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At the Center for Media & Democracy

24 November 2019

MEMO TO: Town of Williston Selectboard
FROM: Meghan O'Rourke, Channel Director
RE: Town Meeting TV FY20 Update

Channel 17/ Town Meeting TV submits this report in advance of our visit with the
Trustees on Tuesday, December 3. The purpose of the presentation is to brief the
Trustees on Channel 17 operations, to advise the members and City Manager on funding
requirements for Channel 17, and to request an additional annual contribution toward
Channel 17's operating and capital budget.

1. Introduction: Channel 17/ Town Meeting Television was launched by its member
communities in September 1990. Town Meeting TV is operated by CCTV on behalf
of the Chittenden County Government Access Channel Trust, of which Williston is a
member. A special thank you to Senator Ginny Lyons for serving as long-time
Trustee!

Channel 17 supports public officials who seek to engage their constituents in the
work of local government. The result we seek? Well-informed community members
prepared to take action on public issues that affect them.

2. Revenue Sources: A percentage of each cable subscriber bill is set aside for
public, educational, and government (PEG) access throughout Vermont. This is
based on federal requirements and Vermont Public Utility Commission regulation.

Town Meeting TV is funded by the cable subscribers of Comcast and Burlington
Telecom. In addition to their requirement to set aside channels and “cable
capacity”, regional cable subscribers are assessed 5% of their bills for PEG operating
and 1.5% for capital costs. The revenue is shared by Town Meeting Television (the
government access channel), VCAM (public), and RETN (educational).



In Town Meeting TV's FY20 Budget, approved by our municipal Trustees, cable
revenue accounts for 87% of the $673K budget. Budget details are available by
request.

3. Municipal Funding Request: Town Meeting TV's municipal members contribute
$86,000 as of July 1 toward meeting/ event coverage and operations. Williston
provides $12,000 annually. This covers a portion of the cost of meeting coverage,
which is estimated to be $26,000 each year. '

This year, we are requesting a 5% increase in the municipal contribution from each
of our members. This would be $600, or $12,600 for FY21.

4. Services: With your participation, Town Meeting TV produces and distributes
gavel-to-gavel coverage of municipal meetings, regional events, and educational
programs designed to help open the doors of local government and promote public
participation. In FY19 we produced or supported 1300 programs, 408 were
classified as municipal meetings.

e Live coverage of municipal and regional meetings in Burlington, South
Burlington, Winooski, Essex, Essex Junction, Williston and Colchester. These
meetings are aired live and archived on You Tube (Channel 17/ Town Meeting
TV) with transcriptions. Meetings and programs are also available on
Comcast/ BT Channel 17 and BT 317, as well as at ch17.tv (with clickable
agendas).

e In-depth election programming - In 2020, we will provide coverage of Town
Meeting, Primary and General elections through an estimated 78 forums and
two results.

e Community based programs produced with and about public issues of
interest to our wider community produced at Channel 17 Studios and in the
field. “What's Up Williston” is proving to be an interesting and educational
look at your local community, and we appreciate Erik Well's great work on
this series!

' This is calculated for Williston as follows: 36 meetings/ year x 7.75 average labor hours x $93/ hour,
equals $25,947. The $93/ hour number comes from total expenses divided by the number of
programs and services (expressed in labor hours) we provide.


https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCJkWMLSqRNKLoyUZQiNoAcQ
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCJkWMLSqRNKLoyUZQiNoAcQ
https://www.cctv.org/about-us/channel-17
https://www.cctv.org/watch-tv/programs/251-club-and-public-works-update

e Channel 17 also educates school groups (e.g., CCV, UVM, Champlain),
visiting community leaders (e.g., the Vermont Council on World Affairs),
summer campers, and students of all ages to make media and think
critically--a crucial element of “citizenship” and community membership.

5. Viewership: Channel 17's TV channels reach 25-30,000 cable subscribers within
Chittenden County. We archive all meetings at Ch17.tv . October stats show 9,800
users/viewers overall (up from 6,400 during the same period last year). We also use
YouTube for the distribution and archiving of live meetings.

Live Meeting Coverage - Live streaming began in April of 2017. We are able to
stream nearly 100% of Williston's public meetings through YouTube due to a solid
internet connection at the Town offices. Viewing of meetings in 2019 average at 60,
with 1,200+ views for the May 21st meeting. average 2019 between 60 - 400 based

on the meeting agendas. The Williston “playlist” contains 96 videos with about 891
playlist views. In addition, all meetings are aired on Comcast/ cable television.

Meetings are also available as agenda searchable content via www.Ch17.TV. CCTV
continues to archive copies of all municipal meetings as backed up digital assets
accessible via www.Ch17.TV.

Over the past year, there have been important developments worthy of your
attention and consideration that will have short and longer term impacts on the
services that we provide:

6. Channel 17/ Comcast Relocation & Branding: As part of a mediated
settlement with Comcast (more on this below), we are planning for our current
channel designation (17) to move to a channel number in the 1000’s. This new
channel designation will be called the ‘PEG neighborhood’ and all of the familiar
local cable access channels (15,16,17) will be moving to this location across
Vermont (and, it is likely, nationally). These channels will still be available as part of
the basic cable package. This move will allow our schedules and program
information to appear on the Integrated Program Guide ‘IPG’ allowing viewers to
immediately identify a program, view the schedule in advance and program DVR
recording. The implications for Channel 17/Town Meeting TV are specifically in our
longstanding use of the term “Channel 17" as shorthand branded identification. We
are in the process of reworking this branding to be more applicable across the
various channels both cable and web based that we curate and maintain.


https://www.cctv.org/welcome
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rAbF3vtJx58&list=PLljLFn4BZd2O33tScjQ6yuPwOPJTtBUlw&index=21
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLljLFn4BZd2O33tScjQ6yuPwOPJTtBUlw
http://www.ch17.tv/
http://www.ch17.tv./

7. Legal Matters: The Channel 17 Trustees advocate for public access to cable TV
and all telecommunications methods. This year, we resolved two outstanding cases,
participated in FCC proceedings, and started to lay the groundwork for legislative
support of PEG access in Vermont.

e The Comcast appeal of the Vermont Public Utility Commission’s Docket
8719, which resulted in a mediated settlement that includes the moving of
Vermont public access channels from the 15,16,17 position on the “dial” to
the 1000's, the negotiated settlement also includes funds for rebranding and
the start up of a statewide HD PEG channel. (More detail below).

e The second legal matter, was the purchase of Burlington Telecom by
Schurz Communications, which was approved by the Vermont Public Utility
Commission.

e We are also watching the FCC closely. The federal regulatory commission
issued a ruling which will allow cable operators to subtract “in kind” costs
from the franchise fees we use for PEG access. This case is being appealed in
federal court and Comcast has not yet identified which costs (such as free
cable drops to schools and municipalities) will be subtracted from PEG fees.

e PEG Study Committee - The Vermont PEG Access Study Committee was
convened by the Vermont Legislature during their 2019 Session in order to
“consider changes to the State’s cable franchising authority and develop for
legislative consideration alternative regulatory and funding mechanisms to
support public, educational, and government (PEG) access channels and services
to communities across Vermont.” (H. 513 - Broadband Bill - Section 28). As a
result of these deliberations, the Study Committee agreed (with the
exception of the cable industry representative) that the questions related to
future PEG funding will benefit from additional legal research into viable
national models and the extent of state authority. More detail is available
here.

Thank you for your support. We are happy to respond to any questions, comments,
and are always open to ways that we can serve you better.


https://legislature.vermont.gov/committee/detail/2020/349
https://legislature.vermont.gov/Documents/2020/Docs/BILLS/H-0513/H-0513%20As%20Passed%20by%20Both%20House%20and%20Senate%20Official.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1pWo3pjE2WXhGqGOCxuzXsnHubyXPI9dQfWnOBN1AICU/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1pWo3pjE2WXhGqGOCxuzXsnHubyXPI9dQfWnOBN1AICU/edit

