STATE LEGISLATURE
Wednesday, June 13, 2007
9:00 p.m.-12:45 a.m. ET
– Filmmaker Frederick Wiseman Investigates Idaho’s State Legislature in Comprehensive New PBS Documentary –

In the United States, the legislature is the basic democratic institution of each state. The legislators are elected by the state’s citizens to make the laws that define the rights and obligations of citizenship. The legislature determines how to raise the monies that fund all the agencies of state government, then allocates these funds and determines the policies of the police, prisons, courts, schools, universities, welfare, aid for the poor and handicapped, regulatory agencies and all the other services the state provides for its citizens. A legislature also is a site for political symbolism. It is where elected representatives act out the image they want to project to constituents and opponents and where groups present collective grievances and goals — seeking press, symbolic legislative declarations or simply airtime as often as actual laws or appropriations.

STATE LEGISLATURE, airing Wednesday, June 13, 2007, 9:00 p.m.-12:45 a.m. ET on PBS, illustrates the way the democratic decision-making process works. The film was shot during the 2004 session of the Idaho legislature. The director, Frederick Wiseman, was present for the entire session and had access to all aspects of its work. The film includes: bills being discussed by legislators before they are formally introduced; formal committee hearings in which the testimony of witnesses and lobbyists for and against legislation is heard; the debate among the legislators to determine whether a bill should go to the floor of the house or senate for final consideration; final debates and votes; and, throughout the process, informal discussions with lobbyists, interest groups and citizens who have a particular interest in the legislation, press conferences and interviews with journalists. The film features major sequences illustrating the role of lobbyists, the role and power of committee chairmen, the use of procedural maneuvers to advance or retard legislation and debates in committee and in the house and senate, which clearly indicate the values and ideologies of the participants.

The proposed bills and raised issues examine (in order of sequence): violence in schools; mad cow disease; electronic waste; video voyeurism; increases in utility costs; teacher salaries; sex offenders registry; illegal immigrants; the relationship between church and state; water policy; the correctional system; public health and secondhand smoke; appropriations for welfare; liability of corporations for merchandising unhealthy food products; educational policy in relation to public schools, charter schools and home schooling; mental illness; deregulation of telephone rates; crime victims’ rights; contractor licensing; public transportation policy; and a debate about an amendment to the Idaho constitution forbidding gay marriage.

Idaho is a state with a relatively small population, vast natural resources, great beauty and a complex and fascinating history. The issues that are of importance to Idaho are similar to those of many western states, i.e. development of natural resources, tourism, increasing the industrial base, preserving the integrity of the environment and maintaining a rural way of life hospitable to its residents. All of these factors are reflected in the issues with which the legislature deals during a legislative session. Like many western states, Idaho’s political issues are relatively unknown to Americans in other parts of the country, since national press and television coverage focus mainly on political events in the large industrial states.
The Emmy Award-winning filmmaker of STATE LEGISLATURE, Frederick Wiseman, has been making documentaries since 1967. His two-part film DOMESTIC VIOLENCE, which aired on PBS in 2003, won the Silver Hugo Award at the Chicago International Film Festival. His other films for PBS include PUBLIC HOUSING, LA COMEDIE-FRANCAISE OU L’AMOUR JOUE, BALLET, HIGH SCHOOL II, ZOO, ASPEN and CENTRAL PARK.
Underwriters: National Endowment for the Arts, The LEF Foundation, Ford Foundation, Public Television Viewers, PBS and Corporation for Public Broadcasting. Co-producers: Idaho Film, Inc. and Thirteen/WNET New York in association with ITVS. Presenter: Thirteen/WNET. Producer/director/editor: Frederick Wiseman. Executive producer for Thirteen/WNET: Stephen Segaller. Executive producer for ITVS: Sally Jo Fifer. Photography: John Davey. Sound: Frederick Wiseman. Format: CC Stereo Letterbox
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