A Turning Point for

R

International

By John Figliozzi

What does the future hold
for shortwave?

t's a question one hears frequently these

days, spurred by the advent of new distri-

bution technologies, the downsizing and
outright closure of someservicesand stations,
and unsettling announcementsof changesand
“new directions’ by long-relied-upon “estab-
lishment” broadcasters.

Let me say at the outset that | possess no
crystal ball nor gift of clairvoyance. But nei-
ther, it seems, does anyone else. Having said
that, though, it is possible to learn both from
history and from the experience of thoseinthe
fieldand, thus, wemay discern sometrendson
this question.

[ What do we mean by “shortwave”?

Asastart, though, weneedto agreeonwhat
we' retalking about. To the pure hobbyist, the
term shortwavereferssimply tothe part of the
radio frequency spectrum roughly between 2
and 30 megahertz, segments of which are
reserved by international agreementfor arange
of distinct uses. Just fli pping through thepages
of this magazine will give you a sense of the
wide and divergent nature of these services
and modes.

The fact that shortwave is being put to so
many uses may a one be enough to guarantee
its viability as the focus for a range of radio
hobby interests for many years to come. But
for many, shortwave is — and has been for
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I nternational broadcasting is much morethan just a mode. The BBC'srelay site on
Ascension I's. uses both shortwave and satellite technology.

some time — the place to find the program-
ming of international broadcasters. For these
listeners and hobbyists, international broad-
casting provides a deeply vaued source for
information and entertainment that is smply
unavailable via domestic media. Indeed, for
this group the terms shortwave and interna-
tional broadcasting have aways been syn-
onymous.

However, aswe will see, thisis no longer
the case. Therefore, for our purposes, let's
agree that the term shortwave refers to a
broadcast delivery technology and that the
term international broadcasting refers to a
product that is carried over it.

[l Some Background

While there were, in fact, international
shortwave stations on the air from the early
twenties, most of these were experimental
broadcastsusually servingto extend thereach
of domestic broadcasters, who themselves
werein their infancy.

The BBC commenced its Empire Service
in 1932 to provide a British radio service to
British colonies spanning the globe. Interna-
tional broadcasting specifically targeted to
foreign audiences really began in earnest in
the 1930s when Germany commenced short-
wave broadcasts to the rest of Europe with
programsdesigned to foster acceptance of the
German view of current events as they were
unfolding on the continent. These broadcasts
were soon countered by the BBC with its
European services, and soon many other na-
tions had begun broadcasts of their own.

World War 1l brought amost all private,
international broadcasting to an end. The
medium took on apolitically bi-polar, largely
government-sponsored, and often propagan-
distic nature. The ensuing Cold War only
served to reinforcethismodel until the break-
up of the Soviet empirelessthan adecade ago
began to force some radical changes in ap-
proach.

In short, it was World War 11 and the Cold
War that provided international broadcasting
with a longstanding raison d’etre. During
those years, there was no real need for broad-
castersto judtify their existence or their bud-
gets because their missionswerebound upin
a global struggle centered around two com-
peting world views. Each side's fear of the
other created itsown dynamic. Whether it was
megatons or megawatts, almost no expense
was too great in this battle for supremacy.

[ An Unforeseen Challenge

But when the Berlin Wall came down, the
underpinnings of nearly al of the assump-
tionsuponwhichlifehadbeenbasedandlived
onthisplanet for decadeswererocked at their
core. Coordinately, international broadcast-
ersamost immediately lost the justifications
they had long relied upon for their program-
ming choices, their budgets, and even their
existence. And the swiftnesswithwhichthese
changesarrived understandably caught nearly
all of them unprepared.

Thesponsoring governmentsheldamostly
one-dimensional view of the worth of broad-
casting. With that single dimension now dis-



CHALLENGES FOR
INTERNATIONAL

BROADCASTING

It isacredit to Radio Canada I nter-
national that, even when it was in its
darkest hoursand under continual threat of
closure, it perceived and acted on a need
for theinternational broadcasting commu-
nity to meet and consider its collective
future. For the past eight years, RCI has
sponsored and hosted a biennial confer-
ence of global international broadcasting
organizations, academics and profession-
asunder the banner Challengesfor Inter-
national Broadcasting.

Someof theconclusionsreached at the
most recent meeting held in Ottawa be-
tween May 17 and 21, 1998, include:

- International broadcasters need to
forge new alliances or reinvigorate exist-
ing ones with the domestic arms of their
parent organizations. They also need to
identify and develop relationships with
constituent groups within their countries
(such as businesses seeking international
markets) for whom international broad-
casting could prove helpful.

- Thereneedsto bemuch morestudy in
academia of international broadcasting,
both in terms of its historical role and
importanceaswell asitsvariousstructures
and missions around the world.

- While its growth and introduction
will vary from placeto place, thefuturefor
international broadcastingisdefinitely digi-
tal.

- While there is interest in new distri-
bution technologies, average spending on
implementing them over the past year av-
eraged only about 3% of budget for the 40
or so broadcasters attending the confer-
ence. Shortwaveisstill —and will remain
for the foreseeabl e future— the dominant
delivery technology.

- Intheend, international televisionis
not a threat to international radio. The
latter will thrive on its own merits.

A sixthconferenceistentatively sched-
uled for the year 2000 in Montreal on the
subject of programming. More informa-
tion on the Challenges series can be ob-
tained via the Internet at <http://
www.r cinet.ca/biennal/index.htm>or by
writing to: Challenges V, RCI, P.O. Box
6000, Montreal, Canada H3C 3A8. For
books on the subject, go to amazon.com
and search on “international broadcast-
ing.” Many thanksto ElzbietaOl echowska
of RCI for her kind assistancein providing
material for thisarticle.

"Thank you Veice of America
for the correct information.”

Graffiti found on the wall of the Moscow White House iscing The Amsrican
Embassy after the August 1991 coup sttemgt in Boscow. The translalion reads:
“Thank yow Voice of Amarics for the correct infarmarian,”

After the Cold War, international broadcasting lost its primary reason for being.

solved, governments began to view interna
tional broadcasting as no longer necessary
and, therefore, dispensible. This view has
been almost certainly helped along by anew,
fierce competition for economic resources.
Politicians|ooking to slash public bureau-
cracies and corresponding budgets, first see
international broadcasting — as provided by
public organizations with public funding —
as a Cold War relic. And in an age newly
enamored of “ markets’ and the private sector,
politicians are quick to look askance at any
public benefit activity that may conceivably
be provided commercially. Caught off-guard
by thespeed of theseeventsand thearguments
they have raised, international broadcasters
have struggled to find and offer new justifica-
tions to counter this rush of impressions.
Thefactisthat many of thesejustifications
— such as promoting cross-cultural under-
standing of alessglobally influential country,
explaining different geo-political points of
view, and introducing acountry’ s productsto
potential overseas customers — existed side
by side with the Cold War imperative all
along. Butthey werenever well articulated or,
if so, perhaps only in the context of that bi-
polar struggle. Aswith any longstanding and
unchanging situation, a degree of stagnation
had clearly set in — which became glaringly
apparent when the Cold War ended.

B The Broadcasters’ View

The singular intention of the international
broadcaster istoidentify and serveaudiences.
It stands to reason that, in an era of restricted
funding and skeptical masters, demonstrating
that thisisbeing done— and being doneinthe
most effective way possible — would be a
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meatter of thehighestimportancefor thebroad-
caster.

It was much easier to do this when the
primemotivationwastoimpart hardinforma-
tion to a self-motivated listener from acom-
peting socia system, using the only medium
practically available and suited to this pur-
pose. But recent history has changed all that.
Governments are not as keenly interested, or
in some cases have become wholly uninter-
ested, in communicating with foreign, off-
shore audiences. For their part, audiencesare
lessinterested in straight, hard, factual infor-
mation than they arein softer, more entertain-
ing and personally relevant fare. And since
they have an ever- growing roster of aterna
tives — both in terms of technology and
content— they now haveto beenticedto both
sampleand becomecommittedtotheproduct.

Consequently, international broadcasters
find themselves, perhaps for the first time, in
atruly competitive posture — competing for
funding, competing for resources, competing
for attention, competing for audiences with
other media. In short, they are seeking to
effectively articulate a new raison d'etre to
their existing and potential audiences, their
masters, and — perhaps most importantly —
themselves. The pressure of competition and
the swiftnesswith which changes continue to
come does not leave them with the luxury of
much time in which to do so, either.

Isthere any wonder, then, that many of the
changes put in place appear less than well
thought out, or are withdrawn or atered al-
most as quickly as they are implemented, or
that some simply look at the situation and
decide they simply cannot compete?

B More Challenges for Broadcasters

For most of its existence, international
broadcasting has been available to its audi-
enceonly viathe medium of shortwaveradio.

the audience afford? (2) what
programming isimportant enough that
they will listen? (Courtesy BBC)

More recently, however, broadcasters find
themselveswith other aternativesthat can be
usedtodeliver their product. Dr. Kim Andrew
Elliott of the Voice of Americahasidentified
four such methods or technologies. They are:

- shortwave

- satellite

- local placement
- Internet audio

Each of these has its own advantages and
disadvantagesandisstill in aperiod of evolu-
tion as a means of delivering international
broadcasting. To illustrate, consider the fol-
lowing examples.

Theuse of satellitetechnology in conjunc-
tion with international broadcasting began as
ameans of delivering programsto shortwave
relay transmitterswith better quality andmore
reliability than had been possible using short-
wave sideband feeders. Satellite has evolved

today into a direct-to-receiver broadcast ve-
hicleonitsown. But to date, the bulkinessand
expense of owning receiving equipment limit
itsapplicability tofixedlocationsinrelatively
affluent aress.

Local placement has also been around for
some time, beginning with the transcription
services of variousinternational broadcasters
whichsupply programsontapeor disctolocal
AM and FM stations. Today, satellitetechnol-
ogy isalso used to deliver this programming.
Theclear advantagetotheinternational broad-
casterisindeliveringitsproducttolistenersin
a seamless way on receivers conveniently
available and used by nearly everyone. But
onedisadvantagein acountry likethe United
Statesisthe virtually impossible task of rep-
licating this process literaly thousands of
times to provide coverage over the entire
nation.

Thelnternet isthe newest delivery mecha-
nism on Dr. Elliott’s list. It adds some nice
convenience features with its ability to digi-
tally store programs, enabling the listener to
hear programs* on-demand” and enabling the
creation of program archivesthat can serve as
a sort of reference library. But at this early
stage of development, the Internet also has
some significant drawbacks. For one, the
equipment to accessit is expensive. In addi-
tion, telephonelineand access chargescan be
high, thereby inhibiting use.

The added challenge for the international
broadcaster, over and abovewhat itisalready
faced with, istotailor the use of each technol-
ogy to atargeted audience. Thisisacontinu-
ing task, because all four technologies are
dynamic. Each also has uses for which it is
seems best suited and each has advantages
and disadvantages vis-a-vis the others. Both
the technologies and their interrelationships
will continueto change and evolvewithtime.

Even shortwave broadcast engineers are

WHO IS THE AUDIENCE?

likely to be very welcome.

When it comesto audiences, it seemsthat the “traditional” shortwave listener (SWL) isnot the prime— nor even adesirable— target
for international broadcasterstoday. “Radio freaks” was aterm used by Deutsche Welle's Director General Dieter Weirich at the recent
Challenges V Conference in Ottawa to describe the type of listener DW was not seeking. To be fair, Mr. Weirich used the term more
descriptively than derisively, and it was used to il lustrate his view that most of the traditional SWLswereinterested in listening to station
programs and content only to the extent necessary to earn a QSL (verification) card.

Giventhe challengesbeing experienced by stationslike DW today, Herr Weirich’ s sentimentsare understandableand even reasonable.
Stations do not exist for hobbyists; they exist for listeners. Thelistener an international broadcaster seeksisonewho isinvolved with the
station because he or sheisinterested in what the station hasto say. When such alistener communicateswith the station, it will beontopics
like program content, thelistener’ sinterests, or hisor her opinionsonwhat washeard onthestation. It makesfar lessdifferencetothestation
how the listener accessed that content, whether via shortwave, satellite, the Internet or CBC Overnight. If the listener’ sfocusis content,
the stationisinterested in hearing from him or her. But if that focusis confined to running up verification numbers, that relationship is not
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experimentingwithdigital transmissionmodes
which, if successfully implemented, would
improvetheaudioquality, reliability and cost-
effectiveness of this venerable technology.

[l Does Shortwave Have a Future?

Absolutely! While at first glance short-
wave may seem to be old technology that has
existed virtually unchanged since the begin-
ning, thisisuntrue. Receiver technology alone
has improved markedly over the decades.
Transistors, digital frequency readout, select-
ablesideband synchronousdetectionanddigi-
tal signal processing have made today’s re-
celvers much more portable, user friendly,
and aurally stable than their earlier counter-
parts.

The use of relay transmitters — whether
station-owned, |eased or cooperatively shared
— have provided listeners with stronger and
more reliable signals than “home-bound”
transmitters ever could. And, as mentioned
above, thecomingintroductionof digital trans-
mission techniques offer the promise of fur-
ther improvements for both the broadcaster
and the listener.

Atthesametime, though, the devel opment
of other methods and technologies of reach-
ing listeners means that the use of shortwave

Broadcasters find themselves
experimenting with new modes and
methods of delivery. Pictured isa new 2-
button Digital Radio from BBC.

by international broadcasterswill change and
evolvein new ways. Some of thesewill result
from the fact that the broadcasters' need to
identify and reach new audiences will de-
mand that the broadcaster efficiently and ef-
fectively use every possible means to do so.
Some of that audience would undoubtedly
never have been reachableby just using short-
wave.

Making predictions can be a foolhardy
practice. But it isclear from what has already
transpired that thiswill be amore than short-
term trial and error process for both broad-
casters and listeners.

[l What of the Future of International
Broadcasting?

Is it possible to conceive that the world,
which hasbeen madeever smaller by commu-
nications and technology, might contemplate
the end of any mass media as long as it is
useful to get messagesacross? Thebroadcast-
ersthemselves seem confident that they have
a future (see “Challenges’ sidebar). If any-
thing, there are more points of view, more
need for cross-cultural understanding, more
commerce to be conducted, more corners of
theworldvyingfor attention than ever before.
There is more need for communications than
there ever has been. And there is more need
for it al to be put in some context wider than
on€'s individual or ethnocentric experience
will allow.

Whilemany of thedetails— publicservice
vs. private, the interplay of technologies and
more— may beinquestion, itisthat need and
desirefor awider context that will ultimately
ensure and define the future for international
broadcasting.

JohnFigliozziis “Programming Spotlight”
editorfor MT and author of Radio Shack’s
Worldwide Shortwave Listening Guide.
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