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The CBC is a vital and continuing trustee of Canada’s culture

and identity, both in law and in substance.

Today, its financial situation is evidence of the continuing

denial of its mandate by many successive governments. It is

ludicrous and reprehensible that the achievement of its

national responsibilities should depend now on unpredictable

and volatile revenues from advertising, and even from the sale

of assets!

It is time that the structure and financial base of the CBC

reflected its importance to the nation, its necessary

permanence, its independence from passing governments, and

its responsibility to the people of Canada.

The CBC’s Mandate
Briefly, the CBC’s mandate, as set out in the 1991 Broadcasting

Act, defines it as the national public broadcaster, and requires

its programming to be made available throughout Canada, to

be predominantly and

distinctively Canadian, to

serve the regions of Canada,

in English and French, to

actively contribute to culture,

to contribute to shared

national consciousness, and

to reflect the multicultural

and multiracial nature of

Canada.

Just as Canada’s constitution defines the needs of the nation

and its citizens for governance, the CBC’s mandate defines the

needs of the nation and its citizens for a common experience,

access to information, and a national forum. 

Further, the Act guarantees the CBC’s independence in

Section (52) (1). ‘Nothing in Sections 53 to 70 (financial

provisions) shall be interpreted or applied so as to limit the

freedom of expression or the journalistic, creative or

programming independence enjoyed by the Corporation in the

pursuit of its objects and in the exercise of its powers.’

All Canadians have a right to the services that the CBC has a

mandate to deliver.

But administratively, the Act establishes the CBC as a

government department, currently reporting to the Minister of

Heritage, and required to submit an annual budget for approval

by the government of the day. And over the years, governments

have required that the CBC depend increasingly on revenue

from sales of television advertising—currently 40% of a total

annual budget of some $2 billion—to carry out its mandate. 

This has led the CBC to compete with private broadcasters

for advertising, and to seek greater viewing audiences to attract

advertisers. This has demonstrably affected its independence

and its ability to be predominantly and distinctively Canadian.

Despite this, the CBC has shown considerable creativity and

enterprise in pursuing all aspects of its mandate, both in its

programming and its delivery on AM and FM radio, television,

and the internet.

CBC’s Financial Crunch
Today, all media are suffering from reduced advertising

revenues because of the current economic situation. But unlike

its privately owned competitors, the CBC has had no

opportunity to build reserves

during good times to carry it

through bad times; it must

depend on the government of the

day for that.

And the government of the day

has failed the CBC, even refusing a

request for an operating loan. To

quote Heritage Minister James

Moore: ‘It’s causing real

challenges and CBC is going to have to tackle those challenges

in their own way and I have confidence that they’re going to do

it in a way that’s effective.’ 

In other words, ‘The CBC may have a permanent mandate,

but don’t ask this government to fund it.’ Well, CBC

management has tackled those challenges in their own way:

eliminate 800 employees (10% of the total; 80 from the news

department alone) and sell (if it can) $125 million in assets

(leasing them back at higher cost).

Clearly, this is a temporary band-aid on a long-term

suppurating sore. It is time to change the game.

Independence and Funding
In the 21st century, an independent broadcaster is just as vital
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to the functioning of the nation as an independent judiciary.

If the CBC ceased to be treated as a government

department, and had assured long-term funding, it would

regain its independence, both from the government and from

advertisers, and once more be able to focus on its mandate.

With these objectives in mind, the CBC should be

restructured as an independent non-profit foundation, backed

by investments limited to the government bonds of Canada and

the provinces. The capital required for the CBC Foundation

would be provided by the government.

In other words, the federal government would invest in the

CBC Foundation, which would in turn, through purchases of

government bonds, invest in the government.

Such a structure is not, as it may appear, mere financial

sleight-of-hand. True, the government’s initial investment

would result in a one-time addition to the national debt (in

2008, the national debt was $458 billion) in order to capitalize

the Foundation. But the Foundation, in its turn, would

purchase an equivalent amount of government securities.

The CBC would be financed from the interest on its

investments in government bonds, and would no longer be

subject to the government’s annual budgeting process. It would

have an assured annual revenue stream, permitting multi-year

financial planning. And the CBC Foundation would be clearly

independent of the government.

The CBC would be able to plan long-term development, and

manage the costs of carrying out its national responsibilities.

The CBC would finally have, appropriately, permanent funding

for a permanent mandate.

CBC Governance
Currently, the President of the CBC is appointed by the

government of the day. But clearly, he/she must be an

individual experienced in both management and media.

His/her decisions must meet the challenge of the CBC

mandate, and must also meet the expectations of the audience. 

The audience, in turn, might be expected to hold the CBC to

high standards in programming, reporting, integrity,

expression of national and regional identities, and in service

delivery. It therefore follows that the President should be

appointed by the Board of directors, and that the Directors, in

turn, should represent a cross section of Canadians.

It seems logical, then, that the audience should have a

strong voice in the management and operation of the CBC. The

creation of a CBC Society, with a significant advisory role,

would enable CBC management to be responsive to the needs

of all Canadians. This is not to say that all Canadians need be

members of such a society, but that those who feel an interest

in and a responsibility for the CBC would have a means to

participate.

This would not change the mandate, but would strengthen

the responsibilities of the CBC to all Canadians, all regions, and

both official languages.

The current CBC situation is completely untenable. Where is

the government that has the courage to change the

Broadcasting Act, and make the CBC really an independent

national public broadcaster? 0
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