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With the lockout of CBC’s 5500 employees who are members of the Canadian Media Guild now officially over, questions are being asked and opinions are being expressed, not only about the lockout, but also about the future directions of the CBC.  As a strong supporter of public broadcasting, it’s impossible for me to remain indifferent to the impact of the lockout on CBC audiences and on CBC employees and their families. I sincerely wish it hadn’t happened.
Public broadcasting is, above all, a public service.  It does not exist for the purpose of making a profit or employing people.  It is a service paid for by taxpayers who deserve and expect value for their financial contribution. Because of Canada’s unique history and geography, public broadcasting has, from its very beginning, been seen as a nation building instrument.  Canadians have easy access to American media products, the world’s largest source of information and entertainment, on television, radio, print, Internet and so on.  But we  also want to develop our own cultural identity, and to be informed about world events from a Canadian perspective.  The CBC was created with this objective in mind. The objective is just as valid and important today as it ever was, but it has become  increasingly difficult to achieve, particularly for the English speaking population.  The reasons are many, but lack of sufficient resources is the single most important factor.
Over the past several years,  huge cuts have been made to the CBC’s Parliamentary appropriation.  In 1984, the CBC was fat and wasteful.  It could and did absorb those early cuts.  In 1990, further significant cuts were made.  By then, the CBC, although still not as lean as it might be, was unable to absorb those cuts and vital services to regions were decimated.  Thousands of people protested, including many members of Parliament.  In 1995, further and much deeper cuts were made, in order to help eliminate the federal budget deficit.  That deficit was eliminated, and Canada has posted budget surpluses for several years now, but CBC per capita funding,  in inflation adjusted dollars, remains at about one half  what it was twenty years ago. Meanwhile, the CBC’s mandate, adopted in 1991 by the Parliament of Canada, remains unchanged. So, my position on this issue has been quite consistent over the years. Either the CBC is funded at a level which is appropriate to its mandate, or  the mandate is changed to fit the available resources. The CBC does not have the power to change its own mandate, only Parliament can do that. But, after countless Parliamentary reviews (the most recent being “Our Cultural Sovereignty: the second century of Canadian broadcasting”, submitted to the federal government by the Parliamentary Committee on Canadian Heritage in June 2003), Royal Commissions and other extensive studies, Parliament has chosen not to make any significant changes to the Broadcasting Act of 1991, which sets out the mandate of the CBC. It’s fine to say, let the private sector do this and do that.  But the private sector will only be interested in producing programs that are profitable or subsidized.  And if you eliminate from the CBC schedule programs that make money, the result will be a need for more  funding, not less.
Another common idea is for CBC  Television to eliminate advertising. The theory is that this would enable the CBC not to be obsessed with ratings, but to concentrate on programs appealing to smaller and under-served audiences. The point is made that  CBC radio carries virtually no advertising, resulting in a distinctive and highly valued service by a significant number of radio listeners across Canada.  Eliminating commercial advertising from CBC Television is at first blush an attractive proposition. But in the real world, it would have some very serious consequences.  For example, how would one replace the lost revenue, in the order of $300 million? An optimist might say that the government would make up the loss.  Unrealistic as this may be, let’s assume that it would in fact happen.  Would eliminating advertising be the best use for such additional funding?  I don’t think so. There are far better uses to which these resources could and should be put.  More Canadian drama, better regional news coverage, a stronger presence on the international   scene are only a few of the underfunded areas that could use a substantial boost in resources. Having said this, I would welcome a modest reduction in advertising on television, if it can be achieved.
Given the financial reality, and a mandate that is not properly funded, the CBC’s options are  limited.  It should, of course, continue to seek greater efficiencies, a process that applies to any well run organization.  But, given all that has been done to improve efficiency in the past, significant additional savings that do not harm quality are unlikely.
Any organization that finds itself in this type of dilemma should identify its core strengths and protect them as much as possible.  For the CBC, that is News and Current Affairs, as well as the radio networks. While a free press is a pre-requisite for democracy to work, it must also be a diverse press.  The CBC helps to ensure that Canadians have access to a broad variety of independent sources of information.

The CBC’s Information services enjoy a very high level of credibility, based on the application of rigorous journalistic policies and practices, by a very professional team of journalists, producers, editors and other staff. News coverage is closely monitored by the CBC itself, and extensive use is made of independently conducted opinion surveys to assess the public’s perception of the trustworthiness of CBC information programming. Over the years, I have read many such reports, and while there is always room for improvement, when it comes to trustworthiness, CBC news ranks well above other Canadian and American broadcasters.  There are also two ombudsmen, one for the English language information service, and the other for the French language information service. Both operate independently of network management, and have traditionally been persons of impeccable reputation as journalists, whose reviews of complaints from the public about the CBC’s journalistic coverage are quite rigorous and balanced.   I am disappointed, however, that, aside from a brief reference to the role of the CBC’s two ombudsmen, hardly anything is said in the CBC’s annual report about the extensive measures in place at the CBC to ensure the most objective, fair and balanced news coverage.  I believe the public would benefit from having greater knowledge of these processes.
Professional sports has been a controversial topic for a long time. Critics who believe that “sports” do not qualify as “culture” take a rather narrow and elitist view of what culture is.  In fact, the public values CBC’s coverage of NHL hockey, and the CBC has generally been able to recover its costs from advertising, therefore not relying on taxpayer subsidy.  I see no reason why the CBC should abandon such coverage, especially now that ways have been found to minimize the conflict with the evening National news program.

 Drama is costly, but important, because it’s a vehicle for telling Canadian stories that enhance our understanding of ourselves.  But given the resource constraints, I would do less drama, but with higher production values.  It is better to show one hour of top notch drama, well written, directed, and produced than several hours of mediocre programming.  Comedy has been a success story at CBC Television (Royal Canadian Air Farce, Twenty-two minutes, The Mercer Report, etc.) but it needs constant renewal.  The challenge for CBC Television is to air programming that attracts large enough audiences to justify the cost, without pandering to the lowest common denominator. Dumbed down and vulgar programs, even if they attract large audiences,  should have no place on the public broadcaster’s schedule. 
The CBC must offer its programs on as many platforms as possible.  Digital cable, satellite radio, the web,  and the recent phenomenon of podcasts are vehicles for dissemination of CBC content, and the CBC is properly moving forward to take full advantage of them.  As technology evolves, traditional broadcasting may be further transformed, so constant innovation and experimentation will be essential.  

In summary, the CBC today continues to have many strengths, but it is far from the service that it could and should be.  There are too many gaps in its programming, and there is too much dependence on commercial advertising on television.  Numerous submissions have been made by CBC management to Parliamentary committees, but the results have been disappointing.  Perhaps the CBC board, which is appointed by the federal government, and which includes several individuals with an impressive  record of achievement in  the cultural domain, should consider taking on a more sustained role in lobbying decision makers to address the funding issues.  If the CBC board won’t speak up for the CBC, the message, by default,  will be that they don’t care.
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