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Prime Minister Stephen Harper's inspired choice of Bev Oda as the new minister of Canadian Heritage should be welcomed by the Canadian cultural community. She brings to her portfolio an impressive record of accomplishment in broadcasting. And preliminary indications suggest a desire by the new Conservative government to better focus the CBC on its public broadcasting mandate.

Conventional wisdom is that Liberal governments are supportive of the CBC, but Conservative governments want to privatize it or dismantle it. The evidence suggests otherwise. Budget cuts during the Liberal government led by Jean Chretien were much larger than cuts made by Brian Mulroney's Conservatives.

With the arrival of a new Conservative government and its stated commitment to improve accountability, the time is right to review the governance of various federal Crown corporations, including the CBC.

Why should the public care about CBC governance? After all, members of the CBC board of directors don't produce programs. What they do is set policies and strategies, and perform an oversight role over management. This doesn't sound all that sexy, but it does matter because the performance of the board ultimately has an impact on what viewers and listeners see and hear. And the 2005 lockout demonstrated clearly that CBC management and the CBC board were not singing from the same hymn book, a clear indication that there are serious governance issues.

While in the past both Liberal and Conservative governments have appointed board members who were clearly politically aligned with the party in power, there are now several CBC directors with impressive accomplishments in broadcasting, the arts, and other cultural fields. The new government should continue the practice of appointing such individuals, and resist the temptation to use an appointment to the CBC board as a reward for political services rendered.

I would also like to propose some changes in legislation that would further enhance the board's role and better protect the CBC's status as a "public" rather than a "state" broadcaster.

In most tax-supported corporations (universities, colleges, hospitals), the board of directors has the authority to hire, evaluate, compensate and terminate the CEO. In fact, this may be the single most important function of any board of directors. Unfortunately, this is not the case at the CBC.

The prime minister appoints the CEO. Given the importance of the CBC to be, and to be seen as, independent of the government of the day, a strong case can be made that the board of directors should be the body to make such decisions.

I have always supported this view, but until recently felt that no prime minister would give up this power. But times change, and with a new federal government in place, the time is right to take a fresh look at this idea.

The other anomaly in the CBC board's structure is that, whenever the position of board chair is vacant, a situation that has sometimes lasted for several months, the president automatically becomes acting chair. This defeats the whole purpose of having a board that is independent of management, a key element of good governance. A simple solution would be for the board to elect its own acting chair.

I recommend a further, somewhat radical change to the composition of the CBC board of directors: Add two CBC employees as directors, one elected by employees from the English-language services, and one elected by employees from the French-language services.

Neither could serve as board chair, and both would have to be excluded from participation in discussions and decisions where there is a conflict of interest, such as collective bargaining strategies. After all, most board members can have conflicts of interest from time to time, and procedures to deal with such conflicts are pretty standard in the bylaws of most corporations.

I have not always been in favour of this idea, but have come to accept it because of my experience serving on boards that allow such participation. I have found that these individuals generally offer knowledge and perspectives that add tremendous value to the board's deliberations. Having a couple of employees on the CBC board would foster a feeling of inclusiveness, and this could, however indirectly, contribute to a more collaborative spirit throughout the corporation. It would benefit the board to hear the employees' perspective, and it would help employees to better appreciate the difficult decisions that boards sometimes have to make.

It's a win-win proposal that would enhance the value that an already strong board of directors brings to the CBC, and would ultimately be of benefit to CBC audiences. And that's what it's all about.
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