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Much of the discussion surrounding the recently issued report on the CBC, the National Film Board and Telefilm has focused on the “communications distribution tax” -- the method suggested by the mandate review committee to finance the CBC. Given the difficult financial circumstances of most Canadians, one should not be surprised by the lack of enthusiasm for any new tax.

In the midst of all the commentary and debate, it may be helpful to note that there are only three fundamental questions concerning the CBC; questions that should be asked in sequence. The first was put succinctly by former CBC board chairman Patrick Watson some time ago: “Do we want it or don't we?” The committee -- former CBC president Pierre Juneau, TVOntario chairman Peter Herrndorf and Simon Fraser University professor Catherine Murray -- answer yes. The report, backed by considerable research, makes a strong case for a public broadcaster that contributes to “making our voices heard,” which is also its title. Television and radio are powerful communication instruments. They can be used for commercial purposes, as they are; they can also play an important role in nation-building.  Given our proximity to the U.S.A. (where television and films are viewed exclusively as businesses), our current national unity concerns and the advent of the multi-channel universe, the need for Canadian programming, driven by a public service mandate, would appear to be self-evident -- perhaps even greater than during the Great Depression when the CBC was created. That a large majority of Canadians regularly find something of value on the CBC adds considerable weight to this conclusion, which is also supported by opinion surveys conducted from time to time.

Even CBC critics tend to answer yes to this first question. The divergence in views begins when the second question inevitably follows: What role is most appropriate for the CBC in the current environment? Although the mandate of the CBC is outlined in the Broadcasting Act, the current financial crisis and the many changes occurring in the broadcast industry have caused the question to be asked again. The committee's answer flows from the observation that in recent times commercial considerations have pushed CBC television away from its public service orientation, creating a sort of identity crisis. That this was due to constant budget reductions is true but beside the point. The problem needs to be addressed.  The report suggests CBC television phase out advertising (except for sports in which rights are available only on a commercial basis); abandon American programs; dramatically reduce the emphasis on sports; and concentrate on high quality Canadian news and current affairs, as well as on distinctive Canadian drama, arts and sciences, children's, comedy and variety programming.  Most of the changes are aimed at television. Radio, which is deemed a success story, also needs improvement: it should try to reach younger audiences and fix certain signal problems, in Toronto and Quebec City, for example.

The committee's recommendations about the kind of CBC that is needed are philosophically consistent with proposals advocated by the CBC itself over the past several years -- proposals that have not come to pass because of financial realities. Dropping advertising and U.S. programs, for example, doesn't help the financial equation; in fact, it makes it much worse.  The committee rejected a narrower mandate for the CBC, such as getting out of regional broadcasting. Private broadcasters have been advocating such options. But the report says, correctly in my view, that a CBC that is not rooted in the regions would simply not be reflective of the Canadian reality. In the words of former CBC president Al Johnson, “It would be like having Canada without the provinces.”
The committee's bold vision of a renewed CBC may seem idealistic at first, but I believe it is precisely what is needed. There is simply no justification for U.S. programming on the CBC, and while sports have a place on the schedule, there are times when they dominate it excessively. The diagnosis is not new but the solution is not simple either. I differ somewhat with the committee on the extent of advertising reduction needed to make the CBC truly distinctive. In my view, the report advocates giving up too much advertising revenue.  There is no evidence, for example, that Newsworld or Reseau de l'information news programming is significantly distorted by the presence of advertising. Similarly, much distinctive programming already exists on both French and English television (children's, drama, variety, current affairs -- to cite just a few examples), in spite of advertising.  A significant reduction rather than complete elimination of advertising could be a reasonable compromise that would limit advertising's steering effect on programming without giving up excessive amounts of revenue. It would also contribute to funding stability, through a diversification of funding sources.

Now comes the third question, or as the report calls it, “the moment of truth.” If we want it -- and if we accept the vision outlined in this report -- how much public money does the CBC need and how should that money be raised?  It is clear that the present financial framework is untenable. Successive budget reductions have negatively affected programming and driven the CBC to a greater dependence on advertising than a truly distinctive service ought to have. The committee's proposed funding model would replace the parliamentary appropriation with a dedicated tax on communications to provide the CBC with the kind of long-term stability that successive governments have sometimes promised but failed to deliver.  It is important to point out that the committee is not recommending more money for the CBC. On the contrary, the committee seems to have accepted the currently planned cuts, which is most unfortunate. It bears repeating that CBC's parliamentary appropriation, which in 1984-85 was $905 million, will decline to $839 million by 1997-98 under current federal budget plans. After allowing for inflation, this is a cut of around 40 per cent over a 13-year period.  The dedicated-tax idea may not be popular, but it has a certain logic. Vast sums of money are being invested in the infrastructure needed to create the information super-highway. Unless measures are taken to ensure that at least some of the content on this wonderful mix of cable, satellites and optic fibre is employed for the purpose of “making our voices heard,” it will become a tool for exclusive commercial purposes, and the voices we will hear -- for the most part -- will not be Canadian.  In the end, it is up to government to decide on how much money should be allocated to the CBC and how that money should be raised. The Juneau committee's suggested approach is bold, but there could be variations that would also work. The key is funding, stable and sufficient to do the job that is expected.

Newly appointed Heritage Minister Sheila Copps'S initial reaction was understandably non-committal on specifics -- but encouraging in tone. It will take all her passion and debating skills to convince her cabinet colleagues that the moment of truth has arrived to decide how, as Canadians, we will be making our voices heard.

