
TOP OF THE WEEK 

FCC yanks Trinity license 
Religious broadcaster loses Miami station after misleading the commission 
By Bill McConnell 

Trinity Broadcast- 
ing must give up 
its Miami TV 

license as penance for 
the FCC's deadliest 
sin: lying to regulators 

By a 3 -2 vote along 
party lines, the FCC 
last week revoked 
Trinity's license for 
wHTF(Tv) Miami. FCC 
Chairman William 
Kennard and the 
panel's other two Democrats found the 
religious network was unqualified for a 
renewal of WHFT's license on grounds 
that organization officials deliberately 
misled the commission in the mid - 
1980s to evade ownership limits. The 
commissioners ruled that Trinity creat- 
ed National Minority TV Inc. as a front 
company to take advantage of higher 
limits for minority-owned broadcasters. 

"We will not permit the public inter- 
est to be undermined by those who 
refuse to comply with the letter and 
spirit of our rules and policies," wrote 
Kennard and Commissioner Gloria 
Tristani in a joint statement. They also 
vowed to protect programs designed to 
help minorities and women from 
"abuses and shams." 

Though the commission rarely denies 
license renewals - it has been more 
than 10 years since a station's permit 
was stripped -the outcome could have 
been much worse for Trinity. In fact, its 
entire network of 12 full -power and 
more than 300 low -power stations was at 
risk. But losing one station is punish- 
ment enough and should deter Trinity 
from future transgressions, the commis- 
sioners say. "These matters will warrant 
no further consideration in any future 
proceedings," the FCC said in its ruling. 

The decision removes a cloud that has 
been hanging over Trinity's operation, 
which is run by televangelist Paul Couch. 
Nevertheless, the Miami revocation is 
unfair, says Trinity attorney Howard 
Topel, and the network will appeal. 

The FCC also ruled that Glendale 
Broadcasting, which had challenged Trin- 
ity for the Miami license, was unqualified 
to hold it because Glendale had misled the 

The commission thinks losing one station will 
be enough to keep Trinity clean. 
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agency about its lack of progress in con- 
structing stations in other markets. 

The commission did not resolve 
license renewal challenges by Glendale 
and Maravillis Broadcasting against 
four other stations. The agency did, 
however, dismiss a proposed $55 mil- 
lion settlement between Trinity and the 
two companies that would have covered 
those and Miami. 

The commissioners also dismissed a 
separate $2 million settlement with the 
Spanish American League Against Dis- 
crimination and with other groups. 

The FCC said it would, however, 
consider an amended settlement agree- 
ment that covered the four remaining 
challenges: WHSG(TV) Monroe, Ga.; 
WTBY(TV) Poughkeepsie, N.Y.; KTBN- 
TV Santa Ana, Calif.; and KNMT(TV) 
Portland, Ore. 

Topel acknowledges that the FCC 
might have reduced the need for a set- 
tlement by promising not to bring up 
the deception charges again but does 
not rule out a deal with challengers to 

the remaining license renewals. "It's a 
brand new negotiation," he says. 

By stripping Trinity of its Miami 
license, the commission reaffirms the 
1995 decision of an agency administra- 
tive law judge who ruled that Trinity used 
a minority -controlled company to get 
around national ownership caps. Rules 
implemented in 1985 raised the owner- 
ship cap to 12 stations nationwide and a 
stake in two more if the extra outlets were 
minority controlled. In 1996, Congress 
eliminated the cap on the number of 
broadcast stations an owner may have. 

The FCC judge found that Trinity 
was in charge of nearly every aspect of 
National Minority TV, including pro- 
gramming and finances, and that the 
two companies shared many of the 
same officials. 

Commissioners Michael Powell and 
Harold Furchtgott -Roth voted against 
the revocation, arguing that the defini- 
tion of "minority controlled" was 
unclear and that Trinity may not have 
intentionally misled the commission. 

Topel notes that the majority's own 
ruling acknowledges that the agency's 
standards for determining what consti- 
tutes minority control were ambiguous - 
a point he plans to raise in an appeal. He 
surmises that the revocation was partially 
motivated by FCC Chairman William 
Kennard's effort to revive minority and 
small business incentive programs. 

"I think [the FCC's Democrats] want- 
ed to make a statement in support of new 
minority policies and that intentional 
abuses of ownership rules will be pun- 
ished," he says. "But they picked the 
wrong case. There was no intent here." 

Make way for auctions 
The FCC last week cleared the way for broadcast license auctions this fall, 
rejecting most suggestions for changing the eight- month -old auction 
rules. The agency has 782 competing applications pending for 188 full - 
power TV and radio licenses. The FCC turned down a request to reim- 
burse applicants for legal expenses incurred in preparing comparative 
license hearings, the old way of deciding among competing applicants. 
The FCC says permits that had been the subject of comparative hearings 
will be put up for bid. The agency also reaffirmed its plans to set minimum 
opening bids and to allow bidding credits for new entrants to the broad- 
casting industry. One agreed change: Ownership of low -power television 
stations in other markets would not disqualify bidders for new entrant 
credits. -Bill McConnell 


