 
not an issue of suppression as much as it is of trying to modernize the 
system,” Greenwald said. Greenwald said he and other Democratic 
lawmakers generally agree with the changes Murphy wants, though he 
is less certain about allowing people on parole or probation to vote: “It 
depends on the severity of the crime." 
 
That may disappoint some advocates, who say disenfranchisement 
should not be used as a punishment for crime at all. Amol Sinha, the 
head of the ACLU of New Jersey, said he hopes the state will allow 
everyone to vote regardless of criminal history — including those 
currently incarcerated. Pointing to New Jersey’s disproportionately high 

rate of black incarceration, he said: “That means we are systemically 
and deliberately denying black people the right to vote in our state, and 
that is unconscionable.” Greenwald said voting access is at the top of 
the agenda in the new year. “You will see this,” he said. – Philadelphia 
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