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It has taken a year and a half, but the Senate Committee on Transportation and Communications has finally done it. Its 2015 report “Time for Change: The CBC/Radio-Canada in the Twenty-first Century” has been tabled.  While it incorporates some constructive ideas, it is essentially a blueprint for the marginalization of the CBC. It also represents an abdication of responsibility for an institution created by Parliament with a mandate that is as relevant today as it ever was. The CBC’s role is to provide radio and television services incorporating a wide range of programming that informs, enlightens and entertains, with programming that is predominantly and distinctively Canadian.
The Senate Committee recommends that the CBC mandate be modernized, but offers only two specific recommendations for what should be changed. One is an increase in the presentation of Canadian history and film (both of which would require more funding, which the Committee chooses to disregard). The other is to reflect all regions of Canada, which is already included in the current legislation, hence requires no change in mandate.

On governance, the Committee recommends that the president be appointed by the board, which is in line with governance best practices, but fails to address the composition of the board itself, which is now dominated by politically partisan appointments. It compounds the problem by advocating that the CBC ombudsman report directly to the board rather than to the president, which is the current practice. Such a measure would cause incalculable damage to the arm’s length relationship that must always be maintained between the government of the day and the journalistic functions of the CBC. It would, in effect, shift the balance away from public broadcasting towards state broadcasting. Canadians would be ill served from such a fundamental change.
On funding, which is the toughest challenge faced by the CBC, the Committee washes its hands and tells the CBC to explore alternative sources of revenue in consultation with the Government of Canada. Why did the Committee itself not explore such alternative sources, whatever they may be? The CBC, after all, is a creature of Parliament. Does it not follow that the responsibility for deciding how the CBC is funded belong to Parliament?
And why does the Committee ask the CBC to examine the costs and benefits of advertising? These are well known to anybody who has ever studied the matter and were thoroughly covered in presentations to the Committee. Bottom line: the more advertising you have, the more programming is driven by the need to raise commercial revenue and the less distinctive the CBC becomes. This is contrary to the CBC’s mandate and the Committee’s own exhortation that the CBC should not offer programming that is already available on commercial networks. That implies less advertising on the CBC, not more.   

Finally, the Senate Committee fails to address the issue of accountability. How well is the CBC fulfilling its mandate under the Broadcasting Act? Several ideas were submitted on this critical issue, but the Committee has nothing to say other than that the CBC should report annually to both Houses of Parliament. Of course, that should happen, as it has ever since the CBC was created. But it begs the question of exactly how the CBC’s performance is to be judged. If reporting to both Houses of Parliament is the Committee’s idea of how accountability is to be assured, then it represents a politicization of the process. Of course, Parliament must always have the last word on the mandate and funding of the CBC, but surely there is room for an independent arm’s length process by which the CBC’s performance can be objectively evaluated and recommendations on its funding submitted.

In 2008, the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Canadian Heritage tabled a report “Defining Distinctiveness in the Changing Media Landscape.” It confirmed, unanimously, the CBC's role as an institution at the centre of cultural, political, social and economic life in Canada. No technological development alters the validity of this fundamental statement. The Senate Committee has failed to come up with constructive recommendations that would ensure the CBC’s future as a national treasure that continues to be relevant in the 21st century.
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