
Before the
FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION

Washington, DC  20554

In the Matter of )
)

Expansion of Online Public File Obligations ) MB Docket No. 14-127
To Cable and Satellite TV Operators and )
Broadcast and Satellite Radio Licensees )

)

To:  The Commission

COMMENTS OF NATIONAL PUBLIC RADIO, INC.

Introduction

Pursuant to Section 1.415 of the Commission’s Rules, 47 C.F.R. § 1.415, National 

Public Radio, Inc. (“NPR”) hereby submits its Comments in response to the 

Commission's Notice of Proposed Rulemaking in the above-captioned proceeding

(“NPRM”) supporting the proposal to allow noncommercial educational (“NCE”) 

broadcast radio licensees to transition to the Commission's online filing obligation

immediately or as the licensee’s resources permit.1

NPR is a non-profit membership corporation which produces and distributes 

noncommercial programming through more than 1000 public radio stations nationwide.  

In addition to broadcasting award winning NPR programming, including All Things 

Considered® and Morning Edition®, NPR’s Member stations are themselves significant 

producers of news, information and cultural programming.  NPR also operates the Public 

1 In the Matter of Expansion of Online Public File Obligations, To Cable and 
Satellite TV Operators and Broadcast and Satellite Radio Licensees, Notice of Proposed 
Rulemaking, 29 FCC Rcd. 15943 (2014) [hereinafter "NPRM"].  
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Radio Satellite Interconnection System and provides representation and other services to 

its Member stations.

The Commission Should Allow Noncommercial Educational Stations
To Transition To The Online Public File System

Immediately Or As Their Resources Permit

In proposing to extend the current online public file system to additional

categories of Commission licensees, the NPRM relies on localism principals that public 

radio and many other NCE radio stations have long embodied. Public radio stations are 

and have long been locally licensed, locally governed, locally staffed, and locally 

programmed community institutions committed to the ideal and practice of localism.  

Accordingly, while the NPRM connects the public file obligation to the fundamental 

public interest obligation to broadcast programming responsive to the needs and interests 

of a station’s community of license,2 public radio stations do not depend on their public

file to serve that purpose.

Indeed, there is a very practical reason why mandating online public filing is not 

necessary for a public radio station licensee to be responsive to their community of 

license:  public radio stations are largely funded by financial contributions voluntarily 

made by individual listeners in their community of license. The financial contributions to 

stations from listeners represent more than one-third of a typical public radio station's 

budget,3 the single largest source of station revenue.4 Support from listeners and local 

2 Id., 29 FCC Rcd. at 15944.

3 Public Broadcasting Revenue, Fiscal Year 2013, Table 4 available at 
http://www.cpb.org/stations/reports/revenue/2013PublicBroadcastingRevenue.pdf 

4 See id. at Table 2.
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businesses and foundations collectively exceeds 60% of a public radio station’s budget on 

average.5 Public radio stations therefore have a direct stake in airing programming that 

their communities will listen to, value and support.  In fact, the Commission long ago 

recognized that the direct financial relationship that exists between public radio stations 

and their communities is often the most effective determinant of how well a station is 

ascertaining and serving the needs and interests of its community of service.6

Public radio stations are also subject to an array of social forces which 

collectively assure local accessibility and accountability.  These forces include 

community advisory boards,7 open public meetings,8 and the presence of public board 

members. With respect to NCE stations generally, only two types of entities are qualified 

to operate an NCE station under the Communications Act and the Commission's rules:  

governmental entities and nonprofit educational organizations.9 Both are uniquely 

5 See id. at Table 2.

6 In the Matter of Revision of Program Policies and Reporting Requirements 
Related to Public Broadcasting Licensees, Report and Order, 98 F.C.C.2d 746, at 753-
754 (1984) (finding that "the relationship between the audience and the local public 
broadcaster is even more direct that [sic] in the case of commercial broadcasting because 
public broadcasting's subscribers pay directly for programming that meets their needs and 
interests").

7 See 47 U.S.C. § 396(k)(8) (requiring each public radio station not licensed to a 
governmental entity to establish and maintain a community advisory board as a condition 
of receiving CPB funds).

8 See id. § 396(k)(4) (requiring each public radio station to hold board meetings 
that are open to the public and to give the public reasonable notice of these meetings in 
order to receive Federal funding).

9 See id. § 397(6); 47 C.F.R. § 73.503(a).  See also In the Matter of Reexamination 
of the Comparative Standard for Noncommercial Educational Applicants, Second Report 
and Order, 18 FCC Rcd. 6691, 6695-96 (2003).
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compelled to serve their local communities.10 Localism is also the overriding factor in 

the selection of new NCE licensees.11

In addition to citing localism as evidenced by the local station public file

obligation as justification for online public filing, the NPRM relies on the longstanding 

obligation imposed on broadcast stations generally to maintain a political file of 

candidate requests for airtime and the disposition of those requests, including the charges 

imposed.12 Here too, the stated rationale for requiring online filing is largely misplaced 

in the case of NCE radio stations.  That is because NCE radio stations have no obligation 

to provide political candidates access to use station facilities, and such stations are 

prohibited from accepting paid political and issue advertising.13 Only if an NCE station 

permits a non-exempt use of station facilities is it obligated to provide “equal 

opportunities” to competing candidates.14

While permanently exempting NCE radio stations from the online filing system is 

therefore completely justified based on the unique and uniquely local characteristics of 

the service, many NCE radio station licensees are likely to adopt such filing in lieu of 

continuing to maintain a physical file.  Based on the record already established in this 

10 Governmental entities are directly accountable to the residents whom they govern.  
Nonprofit educational organizations are required to serve a charitable educational 
purpose.  See 26 U.S.C. § 501(c)(3).

11 See 47 C.F.R. § 73.7003(a)(1).

12 NPRM, 29 FCC Rcd. at 15944.

13 47 U.S.C. § 312(a)(7) (reasonable access requirement); 47 U.S.C. § 399b (issue 
and candidate advertising).

14 47 U.S.C. § 315(a).
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proceeding, some NCE radio station licensees are anxious to transition to online filing 

because they see it as increasing transparency.15 Others favor online filing as a less 

costly and administratively easier task compared to maintaining paper-based public files, 

in some cases at multiple station main studios.16

That said, the cost of adapting to online filing will be unduly burdensome for 

some NCE radio stations, as the NPRM itself readily acknowledges.17 For Native 

American NCE stations, NCE stations in Alaska and other more remote areas, and small 

NCE community licensees, a lack of computer equipment, telecommunications 

infrastructure, and Internet access, among other equipment and facilities challenges, pose

significant hurdles to meeting the online public file requirements reliably on an ongoing 

basis.18 These NCE stations often serve communities with limited economic resources 

and depend on largely volunteer staffs.  Such circumstances present day-to-day 

challenges to the station’s ability just to operate.19 In NPR’s experience, these concerns 

are real and substantial, and the Commission should be commended for seeking to 

accommodate these and other resource-challenged NCE stations.20

15 See Comments of American Public Media Group, Minnesota Public Radio, 
southern California Public Radio and Classical South Florida, MB Docket No. 14-127,
filed Aug. 19, 2014.

16 See NPRM, 29 FCC Rcd. at 15948-49 (citing the joint reply comments of joint 
public television and radio licensees).

17 Id., 29 FCC Rcd. at 15968-69.

18 See id., 29 FCC Rcd. at 15968.

19 See id., 29 FCC Rcd. at 15969.

20 See id., 29 FCC Rcd at 15969-70.
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NPR therefore endorses an approach suggested in the NPRM for implementing 

the online filing obligation in the case of NCE radio stations.  Specifically, the 

Commission should exempt NCE radio stations from online filing, while permitting NCE 

radio stations to voluntarily transition to online filing as their circumstances permit.21

Such an approach relies on the obvious cost and administrative efficiency of online filing 

to incentivize NCE radio station licensees to make the transition. The previously 

expressed desire of better resourced NCE licensees to adopt online filing to meet their 

public file obligation provides concrete evidence of these incentives.  Of course, the

Commission can always revisit the matter in the future and impose a specific compliance 

timeline if it determines that NCE stations are not converting to online filing despite the 

means to do so.

For NCE stations that lack the capacity to make the transition, however, the same 

incentive would encourage their eventual transition of online filing but without forcing 

them to divert scarce resources, seek Commission waivers, or otherwise suffer the 

consequences of a mandatory online filing obligation.  Temporarily delaying compliance 

for all NCE radio stations, as the NPRM suggests as an alternative possibility, is therefore 

an imperfect solution because it may tend to discourage the transition for some NCE 

stations otherwise capable of making the transition, while forcing those NCEs unable to 

make the transition to attempt to do so by a set date regardless of the station’s 

circumstances.

At this stage of this proceeding, there is little dispute that online filing can be 

accomplished for radio broadcast stations in general.  The Commission should recognize, 

21 Id.
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however, that NCE radio stations serve the public in a fundamentally different way and 

one that exemplifies the principles of localism.  It is, therefore, a question of balancing 

the obvious incentive to make the transition and the resource constraints that challenge 

some NCE stations.  Allowing NCE radio stations to make the transition immediately or

as their resources permit, subject to future reevaluation and the potential prospect of a

mandatory compliance obligation, is the best approach to achieving this balance.

Conclusion

For the foregoing reasons, NPR urges the Commission to allow NCE radio 

stations to convert to the online public file immediately or as their resources permit, 

subject to future consideration of a mandatory filing obligation for all NCE radio stations.
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