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TODAY, in Quebec City, the federal Liberal caucus is meeting to discuss next month’s budget and to prepare for the coming election. We invite them to consider the unprecedented crisis facing the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation.
The Red Book’s CBC policy reflected the historical Liberal position of support for a strong CBC, and contained a commitment to stable long-term financing, In office, the government departed from this policy, citing fiscal restraint. However, the cuts announced for the CRC grant have been considerably more severe than reductions to government programs as a whole.
Since 1985, the CBC has lost 38 per cent of the purchasing power of its parliamentary allocation. The remaining public subsidy is substantial, but inadequate to support services on radio and television in English, French and many aboriginal languages in a land whose size and geography dictate more transmission towers per capita than any other country.
Canada spends far less on public broadcasting than most other developed countries: $32 per capita per year, to serve a huge, diverse, bilingual and multicultural country. Belgium, which is also bilingual, spends $58; the United Kingdom spends $60, Japan $56 and Switzerland $109. This revenue gap has forced the CRC to solicit ever more advertising to fund its television networks, introducing an inevitable and growing distortion of its programming decisions.

We, who have led the CBC through very different times, all agree on one thing: It is impossible, under current conditions, to meet the Corporation’s mandate as set out in the Broadcasting Act — a mission all Canadian governments have considered essential to the existence of a distinct country on the northern half of the continent since Mackenzie King created the CBC 60 years ago.

Our citizens’ need for knowledge and understanding of day-to-day events in this vast, complex country has never been greater. More than ever, our artists, creators and minorities need access, in our diverse regions, and across the length and breadth of Canada, to our most important cultural institution. All of us have a need to be part of a web of community roots, drawing on our heritage and feeding our common aspirations and dreams.
As citizens faced with daily personal choices and democratic decisions, we need, more than ever, to nourish the quality of intellectual, cultural and social life the CBC brings to adults, children and communities. We cannot afford to isolate ourselves from each other, amid the growing noise from American air waves that threatens to drown out conversations between us. Surely, we need the national platform and window on the world the CBC provides more than ever in an increasingly borderless economic and electronic universe.
The French-language networks of the CBC have sustained and nourished generations of creators, so that today a dynamic French-language culture exists here in Canada and contributes strongly to global culture. The CBC is the single most important means of expression for francophone culture and communication in North America.
The English networks are also crucial. CBC’s English television network, for example, is the only national forum in the English language that is predominantly Canadian in prime time. The private sector, for well-known economic reasons, is simply incapable of assuming this role, even with the substantial public subsidies It receives.
Without CBC Television, the share of mind for Canada on television would be greatly diminished. Fully 87 per cent of the audience tuned to CBC Television in prime time are watching Canadian programming. On the private networks, the equivalent number is seventeen per cent, because the cost of acquiring original Canadian programming is so much higher than importing American product.
We know better than anyone that the CBC is not perfect. No institution is perfect. But we are deeply concerned to note the erosion of the CBC’s ability to act with the independence, integrity and creativity that an advanced country expects from its public broadcaster. The government’s planned budget cuts will force the CBC to abandon much of its regional presence, and to diminish the quality and quantity of all its programming.
We recommend that the government return to its own roots by supporting a strong CBC. Next month’s budget should not proceed with the previously announced CBC cuts. Instead, it should implement long-term stable funding. This is important not just for the CBC, but for the integrity of our country.
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