
RenewCnQ the Commitment 
To a Public Interest 
Telecommunications POIICY 

The Telecommunication Policy Roundtable ti a coal&on of mow than 70 public interest qunizatiom 

banding together to help steer the direction of the US. ~overnmcnt i infomation highway plans. The group3 

statement of principles (presented here) was issued less than a month after the Clinton administration released its 

own blueprint for the nation’s information highway: ‘National Information Infro.structure: Agenda for 

Action,” and after the dramatic developments in the telecommunications industry, including the planned merger 

of Bell Atlantic and Ele-Communications Incorporated (TCI). 

Lastyear ACM established a public pal&y committee (USACM) to sme as the focal point for ACM’s 

interaction with US. gouernment organization and the public on matters of strategic issues in information 

technology. Chaired by Barbara Simon, USACM is comprised of roqhly 20 select members, chosen for their 

technical prominence and their expertire in uarious policy-related amu. This ACM committee has signed its 

support to the coalition, setting its sights on the creation of new approaches to building our nation’s merging 

infonation infmtructure. 

A 
new Natwnal In- 
formation Infra- 
structure is rap- 
idly moving into 
place--which will 
carry video, audio, 
and information 
into homes and 
offices across the 

country. It\ rmergence will produce 
fundamental shifts in American life, 
transforming everything from work 

to education to government to cul- 
ture. Because the health of our de- 
mc~racy is inextricably linked to the 
nature of our communications sys- 
tem, this new information infrastruc- 
ture raises far-reaching questions 
about our country and its transition 
into the next century: Who will own 
these networks? Who will have access 
to them? What steps will be taken to 
preserve public institutions? 

Policy decisions made during the 
next few years will shape the cornmu- 
nications system for decades to come. 
Enlightened policies could harness 
the power of these new technologies 
to ameliorate many of our nation’s 
most critical problems by revitalizing 
civic institutions, expanding educa- 

uonal opportuniurs, enhancing a~- 
cess to health care services, and im- 
proving job training. However, 
without a clear commitment to public 
goals, this promise will never be ful- 
filled. Instead, many of the short- 
comings of our present telecommu- 
nications system will be intensilied 
and a host of more serious problems 

created. There is already a growing 
disparity between the technologically 
affluent and the technologically dis- 
enfranchised that endangers our so- 
cial fabric. 

Policy makers must ensure that the 
development of the information in- 
frastructure reflects the public inter- 
est spirit that has long guided our 
country’s communications policies. 
Our commitment to a national tele- 
phone system available to all gave 
rise to the concept of “universal ser- 
vice.” enabling those in the most 
remote parts of the nation to have 
access to this means of communica- 

tion. Our commitment to making 
noncommercial educational, arts, 
and public affairs programming 
available to all Americans led to the 
creation of a public broadcasting sys- 
tem. 

Our govrnmxnt haa the responst- 
bility as public trustee to ensure that 
new communications technologies 
serve the democratic and social needs 
of our country. The rise of new tech- 
nologies and new businesses has in- 

creased the importance of this re- 
sponsibility. The convergence of 
once separate industries requires a 
new policy framework for the infor- 
mation infrastructure, rooted in the 
shared values of our country and 
dedicated to the common go& 

We call on the president and Con- 
gress to pursue a broad and public 
interest vision for the NII. We must 
move beyond narrow and short-term 
interests and embrace a view that re- 
flects the great diversity and richness 
of our country. Our policies should 
reflect the values of a democratic 

government-openness, participa- 
tion, and discussion. They must be 
inclusive and generous in spirit, en- 
suring that all segments of our plu- 
ralistic society have meaningful ac- 
cess to the telecommunications 
system. These are the principles on 
which a great nation has been built. 

As representatives of many non- 
profit and public interest organiza- 
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