
T 
he IIC’s journal, Intermedia, has been published 
almost as long at the IIC has been in existence, 
and its editors have provided articles and 
comment that reflect the policy and regulatory 

issues of the times. Here is a selection of those 
issues, with a number of pictures of covers from the 
journal. See also iicom50.org for history of the IIC. 

First, note Stephen Unger’s complementary article 
on page 23 in which he contrasts one of the most 
critical regulatory decisions made 50 years ago – the 
Carterfone device in the US that set the ball rolling  
for telecoms liberalisation – with the modern day 
challenge of artificial intelligence (AI). At first  
glance there is little in common – but the need to 
embrace innovation, resist overbearing regulation 
but avoid harms to investment and consumer 
wellbeing is a consistent theme throughout  
the years and one that continues to dominate 
discussion in AI and other current technologies, in 
particular online digital platforms. 

There has been nearly 200 issues of Intermedia and 
several design changes, and apart from distribution 
to IIC members it finds it way to a number of 

libraries. It is not of course 
a peer-reviewed journal, 
but there are copious 
references in certain 
articles, and the broad 
range of topics is unlikely 
to be seen anywhere else. 
As telecoms, technology 
and media (TMT) have 
developed, the fields have 
fragmented into many 
silos, just as with most 
other scientific and 

technological areas, and the IIC’s mission has 
always been to unite the common threads using its 
policy and regulation remit.   

broadcasTing beginnings
The IIC started as the International Broadcasting 
Institute (IBI) after the UN general assembly had 
approved the establishment of a working group  
to report on the technical feasibility of 
communication by direct broadcasts from satellites 
and the economic factors that would drive its 
success or failure. The aims were also to analyse  
and discuss the impact of satellite broadcasting  
on society, the legal position and regulatory 
requirements for the future of the industry, and  
the need for collaboration among stakeholders.
The group had commissioned further studies aimed 
at closing the gap between existing international 

law and the new technology in space 
communications, and launched a newsletter that 
was to soon develop into Intermedia. As the IBI’s 
director said: “The aim is to stimulate and assist 
where necessary in supporting comprehensive 
long-term research projects as well as conferences, 
confrontations and studies in aspects of mass media 
not adequately understood.” 

The word “confrontations” is interesting as it also 
highlights a feature of IIC events – many are held 
under the Chatham House Rule, where remarks are 
not attributed outside the meeting in public (unless 
agreed to). It means the IIC has long provided a 
forum for robust but productive exchange of views, 
and Intermedia has captured many of these debates 
in reports and articles. 

Technology and social impacT
The first issue of the IBI newsletter reported  
on progress in research on closing the gap  
between international law and the new space 
communications technology. Allied topics were a 
study of news coverage – there were concerns about 
the quality and consistency of news that would  
be available as a result of the satellite broadcast 
industry, in echoes of today’s disinformation debate 
about online platforms (a symposium on objectivity 
was proposed). There was a study on tariffs and 
another prescient warning – that satellite 
developments had been so rapid that many 
organisations had trouble adjusting to new 
situations and designing administration functions. 
And there was notification of a conference on  
new communications technology and its social 
implications, involving social scientists alongside 
broadcasters and physical scientists.

An early note of the benefit of such meetings was 
sounded by Luigi Barzini, an Italian journalist, 
writer and politician, who wrote: “One of the 
reasons I enjoy being present is that the meetings 
weaken and sometimes destroy my complacency.  
I am forced to discover the immense Saharas in the 
map of my knowledge.”

By the 5th issue of the newsletter, issues such as 
divergence in approach among the world’s regions 
was apparent, and significantly, attention had 
turned also to cable television and broadband 
networks – not the internet of course, but the 
underlying infrastructure for cable, which included 
software. And in keeping with the social science 
interest, there were reports on TV and violence in 
the US and UK. There was even talk of information 
overload and, importantly, communications in 
support of the environment and development. 
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The aim is to stimulate 
and assist in research 
as well as conferences, 
confrontations and 
studies in aspects 
of mass media not 
adequately understood. 

issues galore
An important part of the IIC’s activities is the publication of the journal, 
Intermedia. Its current editor, marc beishon, looks back in time
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internet-driven “gig” economy. To be sure, data 
processing over communications was then taking 
off, albeit slowly and with technical barriers, with 
few industries yet to be heavy users. We can’t do 
Staple’s thoughts justice here. 

There was a major article by Peter Huber on a 
report he authored called “The geodesic network: 
1987 report on competition in the telephone 
industry”, the print run of which, amazingly, sold 
out as part of the ongoing antitrust inquiry of AT&T. 
In addressing a “farcical” bar of the divested “Baby 
Bell” companies from running information services, 
Huber said the major telecoms challenge in the next 
decade was the seamless interconnection of the 
intelligent nodes in power plants, home computers 
and mainframes, medical sensors and more – he was 
writing about the internet of things even before the 
internet took off. Regulation has to take account of 
changing network architecture, he said. 

While the US at times dominated telecoms 
articles owing to the scale of the issues there, in 
keeping with the IIC’s international remit there 
were also many articles and reports from other 
countries and regions, including a special issue  
that was devoted to regulatory reports from around 
the globe. Then came the call on the European 
Commission to break up monopolies in all its 
member state markets. 

essenTial uTiliTy
Intermedia became the new name for the newsletter 
in 1973, and again there were uncanny echoes of 
today. “Unrest in communications is obvious almost 
everywhere,” a lead item said. “Traditional legal 
systems are creaking under the onslaught of new 
devices... Copyright conventions and legislations are 
frantically patched up to try and cover unforeseen 
situations.” Cable systems were threatening to  
break up national broadcasting systems in some 
countries; information was being questioned in 
developing countries as a “tool of imperialism”. 
There was a hint of hyperbole but a common thread 
with today is certainly the role of information and 
data – which even then were clearly identified as 
the critical currencies of power, even if some of the 
devices then in use such as videocassettes now seem 
quaint. It was said too that the media should be 
treated as a natural resource, rather like the 
internet is now deemed to be an essential utility.  

Much of the coverage was still about the media 
and information, but spectrum issues began to be 
featured – as an already crowded and limited 
resource. Spectrum, it was said, is the life blood of 
people in radiocommunications, and the mid-1970s 
was the start of national frequency planning in 
earnest, it seems. What’s notable is there was little 
mention of telephones – that was to come, and the 
IBI changed its name to the IIC – keeping up with 
the issues taking shape in Intermedia.  

Telecoms To The fore 
Fast forward to the mid-1980s, and Intermedia looked 
more professional, with a colour cover, and it is 
notable that there were a lot of news stories – in 
those days of course there was still no internet for 
most people, although it was in common use in 
academic and military circles, and in any case the 
world wide web where online publishing really took 
off was still to come. Broadcast and media remained 
as strong themes – there was a major article on the 
“geography of the tube” that reported on a project 
that mapped the types of TV programmes and their 
flow among various markets. It would be remiss not 
to mention the coverage of radio – which now tends 
to take a back seat even though it remains an 
important medium in most countries. 

Then there it is – telecoms deregulation, with one 
article quoting the then Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) chair as saying: “What this 
country does in telecoms in the next 10 years will 
seal the fate of the national economy for the next 
100 years.” At this point, in 1987, AT&T was being 
broken up, but there were calls for much more 
deregulation to open up competition and reform 
pricing. There was a remarkable article by Gregory 
Staple, who wrote that pursuing deregulation and 
creating an abundance of capacity does not 
translate necessarily into more economic activity  
as industries just run faster to keep up as they 
reshuffle resources – the macro-economic picture 
was missing. Staple said: “Instantaneous global 
communications is the laissez faire economist’s 
dream and the politician’s nightmare.” It was yet 
another prescient take on what we see now in the 
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Above: the first edition of the newsletter, 
which evolved into Intermedia



digiTal disrupTion sTarTs
Moving forward again, this time to the mid-1990s, 
and terms such as “information society”, “digital 
media” and of course the internet were in  
currency; the now strangely archaic “information 
superhighway” was there too. The digital divide had 
become a pressing issue – the World Bank had called 
for an information and development fund, and a 
global information infrastructure commission had 
been launched. Violence on TV was again addressed, 
and also gender issues in the media. Children’s TV 
featured as a cover story. 

There was continuing focus on country reports 
from media and telecoms standpoints – from 
Zambia, Thailand, Germany, China and many more. 
There is a sense from reading these country articles 
that they were snapshots of common themes of the 
1990s – such as media concentration, telecoms 
liberalisation and cultural accommodation – and 
that some of the focus had shifted from grand and 
sometimes high-flown, lengthy essays to more 
practical, shorter appraisals that probably reflect 
the IIC’s broadening membership and networking 
among industry, regulators and policymakers. A 
case in point – an article on Asia Pacific as a testbed 
for “frenetic” communications development, which 
was an accurate take on what was to come in the 
region. Copyright and intellectual property rights 
on the internet emerged as strong themes. 

A special conference issue from the meeting  
in Osaka, Japan, gathered essays invited for a 
competition – which the IIC is now doing again as of 
last year’s conference in Mexico. The winner asked 
whether global mobile telecoms brings global 
service obligations, and there was a welcome return 
by Gregory Staple, whose essay, “Bitlash – the new 
digital ecology protecting local information space in 
a borderless world” was another fine and farsighted  
view, this time on the dangers of not investing in 
local education and content – an early call for 
digital literacy in a borderless world.

The question was raised in 1996 about the future 
of public service broadcasting, another topic that’s 
in sharp relief today, amid the rapid rise then of 
digital TV and video on demand. Internet telephony 
looks to have raised its head as a regulatory issue, 
while media and telecoms convergence – at least at 
regulator level – was reported from Canada. 

making sense of hype
By the mid-2000s, topics in Intermedia were in more 
orderly form and typically labelled in three main 
categories – telecoms, information society and 
broadcasting. It was the time of the launch of 4G 
mobile and the term “next-generation network” had 
come into play. The question was raised that as 
people migrate to lightly regulated, net-based 
services, old school telecoms regulation could die 
out. Much of the promise of 4G sounded a lot like 
that of 5G today – the introduction of a myriad of 
devices, sensors and new human interfaces that will 
be wearable and wireless – that’s happened certainly 
with the smartphone and a lot of other types of 
mobile connectivity, but the transition to high-speed 
wireless ubiquity is now the hype of 5G. Calls for 

22  InterMEDIA | October 2019 Vol 47 Issue 3 www.iicom.org

i i c  a T  5 0

global harmonising of laws and regulations to 
accommodate internet-based networks were made, 
and there were discussions on the growing number 
of issues posed by content, but few even 10 years  
ago could foresee the huge impact of social media, 
e-commerce and online platforms in what we now 
call the digital economy. 

But as always, Intermedia was covering many of the 
possibilities – there was a feature on biometrics that 
included an early look at facial recognition – which 
has now become a big deal. There was debate about 
open data – how information generated by the 
public sector should be made available, which was a 
key issue of the time but now has migrated into a 
wider view of the ownership of data by all players, 
and associated issues such as portability, privacy 
and data protection.  

Internet governance and net neutrality were 
introduced (net neutrality was coined by Tim Wu  
in 2003), and reading the various regulatory and 
policy articles there is a sense that the ongoing 
barrage of new technology was running far ahead  
of available tools. Indeed, we now finally see new 
communications frameworks such as the new 
European code, while in current issues of Intermedia 
there is focus on balancing regulatory and 
competition tools to help match the speed of 
converging technological developments.


