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Preface

The CBC/Radio-Canada in a brand new media environment

Just like the 1930s were the golden age of radio and the 1950s, the time of television, 
the next 10 years will certainly see great changes in the world of Canadian television 
and radio. People are already familiar with computers and TV sets, but in the future, 
audiovisual messages will be broadcasted via the Web. Social media have become 
a part of the media landscape and are very useful in getting an immediate audience 
response. Smartphones and tablet computers will continue to gain ground over 
newsprint. In short, the public has become an active contributor in the information 
transmission chain.

Blossoming technology cannot remain neutral and some groups hope to profit 
from the new communication networks. While the written press has always been 
a private affair around the world, the audiovisual model took a parallel course by 
letting the public and private sectors coexist. Television – people’s main source 
of information – has always broadcasted public entertainment and news. Except 
for the Tory government, no one is questioning the community ownership of this 
crucial communication tool; though the vehicles of transmission may be changing, 
the strategic issues at stake in the battle remain the news desk and the programme 
schedule. A lot of content can be outsourced, but not our core content!

On the financial front, the last few years have been difficult for the René-Lévesque 
Blvd. Crown corporation. Several key political figures would be happy to silence the 
public broadcaster’s voice, but the CBC/Radio-Canada brings a critical perspective 
to the cultural life and to the news that are dear to Quebeckers and Canadians. As 
long as we give the public broadcaster the means to enjoy the freedom to success, 
the corporation will come out of the upcoming media tsunami unscathed. This 
White Paper provides an accurate historical vision of the CBC/Radio-Canada’s 
development, while the last section raises important issues.

The authors recognize that time-travelling is impossible and that a lot of energy 
was spent trying to safeguard the achievements of the written press. Nowadays 
everyone agrees that consolidation towards digital media is inevitable. We must 
strive to preserve a strong public voice that is able to freely offer a wide range of 
programmes in a new media environment. This White Paper aims at motivating all 
those willing to rethink how to inform, entertain and amuse our fellow citizens. Many 
thanks to everyone who helped craft this document!

Michel Nadeaui

Executive Manager of the Institute for Governance 
of Private and Public Organizations

i Michel Nadeau worked as a financial reporter, unionist and editorial writer for Le Devoir from 
1974 to 1983. After holding various senior executive positions at the Caisse de dépôt et placement  
for 20 years, he co-founded the Institute for Governance of Private and Public Organizations (IGPPO)  
in 2005 and is now its executive manager.
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The rationale behind this document – as flawed as it may be – is to help 
Canadians and Quebeckers think about their national public broadcaster: 
its raison d’être, its mandate as well as how it is funded and managed.

The CBC/Radio-Canada has been around since the 1930s. Since then, the 
technology has changed, and so did the media landscape. Many voices 
call for its disbandment and claim that private networks, which would cost 
taxpayers less, could very well replace the Crown corporation.

We believe it is high time to start thinking together about the future of our 
public broadcaster. We recommend that the discussion revolve around 
these four key issues:

Do we need a national public broadcaster?
What should be the CBC/Radio-Canada’s programming on its various  
platforms?
How should the public broadcaster be funded?
How should it be run?

We would encourage community, economic and political organizations, 
as well as unions, sports and cultural associations, and the public to try to 
answer some or all of the issues raised in this document.

With the support of he CSN, the Syndicat des communications de Radio-
Canada has created websites to promote, debate and compare opinions 
as well as start a national debate on the future of the CBC/Radio-Canada. 
Please visit http://amisderadiocanada.com or http://www.facebook.com/
amisradiocanada.
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Introduction

What is a public broadcaster?

Public broadcasting services abound; they’re generally private or  
public broadcasters fulfilling a public service mandate. It is up to  
individual countries to define that mandate, which must meet the 
democratic, social and cultural needs of a particular society and  
safeguard pluralism as well as cultural and linguistic diversity. To fulfil 
their mission, public broadcasters can count on direct or indirect financial 
support from their government.



Secondly: The CBC/Radio-Canada is a general-interest broadcaster as it 
is intended for Canadians of all ages and origins living in rural and urban 
areas all over the country and offers content in both official languages.

The public broadcaster offers over 30 radio, television and Web services 
in French and English.

The Broadcasting Act i states that the CBC/Radio-Canada “should  
provide radio and television services incorporating a wide range of 
programming that informs, enlightens and entertains. The programming 
provided by the Corporation 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 in French, reflecting the different needs and circums-
tances of each official language community, including the particular needs 
and circumstances of English and French linguistic minorities;
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 effi-
cient means and as resources become available for the purpose, and
reflect the multicultural and multiracial nature of Canada.”

Thirdly: The CBC/Radio-Canada produces Canadian content.

In 2009-2010, the CBC/Radio-Canada produced as much Canadian  
content across Canada as all the other networks combined, including 
privately owned stations. In Quebec, Radio-Canada produces more 
Canadian content than all its competitors combined; Radio-Canada  
invested $244 million in Canadian content, compared to $182 million  
for everyone else.

The CBC/Radio-Canada owes its existence to a government act which 
defines its mandate and therefore its intended audience. This act was last 
revised in 1991.

Firstly: The CBC/Radio-Canada is a public broadcaster. It does not serve 
the government, financial or commercial interests, but Canadians.

Whom is the public broadcaster for?
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The CBC/Radio-Canada is funded in three ways, through
parliamentary appropriations granted each year by the Canadian govern-
ment. In 2009-2010, they were granted $1.14 B, or about $34 per Canadian. 
In 2015, at the end of the current round of cuts, they will only receive about 
$975 M, or 29 $ per Canadian (though salaries and administrative expendi-
ture will continue to increase);
advertising revenue: 375 million in 2011-2012;
other own-source revenues (specialty channels royalties, programme sales 
or renting building space and transmission towers): 314 million in 2011-2012.

In these last years, the federal government increased its financial support 
to the CBC/Radio-Canada by 8%, while federal spending on culture 
increased by 71%.

Until the CRTC suppressed it last year, the CBC/Radio-Canada benefited 
from the Local Programming Improvement Fund, which allowed the 
corporation to improve its regional content. 

What about private networks?

Let’s dispel a myth: private broadcasters are not really private! Last winter, 
Hubert T. Lacroix, the president of the CBC/Radio-Canada said at the 27th 

Annual Conference of the Commonwealth Broadcasting Association that 
private broadcasters get, as a whole, $900 million per year from taxpayers.



PRIVATE BROADCASTERS  DIRECT 
AND INDIRECT PUBLIC SUPPORT

Category Value 
to Private Broadcaster*

Type 
of Public Support

Market
Entry
Restrictions

Foreign
Ownership
Restrictions

CRTC
Licensing
Policies 

INESTIMABLE.............

.............

.............

Revenue
Protections

Advertising
Rules
SEC. 19.1 
OF THE INCOME 
TAX ACT

Simultaneous
Substitution

1)

1)$ 182-204 MILLIONS

$ 92-131 MILLIONS

Expenditure
Relief

Production
Tax
Credits

Canada
Media
Fund
(CMF)

Local
Program
Improvement
Fund
(LPIF)

Source: (1) Nordicity estimates; (2) CMF Performance Envelopes; and (3) CRTC

$ 150 MILLIONS

$ 66 MILLIONS

$ 349 MILLIONS.............

.............

.............

1)

2)

3)

  $ 839-900 MILLIONSTotal

In short, the public broadcaster cannot survive without revenue from 
advertising, and private networks cannot exist and offer Canadian content 
without public funds.
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How is it abroad?

The CBC/Radio-Canada isn’t the world’s only public broadcaster. 
Throughout the 20th century, many countries have decided to implement 
public television or radio, or both. Most of which are Western OECD 
countries. That said, emerging countries such as South Africa, Brazil and 
India also have a public broadcasting service.

The following case study suggests that the mandates and programmes 
of public broadcasters are oddly similar worldwide, albeit with  
some differences, and that there exists a wide range of budgets and 
sources of funding.

 PBS – the American public TV model
 NPR – the case of American public radio
 The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC)
 In France: France Télévision, Radio France and RFI
 In Germany: ARD and ZDF
 In New Zealand.

France, Germany and Great Britain fund their broadcasters with licence 
fees, a tax each household has to pay according, or not, to the number 
of television sets, radios and computers with access to the Web. Public 
funding accounts for 70% to 85% of these three national broadcasters’ 
revenue.

In New Zealand, it’s the other way around; 9.5% of the public broadcaster’s 
funding comes from the government. The remainder mainly stems from 
advertising sales.

Finally, American public broadcasters are not Crown corporations like 
the CBC/Radio-Canada. PBS and NPR are private non-profit organizations 
funded by corporate sponsors. In 2009, the US government paid $1.14 B to 
the 1,300 public radio and television stations, which amounts to about $1.35 
per American.

Even the Canadian public broadcaster, which used to be funded mainly 
by direct government appropriations (through taxes), has now turned to 
advertising to ensure its survival and development.

This situation greatly impacted the public broadcaster. The proliferation of 
platforms and channels (mostly specialty ones) split audiences. The quest 
for a greater market share and bigger audiences in order to generate more 
revenue from advertising led to all channels, including the CBC/Radio-
Canada, having similar content; consequently the public broadcaster is 
starting to resemble private networks.

The CBC/Radio-Canada mandated Nordicity Group to study international 
public broadcasters for comparison.
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The CBC/Radio-Canada’s funding poses problems for various reasons:
Appropriations have been decreasing for the last 20 years, while the cor-
poration’s mandate keeps expanding in order to take new platforms into 
account.
The volatility of appropriations, especially with a Tory majority, has forced 
the public broadcaster to err on the side of caution in terms of editorial 
choices and to spare the federal political sector.
Advertising is subject to economic mood swings. It was the case in 2008; 
while four years later, advertising expenses reached a record high.
Relying on advertising has a detrimental effect on content: to sell adver-
tising, you need high ratings; to get high ratings, you need a lot of gene-
ral-interest shows in order to fill the programming schedule, so they must  
also be inexpensive.
To find alternative sources of funding, the public broadcaster had to  
resort to operating more specialty channels, given the licence fees paid  
by satellite and cable distributors. More channels means greater market 
fragmentation.
A greater part of the public broadcaster’s programming is produced  
by private producers who receive public grants. In this context, the cor-
poration is not granted broadcast or resale rights nor merchandising  
rights. Back when the CBC/Radio-Canada had such rights, it could de-
cide to rerun shows whenever it pleased. That’s how they afforded 40 
years of Un homme et son péché reruns.

Another issue arose a few years ago, namely the political sector’s grasp 
on the CBC/Radio-Canada – which got even tighter under the current 
Tory prime minister. Another problem is the close proximity of the CBC/
Radio-Canada’s upper management to the Tory government, which, by the 
way, appoints the public broadcaster’s CEO. A long-time supporter of the 
Conservative Party was recently appointed chairman of the CBC/Radio-
Canada’s board of directors.ii

Recently, we’ve even seen a minister of Canadian Heritage give the public 
broadcaster direct orders regarding specific TV shows, such as the Web 
series Hard that the minister didn’t much appreciate.iii

Let’s turn to the future

Time for a debate

Here are the issues at the heart of the debate. We’re inviting every Canadian 
to join in this collective reflection. This is an important and vital debate 
for the CBC/Radio-Canada but also for Canada itself that has remained 
in the dark too long, been forgotten or hidden altogether. The Syndicat 
des communications de Radio-Canada (FNC-CSN) believes it is high 
time to hold this debate out in the open and to draw the right conclusions. 



This chapter aims at directing the reflection on a number of key issues.  
The policy-makers must take the answers that will come out of these delib-
erations into account. We can no longer afford to close our eyes to what’s 
right under our nose: The future of the CBC/Radio-Canada is at stake and 
its survival is threatened.

Send us your thoughts, comment and proposals at the following address: 
amisradiocanada@gmail.com

The short and long versions of these documents, in both French and 
English, are available on the website of Tous amis de Radio-Canada at 
http://amisradiocanada.com

You can also follow us on Facebook : www.facebook.com/amisradiocanada

Question 1

Is there still a need for the national broadcaster CBC/ 
Radio-Canada?

This is the first and most important issue at stake: Do we still need a 
national public broadcaster like the CBC/Radio-Canada? This has been a 
long-standing public issue in Canada and we cannot avoid it. What started 
this interrogation? It’s clear that so-called right-wing groups are behind this 
inquest. There are still very few such splinter groups in Quebec and so they 
cannot be considered to be representative of a trend. It is not the case in the 
rest of Canada, though, especially in the west.

We do not share their beliefs; ours are closer to some well-established 
schools of thought that found echos in Canada and Europe:

“The [Standing] Committee [on Canadian Heritage] regards CBC/
Radio-Canada as an essential public institution that plays a crucial role 
in bringing Canadians closer together. A very small number of the briefs 
received were in favour of the abolition of our national public broadcaster. 
Rather, the vast majority of the evidence stressed the distinctiveness of 
CBC/Radio-Canada, reflected in the quality, originality and creativity 
of its programming. Being distinctive should not however mean being 
inaccessible. Its services must be accessible to the various elements of 
the Canadian public.” iv
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Question 2

Are Canadians presented with useful, pertinent, impartial, 
complete – in every respect: political, economic, social – news 
on all the CBC/Radio-Canada’s platforms – radio, television, Web?

The national public broadcaster’s primary mandate is to inform. This is a 
priority that prevails over any other expectation. It defines the very raison 
d’être of the CBC/Radio-Canada and its distinctive character that sets it 
apart from all the other private broadcasters.

“Television news programs on many networks have been undergoing 
gradual transformation, giving less emphasis to ‘hard’ or serious news 
and more to lighter items involving health, lifestyle and celebrity. Yet, 
there remains a significant number of viewers with a serious interest in 
national and international affairs and a desire to watch comprehensive 
coverage and analysis of them. It is not ‘elitist’ to suggest that those 
Canadians should rightfully look to their public broadcaster for that kind 
of journalism.”v

There are two types of news coverage: reporting on raw information and 
facts, and in-depth analysis. Well-informed citizens must have access to 
both. The first kind can only be obtained with a vast pool of reporters who 
know how to dig and are part of a well-oiled investigation team with enough 
time at their disposal to do  their job. The daily coverage of news items 
(accidents, fires, trials, social events, press conferences, etc) takes too 
much room, given their importance to Canadians.

Question 3

a) Should the CBC/Radio-Canada be allowed to broadcast 
American TV shows? Should it broadcast high-quality programmes 
from various foreign countries?

b) What values should the dramas present?

c) Is there room for quiz shows and reality TV?

d) Should the CBC/Radio-Canada produce more dramas and 
variety shows in house?

e) What importance should have the regions in the CBC/Radio-
Canada’s programming regarding themes, characters, shooting 
locations, historical events, etc?

f) Should youth programmes be of better quality? Should there  
be more and/or should they cater to different age groups?

g) Should the CBC/Radio-Canada broadcast teleplays? Concerts? 
Shows by well-known performers? Support emerging artists? 
Ensure a better representation of performing and visual arts?

 12
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h) Should sports still be broadcasted? Should we continue to make 
considerable financial efforts to keep some of our broadcasting 
rights (such as the Olympic Games, hockey, etc)?

i) Shouldn’t the regions be better represented on the network? 
Should we decentralize production to local stations?

j) Do radio broadcasts reflect the reality of regions? Is there still  
a place for regional programming?

k) Should radio and television programming be united or should 
they keep their original content and personality?

CBC Television has been around for 60 years. The key to its success rests 
on high-quality dramas produced by the CBC/Radio-Canada depicting 
various Canadian realities through characters and families the public 
can relate to, while recounting some parts of our collective history. These 
dramas used to run for many years, for whole seasons. Nowadays it’s all 
about miniseries; first with 39 episodes per year, then down to 26, 13 and 
now to only about 10 episodes per year, if not every second year.

Once, people from both rural and urban areas could relate to the themes 
of the dramas the CBC/Radio-Canada aired. Nowadays they are centred 
around Montreal, when they’re not downright depicting the reality of the 
residents of Montreal’s Plateau-Mont-Royal.

Youth programmes have shaped the imagination of viewers since the 
advent of television. The production of televised children shows is on the 
decline. Some even suggested only producing Web content for children.

Theatre, author cinema, dance, classical and jazz concerts, perform-
ances of well-known artists have all stopped being broadcasted by the  
CBC/Radio-Canada and might also soon disappear from the radio.

If there is a type of programming that brought whole families together by 
the tube or radio, it’s sports, and namely hockey. Sports on the French-
language network fluctuate as much as the stock market. One year, they’re 
everywhere, the next, almost completely gone from the public broadcast-
er’s programming grid before getting somewhat resuscitated the following 
year. The CBC/Radio-Canada earns or loses the right to broadcast 
large-scale sporting events like the Olympic Games or important sports 
such as hockey, bicycle racing, university football, etc.

Despite its network status (a group of components that forms a whole), 
the CBC/Radio-Canada doesn’t work like a network. French-language 
production is centralized in Montreal and then distributed to the 
components, or regional stations. An effort to decentralize some of the 
production to the regions has been observed in the last two or three years. 
In other words, the team which would have produced a television or radio 
show in Montreal is sent to produce it elsewhere. The regions themselves 
produce very little – if any – of the network’s content and are only in charge 
of regional content.



Question 4

Question 5

Should the Canadians’ way of contributing to the CBC/Radio-
Canada be inspired by the European licence fee system? Should 
the licence fee be higher than $29 per Canadian? Should it be 
reevaluated every 5 or 7 years?

Funding is the sinew of war. It’s time to get clear directives regarding the 
CBC/Radio-Canada’s funding method.

Let’s take a look at public funding.

Canada is one of the few countries to fund the Crown corporation through 
appropriations in the federal budget. This type of funding means that the 
yearly amounts are at the discretion of parliamentarians and of the elected 
government. Most European countries have developed an indirect way 
of funding their broadcasters without looking like they’re running them. 
They created licence fees that each household has to pay according, or 
not, to the number of television sets, radios and computers with access to 
the Web. The government decides the fee to be deducted and paid to the 
broadcaster(s). The average licence fee, out of 18 Europeans countries, 
would amount to about $87 per Canadian, while we currently only pay $29.

Should we differentiate public service activities from commercial 
ones? Should they each have their own sources of funding in  
order to ensure that the newsroom never gets affected by a drop 
in advertising revenue?

Currently, the CBC/Radio-Canada’s global budget comes from public 
sources and commercial activities (such as advertising). This revenue 
indiscriminately funds all the public broadcaster’s activities.

Question 6
Is there too much advertising on television? Should it be banned  
from news programmes? From youth programmes? Should  
the CBC/Radio-Canada’s advertising standards ban some types 
of ads?

Both the CBC and Radio-Canada are partly funded by selling advertising 
space or commercial messages in their programmes. Advertising has 
increased by 33% since 2012 on the CBC/Radio-Canada’s television 
networks, going from 12 to 16 minutes per hour. Some European public 
broadcasters, namely in Germany, have regulated advertising, restricting 
it to 3-4 minutes of commercials at the end of a programme. Others capped 
advertising to a maximum of 20 minutes per day! Lastly, others banned 
advertising from informational and news programmes altogether. The 
CRTC granted the CBC/Radio-Canada permission to start advertising  
on the radio (Espace musique and Radio 2).
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Question 7

Question 8

Should there be ads on the radio? Should the CBC/Radio- 
Canada’s radio budget by influenced by the corporation’s 
television advertising revenue?

The public broadcaster’s French and English radio networks are ad-free 
(except for election advertising, as stipulated in the Canada Elections Act). 
Radio-Canada will start broadcasting commercials on Espace musique 
and Radio 2 in order to collect about $10 M in advertising revenue.

Should the CBC/Radio-Canada continue to pursue its dispersal 
policy on as many channels as possible? Should on-demand 
services, such as Tou.tv, remain free? Should music distribution  
be free? Should people have free access to the CBC/Radio- 
Canada’s archives?

The CBC/Radio-Canada earns some of its revenue through licence fees 
paid by cable and specialty channels subscribers. It’s the case for RDI 
and CBC News Network, which are part of the basic channels cable and 
satellite subscribers receive. Other channels, such as Explora or Bold, 
are optional and subscribers pay a licence fee to the CBC/Radio-Canada. 
The proliferation of specialty channels brings in extra income but also 
fragments the market and, subsequently, advertising revenues. Other 
non-linear services, like Tou.tv for television shows and Espace.mu for 
radio broadcasts, are free services that retain viewers and listeners, as 
they are on-demand. However this audience is not taken into account when 
determining ratings.

Should the broadcasting rights of programmes produced  
with public funds be better defined? Should they be abolished  
or lowered? Should they be fixed once and for all for all  
broadcasters?

The vast majority of Canadian programmes broadcasted by the CBC and 
Radio-Canada have been produced by private producers or coproduced 
with the CBC/Radio-Canada. They’re heavily funded by public monies 
(through the CBC/Radio-Canada, the Canada Media Fund, tax credits, 
etc). Yet, the regulations established by producers give the CBC/Radio-
Canada a limited right to broadcasts these programmes (limited number 
of reruns, ban on Web broadcasts, nonexistent resale rights, etc).

Question 9
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Question 10

Question 11

Question 12

Should the government, prime minister or any other minister be 
allowed to intercede with the broadcaster’s upper management? 
Should this be the responsibility of an all-party parliamentary 
committee?

Political interference has become pervasive at the CBC/Radio-Canada in 
the last few years. Whether via funding the public broadcaster’s activities, 
appointing directors or members of regulatory agencies (like the CRTC), 
when they’re not interfering directly with the programming.

Who should appoint the CBC/Radio-Canada’s CEO? Should this 
decision be made by an all-party parliamentary committee after 
a public review of the candidates? Is the board of administra-
tors the right body to supervise the CBC/Radio-Canada’s upper 
management? Could the British or German operating mode serve 
as a model? Should this organization represent Canadians from all 
walks of life, creed or cultural background? Should its decisions 
and debates be public? Should its mandate be clarified?

The CBC/Radio-Canada is run by a handful of people. The CBC/Radio-
Canada’s board of administration is an obscure agency which consists 
of people who were appointed by top politicians there solely to represent 
themselves. These people are not accountable to anyone; their meetings 
and decisions are held behind closed doors. The same is true of the cor-
poration’s CEO who’s appointed by the Office of the Prime Minister.

Should the CBC/Radio-Canada report on its operations, adminis-
trative performance and justify its managerial structure? Should 
its financial reports be more transparent, in particular regarding 
the source and use of funds? Should external and independent 
consultants be hired to assess the achievements of the CBC/Radio-
Canada? Should ratings be the only measuring standard?

The public broadcaster’s daily operation is ensured by a team of senior 
managers supported by an army of managers classified according 
to random responsibility and salary scales. The unions have decried 
several times throughout the last year the superfluous supervision that is 
rampant at the CBC/Radio-Canada as well as the useless if not detrimental 
incentive pay.



Who should prepare the public broadcaster’s strategic plan?  
Who should set the broad policies? According to which guidelines? 
And for how long?

Performance reporting isn’t very developed at the Crown corporation, both 
financially and policy-wise.

Each CEO tends to develop his own strategic plan and policies based on 
his own analysis. These fundamental guidelines are developed without any 
consultation or participation of those most concerned, Canadian citizens.

Should the public broadcaster be held accountable to the same regulatory 
agencies (such as the CRTC) as private broadcasters? Should another 
agency have this responsibility?
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Question 13

i http://laws.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/B-9.01/ 

ii http://www.ledevoir.com/politique/canada/353353/un-conservateur-a-la 
-tete-du-ca-de-radio-canada

iii http://www.ledevoir.com/culture/television/344524/la-serie-hard-est-
retiree-de-tou-tv

iv CBC/RADIO-CANADA : DEFINING DISTINCTIVENESS IN THE  
CHANGING MEDIA LANDSCAPE– Report of the Standing Committee  
on Canadian Heritage, Gary Schellenberger, MP, Chair, February 2008 
-  39th PARLIAMENT, 2nd SESSION 

http://www.parl.gc.ca/HousePublications/Publicationaspx?Do-
cId=3297009&Language=E 

v WHITER THE CBC – The Future of Public Broadcasting in Canada, Bill 
Neville, Senior Advisor to the President of the Public Forum, Public Policy 
Forum, June 2006

http://old.ppforum.ca/common/assets/publications/fr/whither_the_cbc.
pdf
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