2015 OCTOBER 22 - TOWARDS A REVITALIZED CBC
With a new federal government just elected, the CBC has an opportunity to revitalize itself so as to better fulfill its nation building role.

The Liberal Party has promised to reverse CBC budget cuts made by the previous government and to add $150 million in annual funding. It has also promised a review of the process for the appointment of CBC board members to ensure that such appointments are based on merit. Both are key to the revitalization of the CBC.

In light of these election campaign commitments, specific measures that will produce maximum benefit are outlined below. In the area of governance, the following actions, which would cost nothing, should be quickly implemented by the new Liberal government:

1. While CBC directors will continue to be named by the federal cabinet, a process needs to be established whereby they are appointed, not on the basis of their political affiliation, but on the knowledge and skills that they bring to the governance of the institution. Above all, directors must understand the importance of protecting the independence of the CBC. This is impossible if they are perceived as agents of the government. 
2. Two CBC employees should be elected as board members (one each from the French and English language sectors). This would add great value to the work of the board. 
3. Bill C-60, which enables Treasury Board to influence collective bargaining between the CBC and its unions, should be quickly repealed. This legislation is a clear violation of the arm’s length relationship that must always be maintained between the CBC and the government of the day. 

4. Finally, all board meetings should be open to the public (with the usual exceptions about personnel and other confidential matters) and board members should serve without any remuneration except for out of pocket expenses. The CBC is, after all, a public service.
Assuming that the federal government makes good on its funding commitments, there are things that the CBC should consider as part of its overall strategy, as follows:

1. Programming needs to be strengthened in three key areas, to enhance the CBC’s nation building raïson d’être. The first is regional reflection, to bring Canadians together from coast to coast to coast. The second is to promote both official languages by featuring programming that bridges the gap between our “two solitudes.” While there are important differences between English and French language audiences, a lot more common programming is desirable and possible. The performing arts, sports and documentaries are obvious examples that transcend language barriers. The third area involves programming that helps immigrants adjust to their new life as Canadians. This will become increasingly important as immigration is projected to drive Canadian population growth in the foreseeable future.
2. Advertising should be substantially reduced, with a hard cap of four minutes per hour. There should be no advertising at all on children, information or radio programming. The advertising model is designed for commercial broadcasting, not for a public service like the CBC.
3. An enhanced accountability framework should be put in place. Taxpayers must have easy access to reliable information about the CBC’s performance. Various measures are already published in the CBC’s Annual Report on its website. These are directly linked to the CBC’s mandate, and cover a broad range of quantitative and qualitative measures. With some exceptions, CBC audiences (in both official languages) give rankings in the 7-8 range (out of 10), which is commendable when one considers the financial constraints under which it has been operating. Audiences perceive CBC programming to be informative, enlightening, entertaining, original, innovative, high quality, Canadian and different from what is available on other channels. Nevertheless, there is room for improvement, especially in regional reflection, which appears relatively weak. It would help if some form of independent validation (either from the Auditor General or the CRTC) were published. Such external validation would add credibility to the evaluation process. It would also assist the CBC in improving its performance, thereby enhancing its value to all Canadians and justifying its Parliamentary appropriation.
For too long, the CBC has been withering while Parliament has been dithering. With a new government in place, the time is right to breathe new life into an institution that remains vital to Canadians’ cultural identity.    
Tony Manera

