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Montreal, November 3 2003.

1. On September 26 2003, the CRTC asked for comments on how the quality and audience ratings of English Canadian television dramas could be improved.  I present to you my own personal comments and observations on the current state of Canadian television which will not only cover television dramas, but also Canadian television in general.  It is my opinion that English Canadian television has always been in very serious trouble.  And it's not by attempting to directly duplicate the success of French Canadian, British or American television that English language television will be saved.
2. The questions asked in Public Notice CRTC 2003-54 will be answered later in the document to the best of my abilities.
3. The success of French Canadian television

4. The enormous success of French Canadian television productions in the last fifty years is no fluke.  Guy Fournier's report “What About Tomorrow? A report on French-language drama” does an excellent job of explaining the past history and current state of French Canadian television.  It is definitely required reading for anyone wishing to better understand what makes French Canadian television work so well.  However, what Guy Fournier and many before him haven't fully grasped is the possible catalyst behind this success story.  Please bear in mind that what follows is based on my own observations and isn't based on any actual research.

5. French Canadians are basically a conquered people.  As a result, they subconsciously rejected much of the culture of their conquerors, and instead concentrated their energies in developing their own culture, a phenomenon which accelerated during the Quiet Revolution of the sixties.  Over the years, French Canadian artists have slowly and steadily nurtured what is today a monumental movie and television industry in a relatively small market of seven to eight million people.  And even though not all French language television shows are a critical or ratings success, the overall ratings of all the prime time shows produced over the years were and still are far superior to just about anything English Canada has ever produced since the beginning of television broadcasting in this country.
6. The French Canadian culture is truly a distinct culture with no equivalent anywhere else in the world.  The only disadvantage is that the shows produced for this culture are rarely exportable to other markets.  French Canadian producers are well aware of this fact, yet they keep producing the kind of television shows the population enjoys each and every day.

7. Guy Fournier described a cyclic phenomenon in his report where yearly preferences of one television genre over another would change on a regular basis.  I agree with this assumption and would even go as far as to state this phenomenon is essential for the survival of French Canadian television.  After a few short years, French Canadian viewers become bored of the current crop of TV shows and start to wish for something different.  The CRTC in its original request questioned whether reality TV shows would threaten more traditional television genres in the French Canadian market.  The answer is "no" because it won't take that many years before French Canadians are bored of the reality TV shows themselves and will want to move on to something else.
8. The failure of English Canadian television
9. Unfortunately, English speaking Canadians have never had the opportunity or have been encouraged to create their own cultural identity.  In the last fifty years, the only organization that has made any significant attempt to create a Canadian identity has been the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation.  Since the CBC's mandate is not profit driven, this has given the corporation the freedom to experiment with new concepts and create some of the more memorable shows ever broadcast on English Canadian television.  The only problem is that most of these shows are either regional in nature or partially based on English cultures from other nations.
10. For the private networks however, their motivations are entirely profit driven, introducing a new series of cultural headaches, many of them unintentionally encouraged by government regulations which promote quantity over quality.  It is much more economical and profitable for a private Canadian broadcaster to purchase ready-to-consume television shows from the United States than it is to make their own shows in Canada.  As a result, private English Canadian broadcasters have never had any real motivation to develop a proper English Canadian culture.
11. Some of you may be asking why American shows haven't become popular with the private French language networks.  In reality, they were popular to a certain extent during the seventies and in the early eighties.  But even if these dubbed shows were less expensive and more profitable than their in-house productions, these stations knew that in order to maintain and possibly increase their audience share, they had to produce their own television shows.  French Canadians are a fickle lot, and will remain with a network only if they can identify with the shows presented on that network.  
12. The failure of the CBC and private broadcasters to develop a proper English Canadian identity is so disastrous that today, even quality Canadian productions will receive a limited audience share because of the stigma attached to anything that may be remotely Canadian in nature.
13. The increasing influence of the Specialty Networks

14. The CRTC in its request wondered about the ever increasing impact of specialty networks on the Canadian audience.  What the CRTC should take into account is that the main reason the audiences for these stations are always steadily increasing is because the shows presented on these small scale private stations are actually more entertaining than most of the television shows presented on the broadcast networks.  The syndicated television shows are not all that expensive to purchase, making them very attractive to the specialty stations.  There are no production costs, no studios to build or location shoots to secure… Just purchase the rights, sell the commercial spots and continue to operate your business.
15. In a strange way, the specialty stations may have accomplished more in creating an English Canadian identity in the last ten years than the private broadcast stations have accomplished in the last fifty years.  Even though many of the syndicated shows use an American location for the storyline, many of these shows are actually filmed in Canada, and it shows.  It's as if a Canadian culture is being developed by proxy.
16. The ever increasing popularity of the specialty stations should not be taken lightly.  They could become the salvation the English language movie and television industry needs not only to survive, but also to thrive in an ever increasingly competitive market.  The national broadcast networks are slowly and steadily losing their economical and cultural reasons to remain in business. 
17. Answers to the CRTC's questions
18. Question 1.  What are the most important elements necessary to ensure an appropriate quantity of original Canadian drama on English-language television, and to attract larger audiences to such programming?

19. It's important to concentrate our efforts on creating a distinct English language Canadian culture than it is to try and create a ton of shows very few Canadians will ever want to watch.  Just as important, the new shows must be true Canadian originals not trying to mimic the look and feel of other world cultures (American, British and French Canadian) or even resemble the English language Canadian shows and movies from the past (everyone dies off, is thrown in prison or is committed to a mental institution for life).  New and innovative material must be created in an attempt to pinpoint what could become Canada's true cultural identity.  As things stand now, Canada currently has no definite cultural identity, just plenty of smaller regional cultures totally incompatible with each other.
20. Question 2.  How effective are regulatory requirements, or regulatory incentives, in achieving the objectives of increasing the amount of original, English-language drama programming and attracting larger audiences to that programming?

21. I believe all the regulations imposed on broadcasters over the years have had absolutely no significant effect whatsoever.  If anything, I personally believe that the vast majority of the English language private Canadian broadcasters see the regulations imposed on them as nothing more than the cost of doing business.  Their only goal is to produce television shows that satisfy the minimum requirements of the CRTC and nothing more.  Why should a private broadcaster spend any significant amount of money, time and energy to produce a decent quality show knowing full well hardly any one will be there to watch it?  A private broadcaster will never earn back the cost of a large scale production when ratings normally average below a million viewers.
22. Question 3.  If regulatory requirements, or incentives, can be effective tools in fulfilling the Commission’s objectives, what specific proposals should the Commission adopt? Such proposals should be as detailed as possible, and the reasons for their effectiveness set out.

23. As I’ve mentioned in my answer to question 2, existing regulations appear to have had no significant effect whatsoever on the overall quality of Canadian produced television shows.  After trying to interpret some of the regulations described in the CRTC’s original request, it might even be possible that there are too many regulations in place as it is.  It's time to start revising the regulations currently in place and maybe even eliminate a few of them.
24. The first proposal would be to simplify the requirements which determine what constitutes a Canadian production.  Based on what I’ve read up to now, the points system currently in place is a bureaucratic mess.  I have enough trouble just understanding my own tax returns year after year.  I dread the amount of work a producer must go through just to properly document even a single episode of a television show.  A producer can easily spend as much time satisfying the needs of the government as they spend satisfying the needs of their own productions.
25. The second proposal would be to reduce the private Canadian broadcasters’ ability to purchase foreign television shows, more specifically those produced by American based companies.  English language Canadian broadcasters have become so dependent on foreign content that they now see it as their only legitimate source of advertising revenue.  In order to change this attitude, it may be necessary to impose limitations on how many foreign television shows a private broadcaster would actually be allowed to purchase.  By limiting a Canadian broadcaster’s access to foreign programming, the broadcaster would be obliged to fill their existing schedule with something else, more specifically Canadian based television shows since there would be no purchasing limits imposed on those shows.
26. Once all the private broadcasters find themselves in a position where they must fill their prime time spots with adequate substitutes, there will most likely be a sudden increase in both the quality and quantity of Canadian television shows produced by the private broadcasters.  This significant regulation change will force the broadcasters to search for that elusive Canadian identity and encourage the creation of an English language Canadian culture that English speaking Canadians will actually accept and possibly enjoy.
27. There is a catch.  The second proposal will only work if something resembling the first proposal is put into place well in advance of the second proposal’s implementation.  If the CRTC were to implement the second proposal without giving Canadian broadcasters enough leeway in the production of Canadian based television shows and features, we’ll see major television stations present nothing but dead air at various times during the day and possibly even in the evening.

28. Question 4.  While it is generally considered that the most pressing problems concern English-language drama, there are concerns that French-language drama may not remain as healthy in the future. How can the Commission help to ensure the continued production of popular, original, French-language drama? What specific requirements, or incentives, designed to support English-language drama may affect French-language drama? Should the Commission develop separate and distinct regulatory regimes, or incentive programs, for the two language markets?

29. The best thing the CRTC can do is to leave the French Canadian market deal with its own affairs under their own terms while at the same time reduce the current government funding nightmares as described in Guy Fournier’s report.  Reading about the effects of unpredictable government funding in Guy Fournier's document certainly explains the bizarre state of French Canadian television in the last few years.  The lack of any new long term shows is certainly unusual for a market that likes to cozy up with a few key shows for a few years.
30. It is vitally important that the CRTC and the Canadian Television Fund (CTF) make every attempt to adequately support the French Canadian television industry not only with sufficient funding, but also with a reduced and flexible bureaucracy which will make it easier for French Canadian producers to prepare and maintain their long term projects.  With all the rule changes and awkward deadlines currently in place, it won't be long before the producers themselves decide to throw in the towel simply because the amount of work required to obtain adequate funding exceeds the willingness for the producers to pursue their projects.
31. Final observations
32. While French Canadian television benefits from a high level of support from within its own population, English Canadian television has basically become a monumental joke, especially amongst Canadians.  The ratings are a clear reflection of this phenomenon.  Even when a Canadian made English language television series is actually a licensed foreign import (Canadian Idol for example), the ratings just barely increase above the average ratings of the moderately popular French Canadian television shows.
33. This cultural void has existed for way too long.  In order to encourage the creation of a distinct English language Canadian television culture, it may be necessary to force English Canadian broadcasters to start behaving like Canadian broadcasters and not like American repeater stations.  There is enough of an affordable talent pool in Canada to create a distinct English language Canadian culture without fearing that many of the people involved will immediately rush off to the United States when they start becoming slightly successful.
34. I thank the CRTC for giving me the opportunity to submit these personal observations and suggestions.


François Caron
Montreal, Quebec

milnoc@sympatico.ca

*** END OF DOCUMENT ***


Page 5 of 5

