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The recent resignation of CBC board chair Guy Fournier has given Canada's

federal government its first opportunity to signal its intentions regarding

the CBC's future as Canada's national public broadcaster.

I hope Prime Minister Stephen Harper will appoint someone with a strong

commitment to public broadcasting and a proven track record in governance.

He could also use this opportunity to improve the CBC's governance by giving

its board the power to appoint future CBC presidents and by adding two

employee representatives to the board.

Until recently, there had been expectations that the Minister of Canadian

Heritage, Bev Oda, would  launch a mandate review to resolve the  mismatch

between what the CBC is expected to deliver and the available resources. But

there have been countless reviews of the CBC by parliamentary committees and

other commissions. The key facts are well known; what is needed is action.

The CBC could and should be a national treasure, but only if some radical

changes are made. In its current form, CBC English Television, for example,

can be fairly described as a publicly subsidized commercial broadcaster.

The CBC is often criticized for being too commercial, relying excessively on

advertising revenue, which compromises its public broadcasting mission. This

is a legitimate concern, but the critics fail to acknowledge that public

financing for the CBC is now about one-half, in inflation-adjusted dollars,

per capita, what it was 20 years ago.

Furthermore, the CBC already limits its advertising in programs such as The

National and children's programming, and there is no advertising on radio.

The following recommendations include some major departures from my earlier

views, but the reality of the current broadcasting and political environment

must be faced. My focus is mainly on CBC English Television, which is where

the toughest challenges are:

(1) At the end of the current contract, the CBC should stop broadcasting

professional hockey.  In the past, I have passionately insisted that Hockey

Night in Canada belongs on the CBC for very good reasons. It is an important

part of Canadian culture and makes money for the CBC, attracting large

audiences. But it is time to let go. Hockey fans will still be able to watch

hockey on private networks and the CBC talent will go wherever the game

goes.  

This measure will have a negative financial impact on the CBC, but other

measures outlined below will have an offsetting positive financial impact.

At any rate, there are sound reasons to believe that the CBC may not be able

to match private sector bids for  hockey rights in the future. 

(2) The CBC should drop local television supper hour newscasts, which have

not  been adequately resourced for some time, except in locations where

there is insufficient diversity of coverage by the private sector. The

savings should be redirected, first to radio, for enhanced coverage of local

news, and secondly to national and international radio and television

newscasts.

Currently the CBC offers the best coverage of world events from a Canadian

perspective.  It should build on this strength, particularly at a time when

our daily lives are touched more and more by events in distant parts of the

world. News and current affairs programming is the cornerstone of public

broadcasting, but it needs to be properly resourced to provide in-depth,

thoughtful and balanced coverage.  

(3) The CRTC should allow the full costs of Newsworld to be recovered through

advertising and the cable subscriber fee. When Newsworld was  launched in

1989, it was allowed to charge only the "incremental costs." At the time,

the CBC's main channels were receiving a lot more funds than at present and

it made sense for the existing infrastructure to support Newsworld.

That is no longer the case. Newsworld is a valuable service, and its

subscriber fee should be based on a full cost-allocation model. This can be

done gradually, so as not to create a hardship for subscribers.  

(4) Advertising should continue to be allowed on CBC Television, but limited

in duration and frequency so that it does not interfere with the normal flow

of program content.

(5) The CBC should strike a balance in its programming between content that

attracts large audiences, and content that may cater to a narrower base

(performing arts, for example) but is not available elsewhere because it is

not commercially viable.

(6) The federal government should cancel all tax subsidies and credits now

going to private broadcasters and redirect those funds to the CBC. It makes

no sense for taxpayers to subsidize for-profit  broadcasters. 

This would require a relaxation of Canadian content requirements for private

broadcasters, who should be free to offer whatever mix of programming best

suits their commercial objectives. At one time, such content regulations

made sense, because of the scarcity of over the air spectrum.  With new

technologies, and foreign television programming likely to be available

through the Internet, such regulations are quickly becoming obsolete. 

(7) It is widely acknowledged that the most under-represented Canadian

television programming is drama. It is costly and cannot be financed without

subsidies. By concentrating all available resources on one organization, the

CBC, taxpayers would get far more bang for the buck. 

The CBC can produce, either in house or with independent producers,

outstanding and authentic Canadian drama, and people will watch it, in large

numbers, if it is properly resourced.  

Whether such productions are done in-house, or through independent producers,

in Toronto or Vancouver or any other location, should be a decision based on

creative and financial considerations, not on any centrally imposed formula.

Private broadcasters would lose government subsidies, but would have reduced

obligations to provide costly Canadian programming, and benefit financially

from the CBC's abandonment of local television news and hockey revenue.

I believe that my proposals are financially viable. While some disruption

would certainly result, this can be alleviated by a phased implementation.

The important thing is that, at the end of the day, we would have a national

public broadcaster that provides the highest possible quality of programming

in news and current affairs, Canadian comedy and drama, children's

programming and the performing arts. 

That would be a distinctive public broadcaster that Canada can have, should

have, and will have if the political will to make it happen exists.
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