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CUTS TO THE CBC: CHANGE OR PROGRESS?
CANADIAN PERSPECTIVES - BY TONY MANERA

We hear a lot about change these days. We hear that it is necessary and inevitable; that even if something isn’t broken, we should break it so that it can be fixed. Sir Bertrand Russell had something interesting to say about change in his “Unpopular Essays.” He said that: ‘Change is one thing, progress is another. “Change” is scientific, “progress” is ethical; change is indisputable, whereas progress is a matter of controversy.’

Along with many other Canadians, I also believe in the need for change. Unfortunately, many of the changes proposed for the CBC, in my view, do not represent progress. In fact, the CBC, one of the most important institutions that helps define us as Canadians, is in serious danger. And this is happening when the forces of globalization threaten to smother our identity and regional and linguistic tensions threaten to pull us apart.

Here’s a sample of the most frequently heard views on why we need to cut funding to the CBC: 
1

“In the 500 channel universe, the CBC is redundant, an anachronism no longer needed.” 
That’s like saying that, with the invention of the printing press, writers became redundant. Because, much like printing presses don’t write books, satellite transponders do not produce programming.

2

“The CBC must do its share to fight the deficit.”

The CBC has done more than its fair share. And, according to the most recent federal budget, its parliamentary appropriation is scheduled to be cut a further $226 million over the next two years. This means that the CBC appropriation, which was $905 million in 1984 will have declined to $839 million by 1997. When inflation

over that 13 year period is taken into account, the CBC appropriation will have been cut by about 40 per cent.

3
“CBC television should be distributed only on cable; all transmitters should be turned off.”

Wow! Why didn’t we think of that? Such a simple solution! The only problem is that by turning off its TV transmitters, and relying on cable for distribution of its television programs, the CBC would lose about 35 per cent of its audience. Not very smart when one’s mandate is to reach as large a percentage of the Canadian population as possible. And the savings? They would hardly make a dent in the $350 million shortfall faced by the CBC.
4
“The CBC should drop professional sports like hockey and forget about covering the Olympics.” 
Aside from the obvious fact that hockey and other sports are important to large numbers of Canadians, neither professional sports nor Olympics coverage benefit from the parliamentary appropriation, directly or indirectly. In fact, these programs make a net contribution to overhead.
5
“The CBC should get out of local news and concentrate on national and international coverage.” 
This would certainly save money. But Canada is not

a homogeneous country; it has significant regional, linguistic and cultural differences that are the essence of this vast and beautiful country.

Since these so-called solutions to the CBC’s problems are so obviously flawed, one has to wonder why they keep coming up. Who would benefit from these measures if they were adopted?

Huge audience losses for the CBC and no more competition in local markets from the CBC — can you not see private broadcasters salivating at the prospect of capturing those audiences so that their bottom line could be further enriched? And what about the right of local audiences to a diversity of news sources? We all know the effect of monopolies on journalistic coverage, and it’s not very healthy for democracy.

I believe Canadians want the kind of change that will result in progress, progress that is not measured exclusively by efficiency indicators or simplistic comparisons with the private sector.

Parliament must demonstrate positive leadership by re-affirming the mandate of the CBC and by matching that mandate with the necessary resources on a stable multi-year basis. I believe dismantling the CBC would erode our very reason for being, our belief that we Canadians have created something different and better on the northern half of this continent.
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