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A federal appeals court threw out changes to media ownership rules 
approved by the Federal Communications Commission in 2017, saying 
the agency should have looked more closely at potential impacts on 
minority ownership. In its ruling Monday, the Third U.S. Circuit Court of 
Appeals said it agreed with public-interest groups that “the 
Commission did not adequately consider the effect its sweeping rule 
changes will have on ownership of broadcast media by women and 
racial minorities.”  
  
The Philadelphia-based court said it would vacate and remand “the 
bulk of” the FCC’s actions over the last three years for further 
consideration by the agency. The FCC ownership rules, some of which 
have been on the books since the 1970s, generally aim to limit 
concentration in mass media. They have come under increasing 
criticism from traditional media companies, which argue the rules limit 
their ability to compete with newer internet-based businesses such as 
Amazon.com Inc. and Alphabet Inc. ’s YouTube unit. Monday’s ruling 
marks the latest in a series of clashes going back more than a decade 
between the appeals court and the FCC over the rules. 
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FCC Chairman Ajit Pai responded to Monday’s order with an unusually 
harshly worded response, suggesting the appeals court judges have 
become obstructionist in blocking changes to the rules. “It’s become 
quite clear that there is no evidence or reasoning—newspapers going 
out of business, broadcast radio struggling, broadcast TV facing stiffer 
competition than ever—that will persuade them to change their minds,” 
Mr. Pai said in a statement. He said the FCC would “seek further 
review” of the appeals court decision.  
  
But Andrew Schwartzman, a lawyer for Georgetown University’s 
Institute for Public Representation who helped handle the appeal, 
called the decision “a huge victory for the listening and viewing 
public.” “The Court of Appeals has found that the FCC has yet again 
failed to assess how changing its ownership limits affects people of 
color and women,” Mr. Schwartzman said. “Diverse ownership benefits 
everyone, and rejection of the FCC’s deregulation is a small step in 
restoring a system that promotes such diversity.” In recent years, the 
local TV business has been consolidating rapidly because of the 
economic pressures it faces. The changes approved by the FCC in 
2017 would have ended or loosened several basic ownership limits in 
the agency’s rules. 
  
One change eliminated the longstanding rule that generally prohibited 
a single individual or company from possessing a daily newspaper and 
a radio or TV station in the same market. A second eliminated a similar 
rule regarding cross-ownership of radio and TV stations. Other 
changes made it somewhat easier for a company to own two TV 
stations in a single market. For instance, Mr. Pai’s plan eliminated a 
rule known as the “eight-voices test” that says a station owner can buy 
a second station in the same market only if there would be eight 
independently owned stations after the purchase. Still another change 
eliminated the prohibition on owning two of the top four stations in a 
market. But the FCC said it would review deals combining two top-four 
stations on a case-by-case basis. – Wall Street Journal  
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