What is best role for CBC today?
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Behind closed doors Tuesday in a Parliament Hill meeting room, a small group of federal politicians will start consideration of a draft report on the future role and mandate of the Canadian Broadcasting Corp. The report, prepared for the Commons heritage committee, is the latest in a long string of studies and policy papers looking at how the troubled public broadcaster should operate in an era of 500 television channels, the Internet, declining audiences and budget cuts. 

The session Tuesday comes just seven weeks before Hubert Lacroix, a Montreal lawyer, takes over as CBC president, replacing Robert Rabinovitch, whose eight-year tenure was marked by labour strife, including a seven-week lockout in 2005, and the controversial decision to briefly bump The National from its time slot for a U.S. "reality" show. 
The top priority for Lacroix will be to figure out how the CBC can meet its current mandate of providing compelling and relevant programing to Canadians. Earlier this year, Rabinovitch told the heritage committee the CBC is at a turning point, and that without a pledge to provide adequate funding over the next 10 years, Ottawa will just be paying "lip service to public broadcasting while watching it whither." 

Under the 1991 Broadcasting Act, which the heritage committee is reviewing, the programming provided by the CBC should 

Be predominantly and distinctively Canadian. 

Reflect Canada and its regions to national and regional audiences, while serving the special needs of those regions. 

Actively contribute to the flow and exchange of cultural expression. 

Be in English and French, reflecting the different needs and circumstances of each official language community. 

Strive to be of equivalent quality in English and French. 

Contribute to shared national consciousness and identity. 

Be made available throughout Canada by the most appropriate and efficient means and as resources become available for the purpose. 

Reflect the multicultural and multiracial nature of Canada. 

How to interpret this mandate in a 21st-century climate of 500- channel television dominated by American programming and satellite radio is at the crux of the Commons heritage committee study. The committee's report is critical because it could form the platform from which the CBC will be pushed to oblivion or allowed to thrive and regain its former role as the country's major cultural institution. 

Key to this debate are several major questions. 

First, should CBC television focus all its energy on trying to win large audiences as Richard Stursberg, the current executive director of English programming, believes? Last year, he cancelled a raft of Canadian drama shows because he didn't believe their ratings were high enough and veered away from public broadcasting with a series of reality shows and lusty dramas such as The Tudors, a co- production with Ireland about the life of Henry VIII. Such shows draw bigger audiences and ad dollars but tell Canadians little, if anything, about themselves. 

Second, should it stick with part of its mandate by running programs like the Royal Winnipeg Ballet even though they are ratings disasters? 

Third, how much money should Ottawa give to the CBC? Now, the broadcaster gets $950 million a year from the government. Another $550 million comes from advertising and other revenues. The amount of tax money is substantial, but Ottawa's grant has fallen by 20 per cent in the past 15 years when inflation is taken into account. Indeed, only the United States and New Zealand give less government money per person to their national public broadcasters. 

Fourth, is a public television broadcaster needed any longer now that private broadcasters, although dominated by foreign content, produce some popular Canadian shows such as CTV's Corner Gas? 

During its deliberations, the Commons committee will surely study a report by a Senate committee that last year recommended that CBC television should be more like CBC radio, focusing on high-quality news and information programming, services not available on other stations and better regional programming. And given the threat that foreign programs pose to Canada's cultural independence, the committee would be wise to dismiss arguments by some Canadians that the CBC should abandon public broadcasting altogether. 

But if the CBC is to fulfill its wide mandate to be all things to all Canadians by producing excellent news, public affairs, sports and drama, Parliament must provide more funding to the broadcaster, as the Senate report and countless others have concluded. 

We believe the CBC must be given the resources to tell Canadian stories through drama, humour, news and current events. And we believe it must be given increased and steady long-term funding at levels high enough to produce programs of excellence that Canadians will watch. 

Our view is shared by many people, but not everyone agrees. That's why the people who claim they are friends of the CBC must speak up now. Instead of simply attacking the CBC for its shortcomings - and there are many - supporters of the public broadcaster must outline and champion their own realistic long-term vision for the service. 

Clearly, the CBC must change, or it will face a death by a thousand small cuts. And it cannot do everything called for under its current mandate. One thing is obvious, though, and it is that a vibrant public broadcaster is an essential part of Canada's cultural mosaic. 
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