2005 OCTOBER 5 - BRINGING THE CBC BACK

GLOBE AND MAIL

With a tentative agreement between the CBC and the Canadian Media Guild, it seems appropriate to offer some ideas as to what should happen in the near term, as well as  in the longer term.

CBC management, employees and their union must quickly put their differences aside and focus all of their creative energies on delivering the best possible public broadcasting programming to their audiences.  This is not going to be easy, but it must happen, immediately,  not six months from now.   In the longer term, there must be ongoing dialogue between management and unions, not just about collective bargaining issues, but about how, by working together, they can build a better CBC.

Bringing audiences back to CBC Radio will be easier than for CBC Television.  There is greater loyalty to radio, which despite major cuts over the years, has managed to maintain a significant audience share.  Radio is also quite distinctive, both in its programming and because it carries virtually no advertising.  This doesn’t mean that there is nothing that needs fixing in radio, only that it is better positioned than TV with regard to the recapturing of its audience.

English TV poses different challenges. Ideally, the CBC will put together a schedule of top notch entertainment and information programming, and market it aggressively.  With the NHL season set to start, hockey fans will probably come back very quickly.  Audiences for national and international news should also quickly return, since the CBC does an outstanding job in these areas.  Local and regional news will be more of a challenge, as the CBC has been losing ground in these areas, largely because of budget limitations.
I would certainly like to see the CBC give  high priority to the kinds of programming that make it distinctive in a very crowded commercial media environment.  A series of well researched documentaries on the big issues of the day, which the CBC can do so well, on topics such as health care, energy, the environment, the threat of a pandemic, climate change, Quebec, Afghanistan (yes, Canada is at war) are just a few examples that come to mind.  I know that this takes time, but there may be some valuable work already done that could quickly be finalized with appropriate resources, possibly derived from the net savings achieved during the lockout.  
In the area of entertainment television, CBC must find new ways to develop and present drama and comedy programming that’s rooted in Canada and equals the best of imported programming in terms of writing, performance and production values.  It may not be possible to deliver such programming in volume immediately, but it’s essential to do so in the medium and longer term.

Of course, it does no good for the federal government to continue talking about its “commitment” to public broadcasting at a time when its financial support to the CBC (per capita, inflation adjusted) is about one half what it was twenty years ago, pushing it to an excessive level of dependence on commercial advertising and the virtual abandonment of its regional mandate.  The CBC can and should be a national treasure, but it can’t happen without adequate resources.
Tony Manera 
(Above essay was published on October 6, 2005 under the title: “Past Presidential View”.)

