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F.C.C.'s Temporary Chief 
.Proves More Than a,FiII-In 

By EDMUND 1.. ANDREWS 

. ' WASHINGTON, Oct. 3 - Many oth
ers might have felt resentful or even 
insulted. But at the age of 79, James 
H. Quello had few illusions about the 

, terms on which he took over the Fed
:eral Communications Commission in 
,February. 
. He would be a caretaker, running 
the agency only until President Clin
ton nominated a permanent chair- · 
man. Even though Mr. Quello is a 

. Democrat and had served as a com
,missioner for 19 years, it was clear 
'that the White House wanted some
one younger. 
. Yet as he prepares to hand over 
control to Reed E. Hundt, a Washing
ton a ttorney who is expected to be 
confirmed by the Senate this week, he 
has racked up a remarkable list of 
changes. Far from simply marking 
'lime, the F.C.C. under Mr. Quello has 
issued decisions that will affect mass 
media and advanced telecommunica
·tions for years. 

The record is more ~triking be-

cause Mr. Quello is hardly a techno
logical viSionary. He is a former 
broadcaster from Detroit who likes 
plain talk, wears polyester suits and 
loves getting awards, making speech
es and repeating his one-liners four or 
five times as he moves from crowd to 
crowd. "I've never been busier in my 
life," he said last week. "I still have 
75 percent of my marbles, which is 
pretty good if you're in Washington." 

By combining humor with common 
sense, he has coaxed bold decisions 
from an often fractious commission . 

in April, for example, the F.C.C. put 
into effect a new cable television law, 
imposing more than 500 pages of de
tailed rate regulations and scores of 
tough rules to promote the quality of 
service. ' And though there are signs 
that· the cable companies have found 
loopholes in the commission's plan to 
trim prices by a total of $1 billion a 
year, the industry still predicts that 
the rules will cost it hundreds of 
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millions of dollars in 1993. 
Also in April, Mr. Quello persuaded' 

his fellow commissioners to abandon 
restrictians that barred televisian 
netwarks fram entering the $5 billion 
market for reruns and syndicated 
programming. The move, a blow to 

. Hollywood studios, -came after years 
of fruitless bickering on the cammis-
sion. _ . 

In July, the F.C.C. brushed off a 
lobbying blitz by local phane compa
nies and imposed new rules that 
farced them ta accept more competi-
tion from new rivals. <c_ .. 

On Sept. 23, it issued a landmark 
decision that .opens the airwaves to a 
vast expansion .of services invalving 
wireless telephones, J:omputers, 
pagers and faxes. It also outlined a 
plan to sell new radio licenses to the 
highest bidder, a radical change or
dered by Congress that is expected to 
generate billions of dollars. 

Ta be sure, the F.C.C.'s agenda has 
largely been driven by outside forces. 
Congress set strict deadlines for ap
plying the cable law, and a Federal 
appeals court forced the agency to re
examine the rules barring networks 

, from owning rerun rights or financial 
. interests in prime-time shows. 

Even so, the commission could' 
have been far more timid. The cable 
rate regulations stunned both the in
qustry and Wall Street. Likewise, stu
dios and producers were enraged by 
the move to lift the restrictions on the 
TV networks. And until a few months 
ago, . cellular phone companies had 
been assuming that the commission 
would put off action on new wireless 
services until a permanent chairman 
was in place. 
'New Spirit of Openness' 

Ervin S. Duggan, -a cam missioner 
who frequently bristled at the former 
chairman, Alfred C. Sikes, attributes 
much of the F.C.C.'s pace to the ease 
of working with Mr. Quello. Members 
of Cangress echoed that. "He has 
joined his efforts with a new spirit .of 
openness and collegiality," said Rep
resentative Edward J. Markey, Dem
ocrat of Massachusetts and chairman 
of the House Commerce subcammit-
tee an telecommunicatians. -

Mr. Qualla was nat always in such 
favar. Before joining the 1:ammission 
in 1974, his nomination by President 
Richard M. Nixon was opposed by 
consumer advocates like Ralph Na
der, who accused Mr. Quella .of being 
a pawn for broadcasters. Mr. Nixan, 
then mired in the Watergate scandal, 
would have let the namination lan
guish had it not been for an appeal 
from Gerald R. Ford, then House 
minority leader and soon to be Vice 
PreSident, who was a friend from 
Michigan. 

Once confirmed as a commissian
er, Mr. Quella staked aut positians. He 
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In seven months as acting chairman of the Federal Communications 
Commission, James H. QueUo has led change, including a new cable 
television law and a decision that opens the airwaves to a vast expansion 
of services including wireless phones, computers~ pagers and faxes. . . 
has often supparted' over-the-air 
broadcasters and has been a cham
pion of preserving free universal tele
vision in an era of cable. He was a 
strong supporter of cable regulatian 
and .of the provisions of the new law 
that allow local stations to seek com
pensation from cable systems that 
retransmit their signals. 

Likewise, when some children's
programming advocates wanted to 
restrict shaws based on tays like G.I. 
Joe because they appeared to be pro
gram-length commercials, Mr. 
Quello was emphatically opposed. 

But he has not been an industry 
pawn. In the early 1980's, he opposed 
the F.C.C.'s mave, led by the chair
man then, Mark Fowler, to let .owners 

·of television stations sell their li
. censes after owning them only one 
year. Previously, the ownership re~ 
quirement was three years. 

The decisian undermined the Rea
gan:era cammissian's policy of 
awarding new licenses based on the 
comparative strengths of each appli
cant because it meant that a candi
date wha seemed community-minded 
could buy a station and almost imme
diately sell it to someone else. 

"I da deregulation," Mr. Quella tald . 

Mr. Fowler at the time. "I don't do 
anarchy." 

More recently, Mr. Quello has 
called for legislation that would allow 
the F.C.C. to keep closer watch on the 
level of violencl'! on television. 

These days, Mr. Quello is enthuSi
astic about breaking down the legal 
barriers that prevent the telephone . 
and cable television industries from 
campeting head:to-head. "There are 
going to be at least two competing 
super-electranic highways," he said 
last· week. "I look forward to tele
phanes campeting with cable, cable 
campeting with telephones and per
haps even wireless campeting with 
bath. There will be a mind-boggling 
array .of advanced services, with very 
little need for Gavernment regula
tion." 

Mr. Quello will remain a commis
sianer when Mr. Hundt takes aver, 
and he betrays na sarraw about giv
ing up the jab .of acting chairman. "If 
I were 45," he said, "I would really 
want ta do it. But I'm 79,' and I'd 
rather help aut somebody else and let 
them run it." 
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