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A network of exchange and solidarity, AMARC is also an association for
consultation, coordination, cooperation and promotion of community radio. Through
the association, new links are created, allowing everyone to learn of each others
practices and experiences. Much like neurons forming a circuit, each unit is a centre
which can freely communicate with the other units: acting locally, we are thinking
globally. Community broadcasters form an open network in constant transformation.

The spirit which drives AMARC is geared toward encouraging direct
exchange between the groups who use radio in their communities, as much in the
North as in the South. We are convinced that communication is at the heart of the
process of self-development of communities and that radio can amplify efforts at
local, national and international levels, in order for those concerned to take control of
development.

Community radio is dedicated to advancement. It must become a
counterbalance to the concentration of media power in the hands of a few and the
homogenisation of cultural content. Community radio broadcasting offers an
alternative for internal development. Speaking out is a synonym for taking control,
and this is what. with passion, radio lovers are contributing to all over the world!

Michel Delorme
President of AMARC
1992
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Community Radio Forum now has more than 30 member stations on-air, but the
sector is plagued by the regulator’s slowness in approving licences.

Nine years ago we published A Passion for Radio to facilitate the exchange of
experiences among alternative radio broadcasters. Our hope was that stations would
think about the ideas presented here and adapt and apply the ones they found useful.
Since then, hundreds, even thousands, of new local, independent and community radio
stations have sprung up. We offer this second, electronic, edition to them in the same
spirit. Find the ideas that might help you. Make them better. And apply them. And
then let us know about it.

One new chapter, about Ecuador’s Radio Chaguarurco, was added to this
electronic edition (chapter 23). More chapters could be added, since electronic
publishing enables A Passion for Radio to take on an even more dynamic recording of
the history and politics of alternative radio broadcasters. Perhaps at some point these
new stories will warrant a book of their own.

The first edition of A Passion for Radio was published by Black Rose Books
with the support of AMARC, the World Association of Community Radio
Broadcasters. AMARC’s head office is in Montreal and it has regional offices in
Africa, Europe and Latin America. Up-to-date information about the organisation and
its activities is available on the Internet at www.amarc.org.

Nine years later, I would like to once again thank the many people who
contributed to this book for their support and their insights. Evelyne Foy, then
Secretary General of AMARC, provided invaluable assistance for the first edition. In
2001, Amy Mahan, designed the electronic edition and helped deal with technology-
induced quirks.

Bruce Girard
August 2001
The Netherlands
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2 /A Passion for Radio

As time went on, the models blended and changed. Commercial radio
appeared first in western and later eastern Europe. Public radio became a part of the
media environment in the United States. In Africa, many of the national networks are
in the process of decentralising, adopting new objectives such as development,
education and community participation.

However, as we near the end of the century, radio appears to be in decline.
Eclipsed by other media, radio is overlooked in public policy debates and often
neglected in the plans and budgets of both State broadcasting networks and media
corporations. And rather than engaging its audience as Brecht had hoped, it has
become predominantly concerned with its search for larger audiences. In much of the
world, the majority of radio stations either choose to make their programming as bland
as possible in the hope that they will attract listeners by not offending anyone, or they
adopt sensationalist programming, hoping to attract listeners by offending everyone.

So, why a “passion for radio”? The answer to that question is found in a third
type of radio — an alternative to commercial and State radio. Often referred to as
community radio, its most distinguishing characteristic is its commitment to
community participation at all levels. While listeners of commercial radio are able to
participate in the programming in limited ways — via open line telephone shows or by
requesting a favourite song, for example — community radio listeners are the
producers, Managers, directors, evaluators and even the owners of the stations.

This alternative form of radio is becoming increasingly important for those at
the margins of society, those who seek political and cultural change. From the native-
owned Wawatay Radio Network in northern Canada, to Radio Venceremos, operated
by Salvadorean revolutionaries, to the rural station in the Kayes region of Mali,
alternative and community radio stations fulfil an essential role for the outcasts of
commercial and large-scale State media. Women, indigenous peoples, ethnic and
linguistic minorities, youth, the political left, peasants, national liberation movements,
and others are discovering the potential of radio as a means of political and cultural
intervention and development. They are transforming radio into a medium that serves
their needs — a medium that allows them to speak as well as hear.

This radio is not filled with pop music and “easy listening” newscasts, nor
with official communiqués or government-sanctioned cultural content. It is not so
important that the programming be “slick,” but that it be based on a concept of
participatory communication. The role of the radio is to respond to the priorities set by
the community, to facilitate their discussion, to reinforce them, and to challenge them.
Juggling all the interests of a community is difficult, and community radio does not
always succeed. However, when it does, its broadcasts are marked with a passion
rarely seen in commercial or large-scale State media. This passion arises out of a
desire to empower listeners by encouraging and enabling their participation, not only
in the radio but in the social, cultural and political processes that affect the
community.
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A WIDE RANGE OF COMMUNITY RADIO PROJECTS

The primary objective of this book is to present a wide range of community
radio projects, not so that the “ideal” model can be identified, but in the hope that the
book will serve as a useful tool for community broadcasters and potential community
broadcasters looking to create or adapt models of community radio that are suited to
the specific conditions they face. This objective of facilitating an international
exchange of experiences and ideas has been AMARC’s primary motivator since the
first World Conference of Community Radio Broadcasters took place in 1983.

The use of radio as a tool for cultural and political change, while a growing
phenomena, is not new. Indeed, the first participatory community radio stations
surfaced almost simultaneously in Colombia and the United States over forty years
ago. Since that time, innumerable participatory radio projects have attempted to
promote community-led change in a variety of ways.

Some of these projects have attempted to foster this change by providing
formal education in areas such as literacy and mathematics, or by promoting
agricultural techniques suited to a particular vision of development defined by the
central government. This type of project has been common in the Third World,
especially in Africa and Asia. Sri Lanka’s Mahaweli Community Radio (chapter 13) is
one example of such a project. Other projects have been more political and have
attempted to support the organisational and cultural initiatives of marginalised
communities. These are the projects that tend to involve listeners in a participatory
process. Haiti’s Radio Soleil (chapter 9) and Zoom Black Magic Liberation Radio in
the United States (chapter 10) are two examples.

Following the tradition of participatory communication, most of the chapters
in this book are not written by impartial observers but by people with first-hand
knowledge of community radio and with direct experience in the projects they write
about.

The chapters are grouped into five sections, each concerned with one of the
book’s major themes: community, conflict, development, culture and beginnings. A
brief passage at the beginning of each section introduces the theme.

COMMUNITY RADIO IN THE WORLD

Africa

Radio is undoubtedly the most important medium in Africa. Illiteracy and
distribution problems mean that newspapers are unavailable to the vast majority of the
population. Similarly, television is beyond the financial means of most people and
national television service often does not extend to rural areas where much of the
population lives.
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Radio, on the other hand, is available almost everywhere. Receivers are
relatively inexpensive and programming is inexpensive to produce and distribute. In
virtually all African countries national radio services broadcasting from the capital and
other major centres are the most important source of information.

While autonomous and participatory community radio does not exist in most
African countries, rural radio does. Many countries have set up networks of rural radio
stations that broadcast a mix of nationally and locally produced programmes.

Although rural radio stations share certain characteristics with community
radio, they are usually managed from the capital by their national broadcasting
systems through a department or production centre specifically concerned with rural
radio. This lack of autonomy often results in programming that ultimately reflects the
perspective of the central government rather than the local population. A second
problem 1is that the rural stations often inherit the administrative and financial
problems of the institutions that direct them.

Traditionally, rural radio in Africa tends not to involve the population in either
decision-making or production. Programme content is usually determined by the
government or by professionals in the stations, and almost never by the expressed
concerns of the audience.

In the past two years a number of African countries have seen some
remarkable political changes. These changes have been accompanied by a certain
opening up of communication policies and as a result, a number of community radio
experiments are taking form. In chapter 14, Pluralist Responses for Africa, Eugénie
Aw discusses the significance of these changes and demonstrates how some
communities have already been able to take advantage of the new openings. Pascal
Berqué takes a closer look at one of these new experiments in chapter 12, The Hard
Lesson of Autonomy, about a rural station in Mali.

The dramatic political changes taking place in South Africa are also being
accompanied by fundamental changes in radio. For fifteen years the only challenge to
the monopoly of the State-owned South African Broadcasting Corporation was the
African National Congress’ Radio Freedom, broadcasting on shortwave from
neighbouring countries. Now, a large and dynamic community radio movement is
preparing to go on the air before the end of 1992. In chapter 22, When there is no
Radio, Edric Gorfinkel outlines the development of an organisation that started with a
“talking newspaper” project and will end with nothing less than a community radio
station.

Asia

As with Africa, the broadcasting system in Asia was greatly influenced by the
centralised, State-controlled traditions left behind by foreign colonisers. Designed as a
means of propagating government thought, Asian broadcasting has never developed
mechanisms to accept feedback or to provide the population with a means of
articulating their aspirations and frustrations.
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A second characteristic that Africa and Asia have in common is the
importance of radio. Indeed, the central position of radio is a factor throughout the
Third World. A worldwide survey conducted by UNESCO in 1986 indicated that
there was an average of 160 radio receivers per thousand inhabitants in the developing
countries. In contrast, there were only 39 television receivers per thousand inhabitants.
These figures compare with 472 television receivers and 988 radio receivers per
thousand inhabitants in the so-called developed countries.'

For the most part, Asia’s broadcasting systems have been slower to shed their
colonial past than have Africa’s. However, some tentative steps have been taken and
participants at a regional seminar on community radio held in Malaysia in 1990
described radio as being “in a state of ferment.”

Sri Lanka’s Mahaweli Community Radio project, discussed in chapter 13, has
contributed to this “state of ferment” and to a growing understanding of the
possibilities for local and national radio. Mahaweli Community Radio is operated as a
branch of the national broadcasting system rather than as an autonomous community
radio project, but it is an important step forward and the model has been adapted for
use in a number of Asian countries.

In 1991 Vietnam undertook an important initiative with the establishment of a
number of local community radio stations. The stations are operated by community
representatives and enjoy a fairly high degree of local autonomy.

The Philippines stands out as an exception among Asian countries because its
broadcasting system was heavily influenced by the commercial tradition of the United
States. In addition to the private sector and a State radio network, there have been a
number of rural radio projects established by universities and other institutions.

The lack of autonomous community radio stations in the Philippines has been
partially compensated for by the ability of production groups to get airtime on
commercial or public stations. Radyo Womanwatch (chapter 21) tells the story of one
of these programmes.

Broadcasting remains a State monopoly in most Asian countries and the next
few years will show us whether national broadcast organisations will be willing to
share the airwaves with community groups and whether local stations will enjoy real
autonomy in their organisation and their programming.

Australia

While Australia is not represented in the book, it does have an active
community radio movement with over one hundred stations on-air and more than fifty
groups waiting for licenses to be granted. The stations broadcast in virtually all parts
of the country, from large cities to tiny isolated “outback” communities.

Some of these stations (mainly in large cities) are licensed to provide a special
broadcasting service, such as ethnic or Aboriginal programmes, or classical music, or
educational programmes. The majority of them, however, are licensed to provide a

' World Communication Report, UNESCO, 1989, pp 149,156.
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broad-based community service and have a particular requirement to serve those
groups in their community not served by national or commercial radio services;
indigenous and ethnic minorities, women, the aged and unemployed youth are among
the groups that have access to community radio. .

Australia’s community broadcasters derive their funding from three main
sources: direct community support in the form of membership, subscriptions and
donations (40%); “sponsorship,” a highly restricted form of advertising (30%) and a
variety of grants from federal, state and local government programmes.

Europe

The model of a centralised State-owned broadcast system that Europe exported
to the detriment of its former colonies did not serve Europeans any better than it did
Africans or Asians. The State monopolies lasted until the 1970s when the free radio
movement swept through western Europe. At the height of this movement there were
thousands of unlicensed pirate stations rebelling against the State’s domination of the
airwaves.

Only a handful of free radio stations survived into the mid-1980s. The ironic
victim of its own success, the free radio movement withered when government
monopolies broke apart and high-powered commercial radio networks pushed the free
radios aside. Those that did survive were almost always in countries in which the State
steadfastly refused to give up its monopoly. Amsterdam’s Radio 100 (chapter 2) is an
exception and the station continues to broadcast as a pirate, even though Holland has a
strong community radio movement.

Along with the decline of the free pirate stations came a demand for community
radio, and almost all westemn European countries now have some form of legal community
broadcasting. However, there are dramatic differences in form from one country to the next,
and indeed, from one station to the next. Radio Gazelle (chapter 17) in France is one
example.

In the eastern part of the continent, the situation varies dramatically from country to
country and the broadcast environment seems to change on an almost daily basis. The
clandestine Radio Solidarnosc had a brief moment of glory when Solidarity was still a
banned trade union in Poland, but once walls and governments started falling the most visible
trend was towards large-scale commercial radio, often fully or partially-owned by the giant
media corporations of western Europe.

Despite the traditions of State monopoly and the strong presence of foreign capital —
or perhaps because of them — there is a strong interest in alternative models of radio. Two
examples are presented in this book, Radio One in Czechoslovakia (chapter 20) offers a
cultural alternative for Prague’s youth and Echo of Moscow (chapter 8) offers a political
alternative in Russia.

Latin America

It was arguably in Latin America that the first community radio experiences
were initiated almost fifty years ago. For years, State, private commercial, church,
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university, trade union and indigenous peoples’ radio stations have combined to make
the region’s radio the most dynamic and diverse in the world.

In the past decade there has been an increase in the use of radio by popular groups.
Some of these groups, such as Peru’s Feminist Radio Collective (chapter 11), produce
programmes and have them broadcast on the airwaves of commercial stations. Others use
“bocinas,” simple loudspeakers installed in shanty-towns, over which the community is able
to have the voice the other media deny them. Thousands of tiny radio stations have sprung up
in Argentina, so small they fall through the cracks of telecommunications legislation (chapter
19).

Other projects have emerged that define themselves as “educational” but that are not
concerned with formal education. They have abandoned the classical methods of radio
schools in favour of the tremendous educational possibilities of popular participation. Haiti’s
Radio Soleil followed this path for many years (chapter 9) and Radio Asé Pléré An Nou Lité
in Martinique also continues to do so.

Native people have their own radio stations throughout the region. These stations
broadcast in indigenous languages and are important place for cultural and political
intervention. Chapter 15, New Voices, offers a look at how the structures of these stations in
Mexico take into account the wide variety of local traditions and conditions that exist among
native peoples.

Clandestine guerrilla stations have been instrumental in national liberation
movements in many countries. Radio Venceremos, in EI Salvador, broadcast the struggle of
the Salvadorean people for eleven years before becoming legalised with the signing of a
peace accord between the Farabundo Mart! National Liberation Front and the government in
February 1992 (chapter 7).

Hundreds of other examples exist: trade union-owned stations in Bolivia, stations run
by peasant organisations in Ecuador, a women’s station in Chile, over three hundred popular
radio stations run by the Catholic Church and a handful of stations in Nicaragua courageously
trying to survive in the hostile environment of that country.

North America

Community radio began quietly enough in North America when, in 1949, a
California pacifist obtained a license for an FM station at a time when most people did
not have FM receivers. Known as KPFA the station is now listened to by hundreds of
thousands of people in the San Francisco area and has an operating budget of US$1
million (chapter 5).

KPFA is not typical of the North American community radio experience.
North America has almost as many different types of community radio as Latin
America and it is hard to imagine that any of the 300 stations in Canada and the
United States could be considered “typical.” There are, however, a few generalisations
that can be made. For example, urban community radio stations in North America
tend to be more culturally and/or politically engaged and serve communities that are
outside the “mainstream” because of their language, race, cultural interests, or politics.
Vancouver’s Co-op Radio is an example of this (chapter 18). In contrast, rural
stations tend to be more in tune with the majority of their community, although the
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majority of a remote community often has little in common with the “mainstream”
images and debates presented by urban-based radio networks.

In the remote regions of Canada’s north, more than one hundred Native
communities, some with only a handful of residents, have stations that fill the role of
telephone, post office, meeting hall, and teacher. Broadcasting in their own languages,
the volunteer programmers provide entertainment and essential information to people
who may be cut off from the rest of the world for weeks at a time during winter
storms. Given the important service these stations provide to Native people, they are
drastically under-funded with annual budgets of around US$10,000. The stations of
the Wawatay Radio Network described in chapter 3 are typical of these stations.

In the province of Quebec, site of AMARC’s head office and of the first
AMARC conference in 1983, there are 45 Native and 23 non-Native community radio
stations. The non-Native stations tend to be further south than the native stations and
serve larger populations, but even here we cannot find a “typical” station. Examples
range from Montreal’s Radio Centre-Ville, (chapter 6) which broadcasts in seven
languages to an inner-city mostly immigrant population, to CFIM, which broadcasts in
French to a small population spread across the Magdalen Islands in the Gulf of St.
Lawrence.

Pirate radio, a small but persistent phenomenon in North American
broadcasting, is experiencing a resurgence as Black and anti-poverty groups challenge
the system and set up low-powered neighbourhood stations (chapter 10).

As a result of deregulation in both Canada and the United States, commercial
broadcasters are free to operate with fewer restrictions. They are carrying less news
and information programming, engaging in fewer local productions and concentrating
on the bland music formats that seem guaranteed to attract advertisers. In Canada, the
State-owned CBC, traditionally the main source of quality programming, is suffering
from budget cuts. For community radio in North America, the challenge continues to
be to provide a service to those sectors of the population with cultural and political
interests that are ignored by commercial or public radio.

Community radio broadcasters are working to make the airwaves accessible
and open, and to transform radio into a medium in the service of their communities.
With radio activists from around the world as your guides, this book offers a voyage
to the heart of the alternative airwaves, and an understanding of why these activists
have a passion for radio.
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where the broadcast studio of Radio 100 is housed) and environs. As is
usual at this time on Wednesday evenings, Amsterdam’s theatrical life is
being discussed on Radio 100. The program Playrol is coming to a close
when the doorbell rings... must be the blues show! The unsuspecting
theatre woman who opens the door is trampled by a horde of defenders of
the public order — in full regalia. The security dogfaces storm the illegal
radio den. Soldiers’ boots echo through the hall of the building, in search
of suspicious conspirators. Meanwhile, the Marconi Radio Tasters Café is
taken in hand by vermin with ears only for the orders of their superiors...
The protesting café customers are hustled outside and the blue brotherhood
begins to rearrange the building, in a search for criminal networks.
Appointment books, shopping lists, computer files and phonographs are
welcome booty. The roundup begins. Elsewhere in the city six people are
hauled from their dinner tables, accused of being leaders of the radio-
conspiracy, and thrown into the clink. Everything capable of producing
sound disappears into mouldy sheds. Under the fedoras of the Secret
Service, sardonic grins appear.

The studio equipment, the transmitter and the antenna have been confiscated,
several people arrested, the radio café thoroughly demolished. Strangely enough,
nobody seems defeated or depressed. A feeling of anger predominates. Rob, a
volunteer programmer at the station, comments:

We’ll get over it. Just wait and see — with the help of our listeners and a
few benefit events we’ll be back within three weeks. What really bothers
me is the fact that they arrested so many people. We don’t have leaders.
We’re a grassroots organisation which means that everybody who works
with us has an equal voice in every decision concerning the radio. It looks
like they want to have some scapegoats... or maybe they want to intimidate
the 97 other programme-makers. I don’t know. We’ll have to see what
their next step will be.

Two days later, Rob is arrested. His presentiment was right. This time, the
authorities seem determined to finish this pirate radio business.

Radio 100 has been broadcasting on the FM band illegally at least since 1980,
and hasn’t had too much trouble with the authorities. Once in a while, the police
would show up and confiscate the transmitter. But that’s part of the game... With a
little extra effort, a new transmitter would be obtained within a few days, and
broadcasting would start again. This time the warning seems clear enough: as far as
“they” are concerned, the game is over.

During the first weeks after the raid it becomes evident that the authorities did
indeed spend a lot of time planning how to deal effectively with Radio 100 this time.
During a six month period prior to the raid, a large team of undercover agents have
been busy following programmers, tapping their phones, and listening to their
broadcasts. Radioproeflokaal Marconi has been watched constantly. The postbox of
Radio 100 has been emptied and the mail read. The bank accounts of both Marconi
and Radio 100 have been studied and a list of regular contributors has been made up.
In other words, an investigation that would make any member of the Mob flush with
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jealousy. The raid itself involved a police force of 150 men and four officers with
another 150 guardians of the peace held back, just in case.

A criminal investigation it was, so a criminal organisation it must be. The
radio programmers who were arrested during and after the raid were charged with
“membership in an organisation whose intention it is to commit crimes.” But where’s
the crime? Dutch law states that illegal broadcasting is a misdemeanour. In most cases
a fine will settle the case The police argued that “this bunch of anarchists grew to be a
highly developed organisation.” Anarchists? Organisation?

After ten days the charges are dropped. The jailed programmers are released.

In the meantime, several huge benefit parties have been organised all over
Amsterdam. More than 2,000 people show up. Left wing parties on the local, national
and European levels protest the raid. Hundreds of listeners support the station with
financial donations. A Radio 100 flyer puts it this way:

This deafening silence begs for a new sound. The call for social liberation
of the airwaves echoes through the local cosmos. They can’t do this! The
listeners, too, keep dazedly twisting the frequency dials, in the throes of
cold turkey. But the people and children of Radio 100 are feverishly
resuming their public obsession. Waves of energy ripple through the city.
Bicycle wagons full of discarded CD players arrive. The bank account of
the radio climbs further into the black by the minute. Everyone joins in.
The programmers are back at work.

And indeed, four weeks after the raid Radio 100 starts broadcasting again. As
if nothing had ever happened.

THE VOICE OF THE SQUATTERS” MOVEMENT

Radio 100 is a bit of an anachronism. Between 1979 and 1985 there were
dozens of FM pirates operating in Amsterdam. Most of them were commercially
motivated: easy music and a lot of advertising. After 1983 the authorities started to
pay attention to these illegal stations and most of them were closed down within a
year. By 1985 Radio 100 was the only one left. Some former pirates were able to
obtain licences to broadcast under conditions set by the government, but Radio 100
turned down offers of a licence. Claiming the right to freedom of expression they
refused to submit themselves to the rules that would accompany legalisation.
Nowadays, Radio 100 is the only pirate station in Amsterdam with regular daily
broadcasts.

The station’s roots lay in the roaring year of 1980, when the squatters’
movement in Amsterdam started to organise and rebel against evictions from squatted
houses. Housing shortages (a product of speculation) and unemployment drove
thousands of young people to squat in order to provide themselves with a home. This
resulted in numerous violent clashes between the police and the squatters. In those
days the radio station operated as an ‘action-medium’. It was the voice of the
squatters’ movement, attacking the housing policies of the local government and
mobilising the militant segments of the city’s population. During riots it would
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provide information about police movements and tell demonstrators how to avoid
roadblocks and arrests.

In the following years, when the situation calmed down, partly due to the city’s
efforts to legalise squatted houses, the tone of the radio mellowed too. It started to
focus more on musical and cultural developments. Also, within the station, a re-
interpretation of the medium’s possibilities took place. Why should a small group of
people have the power to operate this radio? How could we involve listeners in the
programmes, or even in the actual production of programmes? How could we let
listeners participate more than simply via the phone? This is where the concept of the
radio café came in.

Ingrid, who worked with Radio 100 from 1982 until 1987 recalls:

At the end of 1984 we came to a point where we asked ourselves what was
the point of going on like we were used to? On the one hand, we didn’t
want to be legalised. On the other hand, we were the last pirate radio left
and we knew that in order to survive we had to gain the sympathy and the
support of a broad audience. You know, the classic dilemma: because we
were illegal we had to operate more or less ‘underground’, which made it
difficult to make °‘real’ contacts with listeners or social and cultural
organisations outside the squatters” movement. So we came up with this
idea of a radio café¢ — a place in the neighbourhood of our broadcasting
studio. Here, people would be able to meet us without the stigma of
illegality. The radio café¢ would be what You might call ‘the open door to
our (illegal) radio’. We were determined to make our radio ‘visual’, to get
out of the harness of having to be anonymous. ‘Open radio” was our credo
at that time. Getting other people, listeners, to participate in the radio. We
were fed up with hiding ourselves. We wanted the radio to become a part
of daily life for as many people as possible!

So eventually we found this old school near our studio. The squatters there
agreed with our proposal to turn two huge classrooms on the ground floor into a radio
café, so we started building! We didn’t have any money, but we got most of the things
we needed from listeners and supporters. What we did was build a kind of big glass
wall between the two rooms, dividing it into a bar side and a studio side. The idea was
that people actually would be able to ‘see’ radio being broadcast. After two months of
blood, sweat and tears we officially opened ‘our Marconi’ with a kind of press
conference during which we also ‘revealed’ the location of our broadcasting antenna
to the press.

I remember that. Searching my archives I find the press statement dated June
9,1985:

As far as we are concemed, we are fed up with this illegality that is
imposed on us, as well as the anonymity that is connected with it. We
demand the right to free communication! For our part, we will start to act
as an open radio from now on. Everybody can and should know what we
stand for. What does open radio mean to us?

= the possibility of active participation by every listener.
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= a public room, accessible to anyone, with studio facilities: the
radio café.

= the possibility for people, groups and organisations to express
and profile themselves on the air.

= no hierarchical structures within the station. Every member
has an equal say on all the matters which concern the radio.
General meetings are public.

...We demand a frequency on which we can broadcast unhindered. If this
demand is not complied with, we’ll start broadcasting anyway.

A pretty heavy statement coming from just another pirate radio station...
Ingrid:

Not an ordinary pirate radio. We were a free radio: non-commercial,
democratic, progressive... You know, we really felt like we had right on
our side. All we asked for was a frequency! We didn’t want to become a
professional or a commercial station! just a station for and with its
listeners. We wanted to gain a large audience from different communities
in town. We wanted to create this kind of creative melting pot, with the
radio as the gentle fire under it. But we didn’t want to beg for permission.
If it couldn’t be done legally, well sorry, we would just carry on illegally.

As a matter of fact, Radio 100 did succeed in becoming this strange melting
pot of different groups and cultures. Listening to its programmes, you might find an
Indian programme followed by an hour of punk music, a two hour African music
show and a theatre programme. And they’ve stuck to this idea. A flyer issued after the
1991 raid reads:

We exist now more than ever. We are not criminals but the criminal
organisation of dissatisfaction. The infiltrators of the eardrums, the foam
on the airwaves. We rule nothing out and broadcast it all. We never dial
the right number but always get through. We continue fighting the air war,
the other offensive has begun. We have joined in conspiracy with palace
revolutionaries, Blackfoot Indians, kiosk runners, barkeepers, tax-evaders,
crown prince Willem Alexander, black riders, cyberpunks, house-wives,
narcotraffickers, superheroes, computer pioneers, jugglers, deserters,
political tourists and other brilliant dilettantes. If they’re looking for
trouble, keep listening. Radio 100 is far beyond 1992 in ideas and
technique. The terrible echoes of our silence will ring out everywhere.

That is Radio 100 indeed. I don’t think the term “community radio” really
covers this kind of radio. The kind of people it attracts would probably better fit under
something like “a movement”: sometimes very tangible (like the squatters’ movement
used to be), and other times more diffuse, less perceptible, but still there somewhere
under the surface of city life. “Free radio” fits quite well — the station drifts on the
input of its programmers and listeners, independent of commercial or political powers,
free from pressures on programming, altogether free of mind and choice. As such,
Radio 100 is one of the pivots on which subcultural Amsterdam hinges.
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But when the radio café was opened, Ingrid had in mind that the radio had to
break out of this subculture and open itself to a broader audience:

Me and some other people felt the atmosphere within this ‘scene’ was
suffocating, we reflected too little on things that happened outside our
‘subcultural” perception. I felt that to really achieve some changes within
the radio, we had to broaden our view. This is what I thought a radio café
could bring about. But I think we never really managed to break out. In the
beginning, we tried to create an ‘objective’ atmosphere in Marconi, to
attract ‘ordinary people’, and not only activists, squatters and punks. But it
soon appeared that Marconi especially attracted marginals; maybe this was
due to the fact that our prices were very low... Sometimes it really looked
like a kind of human zoo. You would have some alcoholic bums, spaced-
out weirdoes, a couple of tourists and a few programmers hanging around.
Not always a very stimulating crowd, though it could be fun sometimes.
Later it became clear to me that a lot of people didn’t want it to be
different. They felt Marconi should be a place for our kind of people.
Well, to achieve that is not too difficult, you know. You just play loud
punk-music all the time, and you can be sure of a select company! In my
eyes, the experiment failed, though it might still provide a good function
for a select group of people...

Somewhat disappointed, Ingrid left the radio in 1987 and started working as a
journalist for (legal) local and regional radio.

Rob started to work with Radio 100 at approximately the same time as Ingrid
left. He disagrees with her view on the development of the radio café

I think Marconi grew to be one of the meeting-places of alternative
Amsterdam. Look around at who’s sitting here: those guys over there are
Moroccan. They come and drink tea here almost every day. That group
over there is from Radio Scorpio in Belgium, paying us a visit. You know
the people at the bar, programme-makers. There are some people who live
here. Sitting outside in the sun the usual bunch of acrobats and clowns
who train in the old gym-room of the school. Quite an international public,
eh? Apart from that, I think Marconi is important for the radio because it is
the only place where programmers can meet. OQur broadcasting studio is in
another building, where we don’t have extra space. Happily, it’s just
around the comer, so most programme-makers come here before or after
their programme, to chat a while or have a laugh. Marconi is also the place
where we have our general meetings — every Tuesday evening. Everybody
from the radio can come, but it’s not obligatory. Most of the time
approximately twenty out of the one hundred collaborators show up. In
extraordinary situations, like after the police raid, everybody comes to the
meetings. That can be quite a spectacle! But at ‘normal’ meetings we
discuss the current affairs of the radio, the technical problems, the
financial situation, the programming, and so on. We also make plans for
the near future. That can vary from organising a benefit party to preparing
a live broadcast from somewhere else in town or making plans for
cooperation with video and computer groups. We get pretty wild ideas
sometimes! During that meeting people can also come by if they have new
programme ideas and want to get some air time on the radio. Generally, if
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the ideas or concepts are original, they’ll be granted one month of
probation-time and can more or less start right away!

Last but not least Marconi is a source of income for the radio. It
doesn’t make a huge profit, but that is due to the fact that the prices are
very low and that it is run by volunteers... Some of them forget to charge
their customers, others make mistakes when counting the change or serve
too large portions, and sometimes money just ‘vanishes’. But we still
manage to save some money for the radio! You know, when I heard about
the raid at the radio and at Marconi, I first thought this would be the end of
it. Now, I think the raid has given us a new impulse. We tended to work
too much on automatic pilot lately. Now that we have seen, once more,
how many people are willing to back us in hard times, how much energy
we can develop in a short time and how many people we were able to
mobilise, I think we’re in for the next decade!

* * *
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living soul at a feast held for the occasion. They have been coming since 1910, the
year the Sucker clan gave up 31,000 square kilometres of land for an initial payment
of $970, with a promise that the King “for as long as the rivers run” would provide
flour, bacon, tea, shot, powder, fishing gear and a school on a reserve that eventually
took the form of 44 square kilometres on the lake shore.

The first representatives of the Canadian government appeared in Sucker clan
lands in 1909. Police officers came to take away their leader, He Who Stands in the
Southern Sky, also known as Jack Fiddler. Fiddler was charged with murder for
exercising the chief’s duty to end the agony of the pain-ridden incurably ill when all
else had failed. Far away from the forest, in a Royal North West Mounted Police jail,
Jack Fiddler, the old chief of a people who had never relinquished sovereignty of their
ancestral land, slipped away from his guard and killed himself rather than submit to
white man’s justice. His brother, taken with him, died later of tuberculosis in Stony
Mountain Penitentiary three days before a federal government pardon order reached
the prison. Back in the forest, Jack Fiddler’s bewildered people soon gave up their
land to the agents of the “Great White Father.”

Sixty years later, Jack Fiddler’s grandson, Chief Thomas Fiddler, founded
Wawatay Native Communications Society, based in the small town of Sioux Lookout.
Another of his clansmen, James Fiddler, founded the community radio station in
Sandy Lake before he died of tuberculosis at the age of 28.

The James Fiddler Memorial Radio Station occupies a rough one story
wooden building just up the road from the Sandy Lake nursing station. In front, a pile
of firewood waits to be taken in to the large wood stove that heats the building’s seven
rooms. Like nearly all the buildings in Sandy Lake, with the exception of the nursing
station and the school, there is no running water. QOutside, at the back, a satellite dish
silently watches the sky, receiving the TV Ontario signal that also carries Wawatay
Radio Network from Sioux Lookout hundreds of kilometres to the south. Off to one
side stands the small Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) transmitter tower that
broadcasts the national English radio service as well as the community radio signal.
At 100 watts, the transmitter more than covers the reserve. By agreement, the CBC
signal is cut and replaced by the local station at certain times of the day. As with the
other community radio stations in the Nishnawbe Aski territory, the language of the
radio is aboriginal Cree or Oji-Cree. These are the tongues of daily life for most
people.

A few hours by airplane to the south, in the town of Sioux Lookout, Wawatay
Native Communications Society’s dozens of employees work in the Thomas Fiddler
Memorial Building. The office and studio building is named in honour of their
founder, Sandy Lake’s old chief. Wawatay serves the Nishnawbe Aski Nation territory
with a television network, a trail radio system for hunters on the trapline, a telephone
operator translation service and a newspaper, in addition to the Wawatay Radio
Network (URN) carried on the community radio stations. Of all these communication
services, the local community radio stations linked by the network are closest to the
daily lives of the people. Nothing important happens in the communities without
being channelled through their radio.
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Wawatay got its start when the northern chiefs decided that something needed
to be done about modern communications in their territory. Mike Hunter, a long time
Wawatay Board member from Peawanuck who works in Polar Bear Park on the west
coast of Hudson Bay, explains:

I believe it was 1972. I was a Band Councillor then. There was a big
meeting of the chiefs in Big Trout Lake. There was no communications of
any kind in those days at all, period. The only thing Bell Telephone had in
those days was the HF radio system. That’s high frequency radio telephone
communication system. And it was inadequate.

In most reserves, the only HF radio belonged to the private Hudson’s Bay
Company store. To get a message to a neighbouring reserve, a chief had to use the
store’s radio to send word south where it travelled as a telegram over an 1,100 mile
route back north again.

So all the chiefs said, ‘Let’s have our own communication system. If we
can get a license, we can have an HF radio communication system on our
own frequency and we can communicate ourselves’. And that’s when it
started.

The Canadian government provided funding for an experimental project to
establish an HF radio network between the reserves, and Wawatay Native
Communications Society was formed to take over the operation of the network.

Wawatay Radio Network producer Bill Morris tells how Wawatay got it’s
name:

The one who named Wawatay was Mason Koostachin from Fort Severn.
‘So everybody, what are we going to call this society?” Nobody
volunteered. He said, ‘Let’s call it Wawatay.” Oh, that was nice. That word
means northern lights. We look up in the clear skies of the northern part of
Ontario every night. The whole sky will be covered with northern lights.
And that’s what wawatay means.

In its very early days, Wawatay started the publication of a newspaper.
Following that, it turned its attention to the provision of a trail radio system which
used portable high frequency radios. Wawatay owns and maintains a large number of
these radios which are rented out during the season to trappers who are out on their
traplines for extended periods of time. Trappers and their families use them to
communicate with the base HF radios in the settlements and with other trappers. They
are used in normal times to keep in touch with relatives and friends, to share the
events of daily life and to share information about the weather and the movements of
migratory animals. But the primary purpose of the trail radio system is for emergency
use. It has been credited with saving many lives.

Soon after setting up the trail radio system, Wawatay set to work on
community radio. The way had been paved by an experimental station set up in 1973
in Big Trout Lake, the largest community in the territory, with the help of government
funding. As soon as other villages heard about it, they wanted a community radio
station of their own. The idea of community radio immediately found immense
popularity. Garnet Angeconeb explains:
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CFTL in Big Trout Lake was the first community radio station ever in the
Nishnawbe-Aski area. It took off. People really grasped on to the idea of
how powerful community radio could be in a setting where
communications are limited.

At that time when there weren’t any telephones in the community
in people’s homes, it acted as a communication tool within the village.
People passed messages on. The community’s leaders could use the
airwaves to talk to people about concerns or issues. People were able to
hear at once what was happening. It created dialogue within the
community.

Since that time, the villages have acquired modern telephones as well as very
limited television service. But the community radios established throughout the
territory have maintained their vital role at the centre of community life.

In the nineteen seventies, the publicly owned Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation (CBC) implemented a plan to provide its national radio service to all
communities in Canada with 500 or more people. The experiment in Big Trout Lake
had shown that there was a great popular demand for locally-originated radio in
northern Ontario. The CBC agreed to allow community access to its repeater
transmitters during certain hours each day. Very simple radio studios were installed
for that purpose. However, there were only a few villages in Nishnawbe Aski territory
that benefited. Sandy Lake was one of the few.

Most villages were too small to qualify for a CBC repeater and the community
access radio station that it made possible. They had to start up community radios on
their own with the help of Wawatay.

In spite of being one of the newest and smallest settlements, Muskrat Dam was
the first village in the territory to start a community radio station independent of the
CBC repeater/community access station system like the one set up in Sandy Lake.
Wawatay Radio Network producer Bill Morris has family in Muskrat Dam, a
community of about 200 established in 1966 on the site of a fishing camp. They
wanted to maintain a more traditional way of life than in the village they came from.
Bill helped his grandfather build cabins during summer breaks away from high school
in a southern city.

Bill recalls what it was like at the station when he was the manager there,
before becoming a network producer.

The Band Council came to see me and they asked me, ‘Okay, would you
be able to work at the radio?” And I said, ‘Well, you know, if my health is
good, sure, I could work or volunteer. I’'ll do my best’.

Well, I started working. There’s no hydro (electricity) over there.
Well, there’s hydro, but you can’t use the heaters. Cause all there is, is just
a diesel (generator). It’s only good for lights. How we heat the building is
use wood stoves. There was really help doing it, especially in the winter
time. [ was going and get the wood. And they were going and chop the
wood and heating up the whole building. They don’t get paid for it. They
do it volunteer.
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And how did they get my money? They just had to do some
fundraising. Like play bingo (on the radio). And make money off the
dedications. When somebody wants to send one song, okay, they pay
twenty-five cents. But on bingo I used to make, well, okay, about thirty
dollars one night, or sometimes fifty for a week.

So anyways, with that fifty dollars I could maintain my radio.
Like, I could buy gas. Maybe five gallons of gas. It was five dollars...
about four-fifty, five dollars a gallon of gas. You have to go and get the
wood maybe five miles away from the community. So you use a skidoo.
And a power saw too. So I need gas. I use that radio station money to buy
gas to get wood. And also there’s some calls I used to make. There’s a
telephone, a pay phone. Sometimes I phone up Wawatay or someplace.

In that time I knew some people from Winnipeg. I used to get the
records from over in ‘Peg, cause I knew some people. So I usually phone
them up, ‘Okay. Can you send me some records?” So, they send me, and [
send ‘em the money back.

I used to open my radio at about 6:30 in the morning, I guess.
Well, actually, I'd go there 6:30 in the morning, or a little after six o’clock,
especially in winter time, and start to heat up the building. And I'd go on
air at seven o’clock in the moming. That’s when the people want that.
They want to open the radio from seven to nine. They want it opened early
in the morning, because the kids are going to school. So I usually tell them,
‘0.K., you guys. Kids should get ready. It’s almost nine o’clock. It’s really
cold.” And at nine o’clock, shut the radio off. Then open the radio at 11
o’clock until one in the aftermoon. I usually get the volunteers from twelve
to one. I open again at four o’clock in the afternoon until about ten
o’clock. I usually get volunteers in the evenings. Maybe I'll be going on
there sometimes one hour or two hours in the evening.

The volunteers have their own records. Everybody buys his own
records. They bring their own type of music they want, although we have
records at the station. But they have their own records too. They bring
them up and they play their own music, and also they come down here and
they tell stories too. And also elders. They’d come over here and go on.

Or they take messages. Somebody will call from outside the
community so they take messages there because there’s a telephone there.
So every time somebody calls from outside the community, and they says,
‘Here’s a message to a certain person...” You’'re supposed to call to Round
Lake, maybe Bearskin Lake or Sachigo. Or to Kasabonika or to Big Trout
Lake. See, people calls in, especially in the evenings.

We have a Board of Directors and our directors, they’re the ones
who set the directions to me. We have about seven directors. And they’re
the ones who give the directions — what I have to do -and set up a
schedule.

The kids... they come in on the four to five. And they play rock
music. Mostly the kids are from nine years old, till fourteen. But I usually
supervise with them and I teach them how to operate the radio. And then
five to six, probably somebody’ll be coming on. Six to seven, [ usually get
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somebody who has the trail radio at home — HF radios. That person, he
talks to the other communities. And that’s how we get news from outside
our community. That person who has the HF radio will be based at home.
He comes on at six o’clock and tells, ‘Okay. This is what they said over in
the other place...” So that’s how we get the stories from outside the
community. This is the time before Wawatay Radio Network was in, see.

In the night time I used to listen to the Winnipeg (English
language) station. What I used to do Just before I go to the radio, I'd
record the news. I knew wheels going on. So, I knew who was playing
hockey in Sioux. I record that and then I write it up (in Cree). Then I'd go
on the radio, ‘Okay. This is what’s happening. This is what’s happening in
Winnipeg.

Even the weather. I'd get the weather from Winnipeg. Because
Winnipeg’s not too far from Muskrat Dam. Well, actually, I don’t know
how far it is, but... Like if they have really a rough weather over there, we
get that weather just in 24 hours. That’s how long it travels. So I usually
predict the weather too. I usually used to talk about Mr. Trudeau at that
time, when he was the Prime Minister. And I say, ‘Gee, it’s cold here, and
now Mr. Trudeau’s way down in the south in the Caribbean Islands. He’s
on holidays. And there we are here. It’s cold, you know.” They used to like
it when I used to do that.

Wawatay in Sioux Lookout helped Muskrat Dam get the equipment for the
radio station and sent a technician in to install it. The community raised the $2,000 to
pay for it. Wawatay’s search for the right equipment led them to a small hand made
FM transmitter. Wawatay technician George Daigle picks up the story:

It was designed by E.E. Stevens in Ottawa. He was an electronic engineer.
He started building these little transmitters for FM radios. They were three
quarters of a watt, which was plenty for a little community. It was just
fantastic — FM Radio. It was perfect. He made the antenna out of copper
tubing water pipes.

Steven’s been making these transmitters now for, I don’t know,
twelve years. He sends them all over. You’ll probably see some down in
South America. They’re all over the place.

They’re unique. There’s no tuning on them. You just turn it up
until it starts to distort. Crank her back a little bit, and that’s it. That’s your
tuning. That’s all there is to it. It’s got a three position switch for the
meter. You can tell if your antenna’s no good. It tells you if there’s been
damage. You can monitor the signal going into your transmitter. And the
one going out, and the one reflected back. It tells you everything you need
to know about the antenna. You just click, click, click everything works
fine and that’s it. That’s all there is to your transmitter.

Wawatay ordered 25, and in 1977 went up to Muskrat Dam to install the first
one in defiance of the CRTC, Canada’s broadcasting regulatory agency. Former
Wawatay Executive Director Garnet Angeconeb puts it this way:

At first we had some problems dealing with government regulations and so
on with using this transmitter in that it didn’t meet govermment
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specifications. Therefore the CRTC wouldn’t license these things. But we
went ahead and used them anyway, simply because it was the right thing to
do. I mean everything looked logical up north. There weren’t any other
frequencies to interrupt or to interfere with. So it was just right. We went
ahead and used them anyway and in Muskrat Dam that transmitter proved
to be really useful.

Eventually the CRTC relented and gave Wawatay licenses for all 25
transmitters. One by one, the communities of the north raised the money to purchase
the equipment and Wawatay flew in a technician to install them. George Daigle tells
how it’s done:

Jeez, it’s cold waitin’ for a wood stove to get warmed up. One community
I went to, this was a while ago... it’s about eight years ago, I guess. They
had no place for me to sleep — nowhere. They put me in this wood shack. I
had to stay there overnight. It was in the fall. It was snowing a bit. That
was quite a night, that one. They had a little wood stove in the comer, but
you could see right through the walls. Snow would come in. I had to sleep
on top of a pile of wood. Keep away from the ground, because it was
snowing out. That was quite something. That’s the roughest I've ever seen
up there.

Sometimes you stay in a house that somebody has given to the
Band. The Band built them a new house and moved them over there. So
they just kept this one house for visitors. They have no running water.
They got no lights. All they got is a bed and sometimes it’s only a foam on
top of a ply-wood. We never get blankets. You don’t get bedding. You just
get a bed. You bring your own sleeping bag. Most of them, there’s no heat
in there. They’ll supply you with wood. They’ll light the fire and they’ll
bring you water. They don’t have restaurants there, so you got to bring all
your grub.

I go in there, I want to stay a week. Because I don’t know what’s
going to go wrong.

It takes a day to find your room, get organised, get people up there,
find where the radio station’s gonna be installed, bring the equipment
there. It’s hard to get around cause there’s no vehicles. So you got to lug
everything. It takes awhile to get around. So I usually chuck off the first
day.

Next day, you install the radio station. It don’t take so long. It
doesn’t take you long to hook up that kind of equipment. In about half a
day -you’re done.

The latest stations, we even put the transmitter up on the top of the
TVO (TV Ontario) tower. They allowed us to put it on theirs. So all I
really have to do is shimmy up the tower, stick a pipe in there, clamp the
antenna on it and put a couple of clamps on the tower and come back
down. And that’s it! You just screw it into the transmitter. No tuning, no
nothing. There it goes. On the air. It’s as fast as that.

And then we train everybody .. how everything works. How to
shake it down. And they’re on their own. Kenina (Kakekayash, the
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Wawatay Radio Network manager), usually she’ll do the paper work for
licenses.

And then I'll stay there for a couple of days. Go look at the HF
radio, and do a little work on that, maybe. Fix up the antenna. Change the
antenna. Just to stick around the community. Not go far. They’ll come
back about a day or two later and ask questions. Not the same day. I'd
rather just stand back and watch. They won’t ask any questions. Finally,
when they know that we’re about ready to leave, then everybody’s there
and asking questions. So I've learned my lesson. I stay there for a couple
or three days, and eventually, when they get to run it more and more, then
they start asking questions. ‘How do you operate this, now? ° And then
you can start telling them.

And if they have problems, you’re there, you know? After they
start, there’s always something that could go wrong, so you give it a few
days, let them run into the problems.

Then you show them: “You do this wrong, you do this right’. You
go back then and get away from there, and listen again. I bring my own
radio and listen to ‘em at home. And, sure enough, it don’t take ‘em long.
They’re right in there, and away they go. Then they’re fine. They’re
mobile. And then from there they grow.

If they didn’t have a TVO tower, we go in the bush, cut a pole
from a tree. You come in there and plant it. Dig a hole, nail the antenna on
top of it, and then put up the pole. We always brought extra because if we
drop that pole, so much for the antenna! I've done that a few times. |
always bring two. Cause we have a bunch of antennas. We have ‘em spare
because lightening hits ‘em and rips ‘em apart.

This one community there, I remember, there must have been
about, I don’t know, fifty people around watching me working all this
time. And as soon as I said, “Well, okay, this is it, she’s on the air!’...
Zoom. Everybody disappeared. As soon as I said that the radio station was
on the air. They were gone. It was really funny. They all went home to
listen to their radios, I guess. They were already prepared. They had an FM
radio. All the time that I worked there, installing the radio station, there
was crowds watching from the window. They was watching from the
windows everywhere. It was quite a feeling, to be bringing something that
they never had before, something that they really wanted.

According to Garnet Angeconeb,

Community radio in an Indian community in the Nishnawbe Aski Nation is
part of the overall infrastructure the same way as roads in a municipality in
the south. Community radio is different in the isolated north as opposed to
radio in southern communities. There is no other way of getting local
information exchange within the community without the radio station. In
the north it’s the only radio station that people can tune into locally.
Therefore, it becomes an intricate part of the community.

The James Fiddler Memorial Radio Station in Sandy Lake is an example. The
station is under the direction of the Wendomowin (To Tell the People)
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Communications Society whose president is Abel Fiddler. He says that one of the
most important things about the radio is “getting word to the people.”

We’re really close in the community, eh? Not like white people. We really
care about each other. Like if there is an emergency at the nursing station,
a whole bunch of people go there. In case of emergency in the southern
areas, they don’t care. Here everybody goes.

If somebody 1is lost in the bush, people carry portable radios with
batteries. And like if anybody is found, and a whole bunch of people are in
the bush [searching], they listen to the radio all the time and they know
right away the person has been found and the searchers come back.

Menashi Meekis is a young man who took on the job of managing Sandy
Lake’s radio station, a difficult task because of the chronic shortage of money. He
describes another way in which the station is integral to keeping the community in
touch with itself.

Most people are related here. If somebody dies, one of the band
councillors calls me up and we have to go on the air and I come.
Sometimes we stay open all night when someone dies. I have to get
volunteers. Sometimes I have to show up at four or five [in the morning].
We play gospel music until everyone knows. If someone is watching TV,
he goes to the radio and opens his radio. We have a pirate TV dish and
they tumn it off. If they see the picture go off, they would wonder and they
turn the radio on. During the time the councillors would be driving around
telling the relatives to open the radio and to tell them what happened. After
everybody knows, then the Band comes in and comes on the air to tell the
people. That’s why we have to open early so people can open their radios
before the Sandy Lake Band comes on to tell them what happened. So
we’re pretty close.

The radio station is integral to the rhythm of daily life. Music lifts the spirits of
all ages, each having their own time during the day. After school hours for the young,
mid-morning for the elders, Sunday afternoon for the religious. All day long the music
is punctuated by the all important phoned-in messages that are repeated several times,
at the end of songs. An elderly widow calls to say that one of her grandsons should
come to chop firewood for her. There is no gas for sale today at one place, but there is
at the other. The plane from Sioux Lookout has arrived. Someone’s cousins are
driving in tonight on the ice road from Weagamow but he has to meet them half way
at midnight with a can of gas because they don’t have enough to make it. Jennifer’s
mother is looking for her. Would whoever took Bill’s grey suitcase at the air strip
please return it. The nursing station will have a visiting doctor today and the following
people have appointments. The medicines for the health centre came up on the plane
today and people waiting can pick them up now.

The school, the police, the drug and alcohol commission, the recreation clubs,
the firehall, the women’s baseball team, all the several churches each have their
altered regular hour. Sometimes they have serious matters to discuss, other times they
just chat and play music to help everyone’s day along while the important messages
are phoned in and announced. Other hours are given to members of the community,
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sometimes in pairs, who like to come and play their favourite music for the general
amusement of Sandy Lake.

And then there is the indispensable radio bingo every Thursday night. People
come into the station throughout the day to buy their cards for the evening’s game.
Board members drive around during the day selling cards to people who can’t get to
the station. It’s a major form of entertainment, and it raises most of the money for the
station. The bingo master calls out the numbers over the radio, and the winner calls in
when he or she has a bingo. The money raised pays the electricity, phone and gas bills
and other costs. It also goes towards the occasional airplane ticket for the local hockey
team to go to the Northern Tribes playoff in Sioux Lookout, or for a band member to
go to a relative’s funeral in another village.

The winners come down to the station to get their cash, and they often spend a
good portion of it right then and there on Nevada tickets. Nevada tickets are like
scratch and win lottery cards, except that they have to be torn open to see if you have a
winner. You get your cash on the spot if you do. It’s not unusual to see a group of men
standing around the trash barrel near the front door of the station deftly flipping open
a handful of Nevada tickets while they talk over the day’s events. By Band Council
order, the radio station has the monopoly of this popular way to try your luck. The
proceeds help keep the station on the air.

The Wawatay Radio Network is heard a few hours a day in the Nishnawbe
Asks Nation villages with a community radio station. The broadcasts are uplinked live
from Wawatay’s Sioux Lookout offices piggybacked with TV Ontario’s satellite
signal. Wawatay has been extremely adept over the years at dealing with southern
institutions such as TV Ontario, the Ontario public educational television network. TV
Ontario was setting up a satellite receiving dish in each village to get their service into
the remote areas of northern Ontario. Wawatay succeeded in getting TV Ontario to
squeeze its radio network signal onto the satellite and to set up a simple switching
system to feed the signal into the community radio transmitters when Wawatay is
broadcasting.

Kenina Kakekayash from the Round Lake reserve manages the radio network.
She started with Wawatay as an interpreter for their telephone translation service. The
service provides interpretation between northern callers and telephone company
operators. Kenina was later given the responsibility of travelling from village to
village to talk to the native leaders about the idea of setting up the radio network. She
recalls the excitement of those times.

We had to meet the band leaders, informing them, finding out what they
thought about it and if they were going to support that thing. They did.
Everybody was excited. They were so happy. ‘It’s about time that we’re
gonna put the network together. We're go hear the news.” I did a lot of
travelling. At first it was really hard because of the technology words. You
have to say them in our native language. As time went by, it became easier.

The network provided even more impetus for the villages that didn’t have their
own community radio station to get one set up. They couldn’t be part of the network
without a local station. Kenina worked with many communities helping them get on
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the air. But there are still communities without a station. Executive Director Lawrence
Martin wants to see them all in the network. He thinks this will provide a new
challenge for Wawatay: “It’s gonna be interesting because they’re more in the
southern part. Their language is not as strong as the ones up here.” However,
Wawatay faced a serious setback to its plans to complete coverage of the territory,
when the Canadian government made deep cuts to funding for native communications
societies in 1990.

WRN broadcasts 95% of its daily programming in both languages spoken in
the Nishnawbe Aski Nation, Cree and Qji-Cree. Several northern producers based in
the communities put together stories that Sioux Lookout and Moose Factory network
staff use in combination with their own material. Sioux Lookout produces the Oji-
Cree programmes and Moose Factory on the western shore of Hudson Bay produces
the Coastal Cree programmes. Programmes focus on international, national, and
regional news, culture and traditions, children and youth, and important issues such as
native self-government, the education system, and the extremely high suicide rate
among the young. Weather, birthdays and sports (hockey is played with a passion in
the north) are not forgotten.

Garnet Angeconeb believes that WRN helps the people of the Nishnawbe Aski
Nation understand the forces of the outside world that affect them.

I see an educational process happening here. You know, not only do they
learn about Indian issues, but they also learn about the political process,
whether it’s provincial politics, whether it’s federal politics. They begin to
understand why things are the way they are. For example, Indian people,
like anywhere else in the world, use energy. They use fuel. They use
gasoline to run their machines, skidoos or outboard, what have you. And
the way they get their gasoline in the north is it’s flown in by aircraft.
That’s the only means of transporting fuel to most communities. And the
cost of gasoline is extremely high in the north. And every time the prices
go up, they just blame either the airlines or the local store. Of course the
airlines and the local stores have to make their profit as well. But there are
other factors as to why the price of gasoline goes up. The politics in
Alberta could affect the prices of gasoline, for example. The politics in the
Middle East can affect the prices of gasoline. And so what you begin to
see then is that, hey, these things aren’t just happening locally. They’re
happening in other parts of the country. And in other parts of the world. So
what you begin to see is Indian people not only taking an interest in what
is happening locally, or regionally, they’re beginning to take an interest in
what’s happening nationally. And even beyond that, internationally.

Of the 53 aboriginal languages still spoken in Canada, only a few are
considered by Canadian officials to have any chance of survival. Cree is one of the
few. The native people of northern Ontario consider that their community radios are
crucial to the survival of their language. Garnet Angeconeb explains.

The guiding principle behind all the community radio movement is based
on language. The success story had one focus and that is language and
culture. The programming is in the language of the people. When people
listen to the Wawatay Radio Network the elders are able to relate to what
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is happening as well as the young people. Hopefully through the radio
network people are able to strengthen their language, their culture and
their identity. And that’s really important. Many people at Wawatay have
always said that it is important for aboriginal people to try and keep their
language. I'm a firm believer in that. If aboriginal people lose their
language, they don’t have any other place to go to regain it, or their culture
for that matter. It’s not like a person living in Canada who is of Italian
background. They could always go back to their mother country to regain
their language and their culture. But here in Canada, for the aboriginal
people, this is the motherland of the culture, this is the homeland of the
aboriginal languages, and if they’re lost, they’re lost and gone forever.
There is no other place to go. So through Wawatay our argument has
always been that we have to do everything possible to strengthen our
languages and keep them alive.

People are getting satellite dishes to beam in TV, and when you
look at the television set in the living room in a northem community, the
programming’s really irrelevant. You see a little kid rhyming lines off a
sitcom — Rambo movies. And the challenge to keep our language alive
becomes real. It’s not a fantasy. The most frustrating part of my job when I
was Executive Director of Wawatay was trying to convince decision
makers in places like Ottawa or Toronto that northern Ontario has a unique
lifestyle. The Indian communities are unique up there. They’re very rich
people. They may not be rich in terms of financial resources or anything
like that, but they are rich in terms of their culture and their language. And
we have to preserve that.

Note: The conversations upon which this story is based took place mainly in 1989. A
year later, Canadian government financial contributions to the aboriginal
communications organisations that provide a broadcast or printed voice for native
people were drastically cut back in a move that seems designed to mute those voices.
Twenty one such groups throughout Canada have cut staff, reduced operations or gone
out of existence. Wawatay’s ability to provide technical maintenance for the
community radio stations and trail radios of Nishnawbe Aski is being severely tested,
as is the network itself.





http://www.comunica.org/passion

30 /A Passion for Radio

the Bunia Higher Education Institute, located in northeastern Zaire, a heavily
populated region in which one million people live off of agriculture and raising cattle.

Like many rural stations, Radio Candip broadcasts programmes with
information intended to help increase production. It also emphasises programming
which responds to the questions and needs of its listeners, and encourages people to
work together on community projects.

The radio speaks to them in their language, informs them of their duties
and rights, gives them advice on how to solve problems they face, and on
activities they can develop with their families and in the village. (Pickery,
1987)

Radio Candip’s production teams produce programming in seven languages
and a variety of programme formats. One of the most interesting of these formats is
found is the station’s participatory programmes based on material supplied by radio
clubs and mini-studios.

RADIO CLUBS

Soon after Radio Candip began broadcasting, the station’s personnel promoted
the setting up of radio clubs in villages throughout the region. A radio club is a group
of people who come together to listen to the radio, discuss its programmes, and move
on to action. The clubs often grow out of social or youth movements, are initiated by a
dynamic leader, or more simply, by the example of a neighbouring village. They
include a diverse presence of social groups, development organisations, and local
authorities.

These groups prepare listener reports, audience testimony, and questions, and
send them by mail to the station. By February 1987, there were 749 clubs for six
language groups: Nandé, Lendu, Alur, Swahili, Lugbara, and Lingala.

Villagers are encouraged to listen to the radio “with their cars, eyes, head
and arms;” to understand the programmes; to look around them and
compare the radio message to the realities lived; to understand why; to
reflect upon their motives and behaviour; and to extend what they hear into
concrete actions, solutions to the problems they face.

The radio clubs are also the focal point for audience feedback. They allow the
listeners a channel for input into the activities and programming of the station: Are the
programmes broadcast responding to the needs of the people? What are their problems
and concerns? How can they be addressed by the station?

RADIO CLUB PROJECTS, COMMUNITY PROJECTS

Several types of projects are carried out by members of the radio listening
clubs. They can be family or individual achievements dealing with hygiene, vegetable
gardens, or fruit trees surrounding a house. Other projects are initiated by all the
club’s members.
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The Ingaa radio club, for example, conducted a campaign to combat the lack
of soy seeds. Club members decided to plant two gardens with soy seeds belonging to
the club. In their activity report they announced:

The Ingaa radio club is presently reproducing soy seeds, in an effort to
share them with other radio clubs and the population during the rainy
season. One soy field has already produced a good enough quantity for the
next seeding period. Through all of this, we hope to intensify the
production and consumption of soy in the Kakwa collective. (Pickery,
1987)

Not all of the radio clubs have been successful — some are intensely active
while others seem to be in a continual state of crisis. Among the principal reasons for
failure, participants mention; hostility of local authorities; unrealistic projects which
are undertaken; corruption by the people in charge of the clubs; lack of follow-through
on projects; and jealousy among members. It has also been noted that while the radio
clubs help make the relationship between Candip and its listeners more dynamic, their
success is restricted by the indirect nature of their access to the station.

MINI-STUDIOS

In 1983, mini-studios were developed in order to enable more direct
participation by the population through voice recordings. A mini-studio is, ‘a radio
club which operates well, and, due to its central geographic position in relation to
other radio clubs, is given a cassette recorder with which its members record voice
pieces to send to Bunia, enriching the participatory quality of the programs.” (Pickery,
1987) Each mini-studio serves a number of radio clubs. In an area with a strong oral
tradition and a very high rate of illiteracy, mini-studios facilitate the direct expression
of the population, enabling people to speak directly and in their own way on the radio.
Ideas, emotions, and feelings are better expressed by voice than by a text read from a
letter from the listener, which lacks the original rhythm and intonation. By 1991 there
were a total of 143 mini-studios in the region, serving some 90% of the radio clubs.

Setting up a mini-studio only takes place when a set of specific conditions are
met. A radio club must prove itself over several years through its development work
and through regular correspondence with the station. Further, it must establish a
resource base and distribute a minimum of twelve cassettes per year. Each mini-studio
which Candip equips with a cassette recorder finds itself confronted with several new
questions. Who should be recorded? What should be recorded? How should the
recordings be done?

The cassettes sent by the mini-studios to Radio Candip include different styles
of recordings which are incorporated into a variety of program formats. One method
uses a technique known as “see-judge-act” which involves recording discussions
about the major problems in the village. A selection of the comments made during the
discussion are then sent to Candip, which produces a complete programme on the
subject. A second type of programme incorporates the radio clubs responses to
questionnaires sent out by Candip. In another technique the station determines 60
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programme topics for a series of shows called Développement et Femme-famille
(Development and Family-woman). The mini-studios are urged to choose one topic
which interests them, and to send in their comments and points of view. Finally, there
is a type of programme that incorporates important news events from the villages.

In addition to interviews, commentaries and reports, the mini-studio
contributions include stories, chants, riddles, skits and similar forms that lend
themselves well to the art of radio production.

Each of the station’s linguistic groups prepares five thirty minute shows each
week and the content of these shows comes, in whole or in part, from the letters sent
by the radio clubs and the recordings of the ministudios. In one recording a traditional
doctor tells of his experience with a sick child and discusses how it is necessary to
overcome wrong beliefs and customs in order to improve health. In another, a mother
explains how she cured her son from kwashiorkor using soya. She is able to talk about
this over the radio as she would to her friends, using the language and images of her
community. Listeners identify more readily with the concrete examples of their peers
that with the theories, generalisations and abstractions of “experts.” As a result, they
are more likely to put the new-found knowledge into practice. Through the
microphones of the mini-studios, people are able to express themselves in an authentic
manner according to their own traditions, customs and cultures and in their own
languages. Through the questions and discussions provoked by this form of
communication, people’s horizons are broadened. Several years ago, an elderly man
voiced the following thoughts:

We used to think that we lived in an unchangeable situation... Thanks to
the radio, we’ve found out that there are many things that can change. Who
would have thought ten years ago, that an elderly person could learn to
read and write? The radio has led us to see and understand what’s
happening at our neighbours” and elsewhere in our country and the world.

The radio enables us to see beyond our small village. It’s as if we
were travelling all around to see how people live elsewhere. That’s how
we learn that many things can and should change here with us and that we
can make them change ourselves by relying on our own abilities.

Before, we didn’t have the intention of expressing ourselves...
Now, we’ve learned to speak and to say what we think. The radio has
steered us onto this new road by asking that we take part in programmes in
our own language. We ourselves ask the questions on the radio.

The radio has opened our eyes, ears, and mouths. (Maréchal,
1982)
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tell, because it reflects present issues in community radio in the United States, is the
one about how KPFA got a new home.

Over the years, community radio based on the listener-sponsorship model has
become known as raggedy radio-on-a-shoestring, where volunteer programmers work
from ramshackle studios with equipment held together by alligator clips and threats
from the engineer. Some great programmes have been produced under these
circumstances, but the stations have always been financially on the edge. To many,
being on the edge has become something of a badge of honour, since it proves that
you haven’t sold out to the American dream of material success.

A visit to KPFA was enough to convince even the most sceptical that material
success was not KPFA’s objective. Threadbare carpet, dark creaky hallways, offices
filled with beat-up furniture, a newsroom sporting antique tape recorders, and heating,
cooling and plumbing systems that barely functioned... This was the “nature” of
KPFA, and of all community radio in the USA. At a conference of the National
Federation of Community Broadcasters in 1985, for example, participants in one
workshop debated whether replacing an old, broken sofa (as one station had recently
done) destroyed the appropriate community radio atmosphere.

Given this context, it was a shock for many people when KPFA moved into a
new building, designed and built especially for them, with new furniture (much of it
custom-built) and new fully equipped studios. Was this still a community radio
station? And how could a station that always seemed to be struggling to keep going
afford this radio palace?

The story begins with a woman who had been a KPFA listener for many years.
Like many other listeners, she regularly made small donations. One day she died.
Normally, her death would have been noticed by only a few people at the station. Her
monthly programme guide would have been returned by the post office, and after
some time, when she failed to make any more donations, her name would have been
dropped from the membership list. Many of KPFA’s original supporters have been
getting old, and it’s no surprise that some are dying. However, her story was a little
different. In her will she left her home to the station. Most listeners don’t do that.

The house, although modest, was valuable because it was in the San Francisco
Bay Area, where housing is in high demand. In other times, the money from its sale
might have gone into the station’s operating budget. But when the bequest was made
KPFA was very concerned about finding a new home of its own.

Another longtime supporter of the station had died — KPFA’s landlord. For
years, he had allowed the station to pay a very low rent. The new owners, however,
raised the rate mercilessly. The space had never been ideal for a radio station, but at
least until that time it had been a bargain. Moving out started to look attractive, but
good space at a low price is hard to come by in Berkeley. So the money from the sale
of the deceased supporter’s house came to represent a special opportunity — the chance
to start a new building fund for KPFA.

A little figuring showed that a new home would be an ambitious project. It
would take a couple of million dollars, maybe three, to get a new space for the station.
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To most KPFA people that seemed completely impossible — especially since the
money had to be raised from the same group of people, in addition to ongoing
operating costs.

They asked a sympathetic research firm to find out for them if it was feasible
to try and raise the additional money. The answer that came back was a surprising
“yes.” The researchers found that there were a number of people who were prepared to
donate to a campaign for a KPFA building, and some were willing to make very big
donations. They would have been willing to make such donations before, they said,
but no one had asked them. “Thousands of dollars?,” asked the researchers. “For
KPFA” came the response, “sure.”

Patricia Scott, KPFA’s manager, was key to moving the whole process
forward. One observer of the situation claims that this is in part because she is an
African-American:

A lot of those white progressives at KPFA are stuck in the idea that the
station isn’t authentic or real unless the chair has broken springs and the
tension arm on the tape deck is held up by a rubber band. Pat doesn’t see
why the community shouldn’t have as good a facility as they can get — the
multinational corporations shouldn’t be the only ones with decent
equipment.

Others say it has nothing to do with the fact that she is Black — “she’s just a
very strong leader who wants to move the station forward.”

Strong leader or not, the fundraising campaign was intimidating for her as
well. At the opening of the new building, she said, “On the morning I had to go for the
first time to ask someone for $40,000, I had to practice for hours in front of the mirror.
When they said yes, I nearly fell off my chair.” By the time the building was opened,
they had raised $2,272,015, most of it from individuals. Half a million dollars came
from non-profit foundations, and about $95,000 from a government programme.

At the opening of the new building, KPFA staff were proud to show visitors
the beautiful tables with inlaid wood, custom-made desks, stained glass lampshades,
and wrought-iron work — all created with labour donated by local craftspeople. The
opening broadcast featured a special piece called Homage to Pacifica, written by major
American composer Lou Harrison. A computer system links the whole building, and
the architects (KPFA fans, accepting a fee much smaller than their work deserved)
designed the inner space to facilitate interaction among workers and to express an
openness to visitors. There has been a major improvement in the quality of all the
studios and their equipment, which now includes an amazing computerised player
piano, a Yamaha “Disk-Klavier.”

KPFA is not the first community radio station in the U.S. to raise money to
move into better quarters. But because of its high profile, the very large amount of
money raised, and the striking contrast between the old and new quarters, the move
has sparked debate about the definition of community radio and its position in the
community.
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Many people, among them listeners, volunteers and paid staff, note that KPFA
has not compromised any of its principles. The station still strictly refuses to accept
any donations from for-profit corporations, it still stands for free speech and political
discussion, programmers still play music ignored by the commercial stations, and
KPFA still has the most accessible airwaves in town. The new building shows, they
say, that if you stick to your principles and really serve your community, you
eventually get rewarded. The way in which people, from well-known progressives to
everyday working people, aided the campaign, and donated the labour for the many
special touches in the building is evidence of this. They argue that KPFA has proven
that it is a community institution that people truly care about, and it is being supported
as a community radio station should.

Then there are the dissenters. They wonder if KPFA, which has often claimed
to be a voice for the poor and humble, is now alienating itself from them. Will people
coming to the station feel like they’re entering the headquarters of a big corporation?
Will they feel uncomfortable, will they speak differently on the air?

The arguments do go deeper than a concern about the quality of facilities. Part
of the reason KPFA’s move to a new building is a symbolic event for U.S. community
radio is that it comes at a time when there is considerable debate amongst community
radio practitioners about the direction of their stations. Discussion has focused on
audience research, fundraising techniques, and the important area of programming.

Some people argue that not all community radio’s traditional approaches are
working very well. They hold that if community radio is to fulfil its mission and have
a significant impact in the community, these approaches must change. The airwaves
may be accessible to community groups, but the air “sound” is not accessible to
listeners. Programmes that have good political or cultural concepts may need to be
restructured if they are not reaching people. The common “patchwork quilt”
programming schedule, with many specialised programmes each aimed at a different
audience, is hard for listeners to follow. Stations need to pay much more attention to
the quality of program production, or they will drive the audience away. The
programming equivalents of cluttered offices and old sofas don’t encourage the
community to use the station. The listener may be better served by participating in
national programmes with better sound quality, rather than producing everything
locally. And finally, stations should take full advantage of the data now available from
professional audience survey companies (previously restricted to commercial stations)
in order to evaluate how they’re doing,

Another side of the debate might be represented by the headline of an article in
Current, which wonders if community radio is “losing its soul” by “going for the
numbers.” This approach argues that professional audience surveys have a
commercial bias and are therefore inappropriate for community radio. Current
programme schedules may seem a jumble, but they represent the diversity and
richness of the community. In this view, the new tactics that are being proposed are
abandoning community radio ideals for bigger audiences and more income.

It’s not hard to see why a beautiful, well-appointed new building would
crystallise this debate. But, whatever it represents, the station has taken the plunge —
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they’ve built and moved. They’re also doing audience research and proceeding with a
major revision of their programme schedule. Time will tell how these changes will
affect the station and its listeners.
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THE CITY

Montréal, with a population of one million inhabitants (three million including
the greater Montréal region) is a large cosmopolitan city with inhabitants from almost
everywhere in the world. The largest city in Québec and the second largest in Canada,
Montréal has been one of the most important cities in north-eastern America since the
beginning of European colonisation.

Francophones form the majority, with anglophones and other ethnic
communities representing respectively 15% of the population, although the latter
group is steadily increasing in number. Francophones constitute 80% of the total
Québec population of six and a half million. It is important to note, however, that
Québec is a tiny island in the anglophone ocean of North America. For this reason it
has always had to struggle to protect and promote its distinct language and culture.

WHERE DID RADIO CENTRE-VILLE BEGIN?

A huge movement for social change was built in Québec during the 1960s and
1970s. This movement gave birth to a multitude of organisations, ranging from
community-based daycare centres, women’s centres, youth centres, citizen’s action
committees, to several groups fighting for the independence of Québec from Canada.
The movement also gave rise to many new communication media: neighbourhood
newspapers, alternative press networks on a Québec-wide scale, community television
and video production groups. Community radio was part of this new network of
popular information. It was in this context that Radio Centre-Ville appeared in 1972,
the first station in a movement that was to spread all over Québec.

Daniel Lavoie was one of the francophone pioneers of community radio in
Québec.

There weren’t very many of us. The social struggle was very important at
that time in Montréal: demands for a better quality of life, urban renewal,
battles against the demolition of low cost housing. I was working with
people fighting against the construction of a highway which was to link the
cast and west ends of the city; a huge project which would have brought
about the demolition of many neighbourhoods in the city centre. There
were also the draft-dodgers, American conscientious objectors against the
war in Vietnam, who came secking refuge in Canada. Kevin Cohalen, one
of the founders of Radio Centre-Ville was one of these draft-dodgers; he
probably brought the idea of alternative radio from the United States,
where that kind of radio had existed since 1946, I believe, in California,
and which we were unfamiliar with. Hyman Glustein, the other founder of
Radio Centre-Ville, was a student at Sir George Williams, which is now
Concordia University.

From the beginning, it was a multi-ethnic radio station. That was
one of our principles. We played a lot of jazz too, which was a type of
music that everyone could relate to. Our ideology was fairly left-wing, of
course. We didn’t want to copy the straight radio scene. However, it
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wasn’t community radio in the real sense of the term, meaning a station
managed by a board of directors elected by a certain community. It was
more an “alternative” or “counter-culture” radio, defending citizens rights.
A radio station which wasn’t out to make money or do business, but to
broadcast popular information, unlike the whole mainstream information
machine. Democratic structures weren’t a priority a small group of
unelected people could run it and do whatever they felt was best. Later on,
this brought about some friendly and less friendly free-for-alls... up to the
point of threatening the very survival of the radio station.

At first, we broadcast through the cable network with used
equipment; army surplus stuff which couldn’t have cost very much, an old
console like you see in war movies, tumntables and old heavy metal
microphones... and it worked! It was a heroic era; we broadcast hours and
hours, we were always there, but it was tremendously fun. The majority of
our programming was in French - that was a principle, established in
proportion with the population.

After a hard battle to get a licence, Radio Centre-Ville came on the
FM band February 27, 1975, broadcasting with 7.2 watts of power.

The radio found its niche and grew slowly but surely! But we all
know that growing isn’t a painless experience, and the first growing pains
came in 1977. A group of activists demanded that the radio station become
participatory, that it conform to the norms of the CRTC,' and that it
operate with a board of directors elected by a general assembly. The fact
that the people making the demands were supported by “orthodox”
Marxist activists did not go over well with the people running the radio
station, who feared that it would become a kind of propaganda centre. The
radio station, which at the time closed its doors for a two week vacation
period every summer, was silent for two months that year in order to solve
the problem. Finally, the principle of a general assembly was accepted,
especially since it was a legal requirement.

Other crises were to come, as is the case with any popular and democratic
organisation, but the radio station always managed to pull through. Jean-Louis Legault
recalls:

It’s not easy to make an organisation like that work. We didn’t have the
experience, it was something new and we didn’t have any precedents. On
the other hand, there are good sides; the pleasure of success, solidarity,
etc.... Among my favourite memories, these ones come to mind: the big
fifth birthday party on the FM band in November of 1980, where, for three
days, a huge multi-ethnic party brought 1200 people together for shows of
every kind, film presentations, dances... and the programme that Benoit
Fauteux hosted, Au coeur du samedi soir (In the heart of Saturday night)
broadcast live from different bars, presenting jazz, improvisational theatre
and other entertainment.

" The Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications Commission is the federal government body
responsible for regulating broadcasting. CRTC regulations require that community radio stations be
owned, managed and programmed by members of the community at large.
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AN INTERCULTURAL RADIO

Programming at Radio Centre-Ville reflects the cultural mosaic of the city
where it has its roots. It is made up of broadcasts produced and hosted by members of
the cultural communities using their own languages. They participate in the social life
of Québec by communicating their own culture, and at the same time, help their
compatriots become more aware of Québec and Canadian current events and culture.
Listeners benefit from information in their own languages about the new social
environment to which they must adapt, and they conserve their cultural origins.

Communication between newly arrived ethnic groups and long established
cultural groups promotes, in many ways, a mutual understanding of habits, moral
values, and social or philosophical currents of thought. And it clearly allows a more
harmonious coexistence of individuals, despite their differences.

Radio Centre-Ville enjoys a special connection with listeners from very
different backgrounds, who are often not very well served by the other media. The
station acts as a catalyst between communities and the entire cultural and social fabric,
which, in turn, has been enriched by the presence of the communities.

First and foremost a centre for radio broadcasting, Radio Centre-Ville is also a
centre for meeting and exchanging ideas and social and cultural experiences. Radio
Centre-Ville promotes new cultural currents, such as world-beat music. It welcomes
and offers radio production training to anyone who wants to take part and offers a
forum to community groups and cultural organisations.

Also contributing to the richness of Radio Centre-Ville are the special events
that it broadcasts or that it organises itself. Because of its contact with the countries of
origin of its members, historic events are covered in a special manner on the Radio
Centre-Ville airwaves. The station’s coverage of events in Haiti is filled with the
insight of volunteer journalists from that country. On some occasions, such as
elections in Chile or El Salvador, the station might send a correspondent to prepare
live reports in both Spanish and French. At other times, we arrange simultaneous
broadcasts with sister stations in other countries. Among our solidarity programmes
are: specials on the Palestinian question, broadcasts produced weekly behind the walls
of a penitentiary with the participation of the prisoners, solidarity programmes with
Radio Venceremos and Radio Farabundo Marti in El Salvador, and others for
fundraising after natural disasters in Chile and Colombia. All of these examples
reflect the human and cultural variety at Radio Centre-Ville.
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PARTICIPATORY RADIO

How does participation work at Radio Centre-Ville? Richard Barette, ex-
director of francophone programming at the station and a long-time participant gives
us his ideas about these questions.

Inventing and experimenting with new methods of managing activities,
different than that of pyramidal organisation are, of course, arduous tasks,
because they require learning new ways of operating. The best intentions
fail most often because of difficulties in putting into practice a genuine and
durable collective operation, supported by real participation in decision-
making, the sharing of responsibilities and the effective carrying out of
projects. Do we want a society that uses communication techniques to
reinforce rigidity and authority, which is the model of the dominant culture
or, on the contrary, do we want to see freedom, responsibility and
fellowship grow?

Radio Centre-Ville is, by definition, a communication tool at the
service of individuals and groups to promote fellowship, quality of life,
creativity, local democracy and cultural identity. It 1s a response to the
difficulty of finding identity communicating, and participating in decision
making. It also wishes to respond to the specific needs of its target
audience: the working class, newcomers to the country and organisations
defending citizens interests. To reach its objectives, Centre-Ville must
therefore count on the cooperation of its listeners in order to avoid
isolating itself from the real needs of its milieu. To do this, it has
developed an operating structure which puts into practice a participatory
type of management.

Participation at Radio Centre-Ville has its own particularities due
to the nature of the station itself: community-based but also and especially
multilingual and multi-ethnic. Accordingly, participation at Radio Centre-
Ville depends on membership in one of seven production teams. The
participatory system of management is built around these autonomous
production teams.

Participating in the management of Radio Centre-Ville means
giving up the possibility of staying on the sidelines and comfortably
criticising those who run the station, those who are up front. Participation
means expressing personal opinions, complying with group constraints,
and supporting decisions.

In many organisations of this kind, one often hears questions such
as: Who decides? Who is in control? Who should I support? Who is right?
Who will be responsible for failures? A participatory type of management
cannot be imposed, without preparation, on people who have not been
trained: it requires a certain apprenticeship of all individuals involved.

Good intentions are not enough to ensure that the target population
and groups participate in the production of radio broadcasts. These groups

* Extracts from a text by Richard Barette in the Guide de la Radio communautaire au Québec (Guide to
community radio in Québec), Association des radiodiffuseurs communautaires du Québec, ARCQ,
1984.
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must take control of the means of communication by participating in the
management and decision making process. In this way, they manage the
complete production process of the station.

PUTTING THEORY INTO PRACTICE

This theoretical vision of participation inevitably becomes reality through its
successes and failures. How can a radio station, which is really seven radio stations
with seven production teams, become more accessible? How can genuine
communication be established between groups with such different cultures and ways
of doing things in a manner that keeps each production team from becoming
“ghettoised?” How can the concerns of newcomers be included in the socio-political
debates of the Québécois, and how can they participate in these debates? How can
broadcasts based exclusively in folklore and the nostalgia for countries of origin be
avoided? How can the concerns of recently arrived cultural communities be reflected
and a real intercultural project developed? How can the interest of youth be raised?
How can women be assured a genuine role in these debates?

One project, Ondes de Femmes Women’s Waves), has recently gone on the
air. It is an attempt to open up the airwaves to women of diverse cultural origin and
may provide some answers to the above questions.

ONDES DE FEMMES

Louise Boivin is the former director of Centre-Ville’s news room. She is now
coordinator of the Ondes de femmes project. This is how she described her work:

The Ondes de femmes project was begun because we noticed a low
representation of women and groups of women in the production teams at
Radio Centre-Ville. Sometimes what appears to be equal representation of
women hides the fact that there is a reproduction of traditional roles inside
the teams. Women are limited to jobs such as answering the telephone,
cleaning up the premises and taking minutes of meetings. Few women are
hosts, producers or technicians. Immigrant women are doubly exposed to
these difficult conditions.

A radio which wishes to be alternative and community has to
prioritise the representation and equal participation of women and their
organisations in its programming and its structures. Our declaration of
principles clearly affirms that we support collective action to transform
society in favour of the marginalised sectors, of which women,
unfortunately, all too often form a part.

Woman from approximately one hundred women’s groups and
community and ethnic organisations were invited to participate in the
Ondes de femmes project. The reaction was so positive that two months
later, about fifty women shared in the production of twenty broadcasts in
French, Spanish, Creole and Chinese. Intensive training sessions have been
organised and a support structure has been set up for the first broadcasts.
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Links between the women are maintained through monthly meetings, and a
weekly information bulletin circulates among them. Participating
organisations represent women from all over the world. Many
communities which were not already represented at Radio Centre-Ville, or
which did not already have women producers, participated in the project.
The themes discussed in the programmes are freely chosen by the
participants and deal with women’s rights generally, as well as with
specific problems such as conjugal violence, employment, culture shock
and integration.

* * *

The economic crisis, the evolution towards an increasingly intercultural
society and the State’s disengagement from social programmes means that, more than
ever, solidarity is a necessary aspect of our communities. Community radio still has its
“raison d’étre.”” As a Radio Centre Ville document puts it: “We must return to the
community, radio has to go to the people. Communities have fewer resources and
there is an enormous amount of work to be done. Radio must help them communicate.
We have to encourage cultural exchange.” Radio Centre-Ville, twenty years strong,
still has many challenges to meet.

RADIO CENTRE-VILLE ORGANISATION CHART

1) The General Assembly is made up of members of each of the production
teams, who are members in good standing of the station.

2) Individual members are those who accept the principles of Radio Centre-Ville
and who have participated for a period of three months during the six months
preceding the date of the request for membership status. They must belong to one
of the seven production teams of Radio Centre-Ville and demonstrate their
capacity for teamwork.

3) Organisational members, as well as having the same obligations as individual
members, must produce at least 30 minutes of air time per month during the
month preceding the request for membership.

4) The Membership Committee, formed of four station members, regularly
organises sessions for inter-team initiation of new volunteers. It grants
membership status and may withdraw it on recommendation of the production
team.

S) The Board of Directors is made up of 15 members of the station: eight am ¢lected
by the general assembly Each of the seven production tcams nominates one
candidate for the remaining seven seats. The nominations are ratified by the
General Assembly.

6) The Hiring Committee is made up of three representatives of the Board of
Directors and makes recommendations to the Board in matters concerning the
hiring of paid workers at the station. It is also responsible for all employment
relations at Radio Centre-Ville.
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7) The Production Teams are the basic units responsible for a certain number of
hours of broadcasting per week, as defined by the station. Production Teams are
responsible for:

8)

job organisation

broadcast content

reception of proposals for programmes within their broadcast time
election of their candidate to the Board of Directors

advertising sales during their broadcast time

The Inter-team Production Committee is made up of a representative named by
each production team. Its tasks include:

production, promotion and/or broadcast
inter-team special interest projects or programmes

important projects for one or more production teams, with the approval and
collaboration of those in charge of programming and with the promotion
of the team or teams.
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guerrillas, the text is replete with Salvadorean slang and vulgarities. As the author
states, neither the guerrillas nor the soldiers are wont to speak with dictionaries.

This particular chapter proved prophetic. In its concluding paragraph, one of
the founders of Venceremos imagines himself able to conduct interviews openly in the
working class districts of the capital. Prophetic, because this did indeed happen. On
January 16, 1992 following the peace accord signed between the FMILN and the
ARENA® government, the compaiieros set their transmitter on the roof of the
Metropolitan Cathedral of San Salvador. The legendary guerrilla broadcaster
Santiago® transmitted live from the Civic Plaza, with the noisy background of the
huge crowd celebrating the victory of the people. The people had fought for peace.
And Venceremos had gained legal status after so many years of broadcasting its
message of freedom from the mountains of Morazdn.

* * *

5
Manolo” gave us the news:

— The FMLN Commanders have decided to launch an offensive, the
heaviest in this whole war.

— When?
— Soon.

After almost ten years, there are more than enough reasons to want to put an
end to the war. The country is worn out and in ruins. People want peace. We do, too.
We don’t want to make a profession out of being guerrilla fighters or living in the
hills. The world is changing, and that drives you toward solving conflicts through
negotiations. But neither Duarte nor, much less, the Army’s High Command is going
to negotiate anything if we don’t put military pressure on them. That’s the only thing
they understand.

— We’re going to take the war to the cities, continued Manolo. We’'re
going to take all the experience we’ve accumulated over the years, all
available arms, all the men, and all our strength. We’ll make a big ball out
of all that and stick it in San Salvador. They’ll have to understand or burst.

That was towards the end of ° 88, around September. They entrusted us at
Venceremos with carrying out a campaign aimed at mentally preparing our soldiers
for an offensive without retreat, so we formed a propaganda commission and started
to rack our brains for the slogan.

— For social justice and democracy, all unite together to fight the
oppressors till the final victory! suggested someone, whose name I won’t
mention.

> ARENA: Alianza Republicana Nacionalista, the right-wing that is currently in power in El Salvador.
* Santiago: First host and founder of Radio Venceremos.

> Manolo: Captain Ramén Emilio Mena Sandoval, joined the guerrillas following the take over of the
Santa Ana barracks during the first major guerrilla offensive on January 10, 1981.
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— That’s too long, man. Before you finish pronouncing it, the bombs’ll be
dropping into your mouth.

— Crush criminal fascism! said somebody else, whose identity I won’t
reveal either.

— Too heavy.
— Build peace!

— Too cold. Look at the way the Nicaraguans do it: “Everybody all out!”
Why can’t we invent something that has a little bit of Salvadorean flavour
to it?

— Salvadorean? said Santiago. Listen to this: With the finger of unity up
the enemy’s ass! You can’t get much more Salvadorean than that.

We all laughed at the sick joke, but we couldn’t get the slogan out. Finally,
Maravilla came up with something:

— What does an officer say when he gives the order to storm?
— Stick it to” em!

— Well, that’s the best slogan: “Stick it to” em!”

— Doesn’t it sound too militaristic?

— Not that much. It’s also erotic. When you’re dancing, don’t you stick it
to the girl?

— Stick it to” em and what else?

— Stick it to” em, period. This is all coming to a head, isn’t it? So we want
to put a final end to this whole thing.

Of love and war, that’s what stuck: “Stick it to’ em, period!” With that, the
feverish preparations began: training for urban commandos, the formation of
insurrectional detachments, and concentrated operations on the war fronts. At the
radio we were stirring up the fire.

— When? we wanted to find out.

— Soon.

The supplies, the organisation, and the entire plan for the offensive were ready.
But the right time had to be found, politically speaking. It was going to be a big
whack, and the population had to feel that the FMLN had exhausted all chances of
doing things with the government by peaceful means.

The elections were drawing near. The gesture was as unexpected as it was
audacious: the FMLN’s General Commanders made known that they were willing to
participate in the elections, provided that they be fair, subject to international
supervision, and postponed until October in order to give the FMLN time to carry out
a campaign in the same conditions as the other political parties.
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The proposal was so logical that even the Gringos accepted it. However,
ARENA rejected it outright. After hesitating at first, Duarte® went along with
ARENA, invoking “constitutional order.” As a result of that attitude, a long history of
electoral shams, and the promise of another to come, we called on the population to
abstain from going to the polls.

The abstentions won those March 19 elections with a total of 62%. But since
paper-ballot democracy doesn’t take the people’s rejection into account, the
presidency went to the ARENA candidate, Alfredo Cristiani, who had received
slightly over half the votes cast. In other words, Cristiani began to govern with the
representation of 17% of voting-aged Salvadoreans.

— What’s the story with the offensive? asked our combatants, who’d been
left hanging.

— So when?

At Radio Venceremos we were continuing to heat up the atmosphere, but we
were getting impatient. The Commanders presented another initiative for a peaceful
settlement.

Doesn’t Cristiani say that his government is democratic? Then let’s sit down
and have talks. And they did sit down in Mexico at a high-level meeting, with Shafick
Handal and Joaquin Villalobos, from our side. Unfortunately, ARENA sent a second-
rate commission with no power to make decisions.

The only thing that resulted from that meeting in September was the decision
to hold another one in October, this time in San José, Costa Rice. There it went even
worse. Military officers were spying from the second floor of the place where the talks
took place so that the government commission wouldn’t say or sign anything without
first consulting with them.

A few days later, a bomb exploded at the FENASTRAS’ building, killing Febe
Elizabeth, the leader of UNTS® and ten other union leaders. There were more and
more places being searched and people put in jail, and paramilitary repression against
the popular movement increased. It was obvious that Cristiani didn’t even have the
slightest will to negotiate.

— Get it all ready for November 11, they told us. Now those bastards are
going to find out what the FMLN’s made out of!

The offensive was to be launched against the country’s five major cities: San
Salvador, Santa Ana, San Miguel, Zacatecoluca, and Usulutan. In addition to these
strategic priorities, there would be a whole bunch of smaller military efforts.

Venceremos was going to stay up there in Morazan, broadcasting from an
underground station. Only a small group of us would remain, practically without any

© José Napoledn Duarte, Christian-Democrat, a former President of El Salvador.

" FENASTRAS: Federacion Nacional Sindical de Trabajadores Salvadoreiios (National Union
Federation of Salvadorean Workers).

8 UNTS: Union Nacional de Trabajadores Salvadorefios (National Union of Salvadorean Workers).
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security, because the war was going to be carried on down in the south and nobody
was going to bother with us. Not even the buzzards would be flying overhead.

November 11 arrived. We checked the connections and went over the whole
transmitting and audio system for the umpteenth time to make sure that absolutely
nothing would go wrong. The sun went down. We were underground, sitting behind
the microphones, surrounded by little light bulbs, and with all the military radios
turned on. Just a few minutes before eight, Atilio’ called us:

— We’re on the bucking bronco, he told us. There’s no turning back now.
— Any orders? we asked him.
— If you know how to pray, do it.

You wouldn’t believe it without having seen it. On Saturday, November 11, in
the district of Colonia Zacamil, there was a wedding in which the bride, dressed in
white, the groom, in coat and tie, the best man and bridesmaid, guests, musicians, and
drunks were all urban commandos. The guns were wrapped up in gift boxes. It was all
a trick to bring people together, distribute arms, and take over a sector of the city.

In Mejicanos there was a soccer game where the 11 players on each team, the
referees, onlookers, women selling crushed ice, and the bus they came and left on
were all part of a disguised movement of troops designed to take over that sector.

At a house in Colonia Metrépoli, the couples started to arrive at five in the
afternoon. They were young men and women who’d shown up holding each other’s
arms, laughing, and making way for the cars that were leaving and returning full of
guns. Those weapons still hadn’t been oiled because they’d just come out of the
caches where they’d been kept for months.

In that house 46 young people came together from different neighbourhoods.
They were university students, union members, and all sorts of individuals. Three of
them had combat experience. The rest had never touched a pistol in their lives. They’d
been preparing with courses, radio programmes, and pamphlets, but they’d never had
a shoot-out with anybody. At six in the afternoon, those in charge began to hand them
their hardware and give them basic instructions about its use.

A National Police vehicle pulled up and parked across the street from the
house. The cops got out and began to patrol the street.

— The police! warned one of the young men. Either somebody squealed to
them, or we’ve got the worst fucking luck we could.

Comandante Choco, who was responsible for that group, didn’t stop smiling
when the police knocked at the door.

— Good evening, said the policeman.
— Good evening, Choco answered.

— Look, friend, could you give us a little water?

? Atilio: Commander Joaquin Villalobos, Secretary General of the Partido de la Revolucion
Salvadoreiia (Salvadorean Revolutionary Party).
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— Of course, just a second.

Inside, in the next room, 46 urban commandos were oiling a pile of guns. Had
a neighbour noticed something? Was there an informer? But the police drank their
water and took off without so much as sticking their heads inside the door. Maybe
they suspected something and didn’t want to get themselves into a fight when it was
almost time to change shifts and they were about to go home.

At eight in the evening, Choco brought all the new combatants together:
— The time has come, guys. Everybody into the street!

The door opened, and the whole flock of guerrillas rushed out, each with a
brand-new gun, to take over the sector. This would be their first encounter with the
cops, whose truck was still parked only a few blocks away.

And with that, all hell broke loose. This was the biggest bang in ten years of
war. Thousands of men and women poured out into the streets of San Salvador. They
opened fire in the northern neighbourhoods, dug trenches, put up barricades, and
completely disconcerted the Army, which had smelled something coming and
prepared a large operation in Guazapa to keep our troops from entering the city.

But we were already inside! The FMLN was fighting in Colonia Zacamil,
Mejicanos, Ciudad Delgado, Cuscatancingo, Soyapango, and Ayutuxtepeque. The
guerrillas were attacking the capital of the country!

In San Salvador, the offensive began with a simultaneous attack on 50 enemy
positions, including the Army’s General Headquarters and Cristiani’s own residence.
However, at Venceremos we were playing dumb. We said that we’d received news of
“some attacks” here and there. We didn’t want to kick up a storm or use the word
“offensive” until we saw how the wheel was turning. That way, if something went
wrong and they drove us out of San Salvador that same night, we could just not make
much of a fuss about what was happening.

But other stations didn’t swallow it. At 8:15, Radio KL, set off its alarm:

Extra, extra! Heavy fighting is taking place in the northern area of the
capital. Practically all the working-class neighbourhoods have become the
theatre of one of the FMLN's most violent onslaughts.... We have also
received information from Zacatecoluca, where the guerrillas have
attacked....

The Armed Forces High Command didn’t believe that mere skirmishes were
taking place, either. Exactly two hours after the attacks began, Ponce'® publicly
decreed a state of siege and established a national radio and television emergency
network.

On Sunday, the 12th, at 6 a.m., we went on the air like the evening before,
without making much noise. A short while later, Atilio gave us the green light:

— The rice is cooked, he said. Start using the word “offensive.”

19 Colonel René Emilio Ponce, head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
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Now everyone was referring to the big FMLN offensive. The guerrillas had
always attacked at night and withdrawn before daybreak, but now the sun was high in
the sky and our people were still going at it in the streets of San Salvador,
Zacatecoluca, Usulutan, downtown San Miguel....

The urban commandos who’d opened fire from within had now been joined by
the FMLN’s real military force, the peasant columns that had taken advantage of the
Army’s disorder and entered the cities. There was fighting going on in every
department of the country That’s when Venceremos let loose.

We’d set up three stalls with radio equipment to receive immediate military
information from all our command posts. Facundo, Carmelo, and Dimas were
informing. From every corner of the country, dozens of radio operators were sending
us war reports with their 40-meter orange units, the famous Spilsburys.

Their signals were transmitted to any one of our three reception stalls, which
were far away from each other to avoid interference. There was a radio operator in
each stall, and, next to her, a messenger, a boy with wings on his feet.

The radio operator had pieces of paper already cut and ready, with their sheets
of carbon paper. Every piece of news was written in three copies. As the information
came in, she’d write it down as fast as she could, keeping one copy for herself and
giving the other two to the runner.

Then the kid would take off like a bullet for the underground studio. At the
entrance, before jumping into the hole, he’d give a copy to the girl who was sitting at
the entrance and classifying the reports into fourteen folders, one for each of El
Salvador’s departments. All out of breath, the boy would reach the end of the shelter,
where we were broadcasting. There Santiago grabbed the piece of paper and
immediately turned on the microphone:

Just minutes ago, at 10:35 a.m., our forces destroyed an armoured tank on
the corner of...

We had a fourth stall, the special one, for communication with other countries.
Don’t ask me how or where because I can’t tell you. Let’s just say that it’s where the
military thugs would never imagine. We’d set up Maravilla in an office with
telephones, computers, and all that modern shit. just as day was breaking, Maravilla
would call us on a direct channel:

— This is Mouse calling. Look, I've got a New York Times editorial that’s
just come by fax. Here it goes; I'll translate it for you.

Incredible! At six in the morning, a contact would buy the paper in New York.
At 6:05, he was faxing it to Maravilla’s office. At 6:10, Maravilla was translating it to
us on a secret band, and, less than a quarter of an hour later, we were discussing it on
Venceremos.

Down in our pit in Morazan, we were receiving opinions from the US press
sooner than a Gringo sitting in his office in Manhattan! We also received news from
the Spanish and German press. We were monitoring all the important TV news
programmes in the world via satellite. Since we expected the government to decree a



Radio Venceremos |/ 55

state of emergency and a put a gag on information, Maravilla spent his time watching
foreign TV with his dish antenna. Later, he’d lend us his eyes.

Marvin, I'm watching the troops from the Atlcatl Battalion all crowded
together around the Army’s General Headquarters building. They're
wearing camouflage uniforms, and their faces are painted. You can tell
they 're very nervous, and they don’t know where to point their guns....

Maravilla would narrate in minute detail everything he was picking up over
NBC or CBS, and we’d report it as if we were right in San Salvador. That’s how that
fantastic link worked.

On Monday we started to broadcast straight from six in the morning until
eleven at night. There were only four of us announcers, and the broadcasts were
exhausting marathons. We did shifts of six and eight hours, which left Santiago
voiceless and loosened Leti’s tongue. They ruined my nerves and finished training
Herbert, the Venceremos rookie who still didn’t have too much improvising ability.

Everything had to be improvised. There was no time to scratch your head. The
news showed up, and you had to make your commentary right on the spot. Santiago
and I would be talking and forgetting about the mike, as if we had our audience in
front of us.

At other times, we’d challenge members of the high society, summoning them
by name to abandon their mansions. One afternoon, Santiago started to pick on
William Walker, the gringo ambassador in El Salvador and namesake of the other
swine from the last century:'!

Aren’t you ashamed, Mr. Walker? .... In what school did you learn your
diplomacy?

He raked him over so hard, and the Ambassador was so upset, that the US
State Department sent a message to the FMLN through our Political-Diplomatic
Commission:

— Let’s make a deal. Stop insulting our personnel, and we’ll take the
“terrorist” label off you.

Alright. The next day we held Santiago back, and they removed that little
nickname. Venceremos had them concerned because, at that time, even the deaf were
listening to it.

We’d never had so many listeners in all our ten years. People have told me that
you could go to Metrocentro'> and hear Venceremos at full blast in the stores. We
were monitored without interruption by the middle class, the press, the enemy, the
gringos, and even Cadena Cuscatlan, which all the stations in the country had to stay
hooked up with. You’d hear Santiago informing that we’d just taken such and such a
place, and, a couple of minutes later, the Cuscatlan commentator would furiously deny
1t.

"' In the 19th century an American named William Walker invaded Central America with a mercenary
army, declaring himself President of Nicaragua before being forced out of the region.
'2 Metrocentro is a large shopping centre in San Salvador.
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We tried out new formats, which increased our number of listeners: news
bulletins every hour, sketches, comic dialogues, and jingles based on well-known
music, like this little rumba by Maria Cristina:

Freddy Cristiani can’t govern
Because I cut off,

I cut off all his lights.
Everybody join in with
Sabotage and we’'ll win fast.
Stick it to’ em, period!

I’m not going to tell you what people said, but rather what they did. On the
night of the 11th, when the guerrillas arrived, people went out to support them, but
still with a bit of fear. The next day there were more of them. By the fourth day,
everybody was busy making food for them and giving them clothes. One young
guerrilla said to a lady:

— Ma’am, would you happen to have an old pair of pants that you could
lend me, something that your husband doesn’t wear anymore? I'd just
need” em until my uniform dries. I’'ve been sleeping here in the trench with
wet clothes for two nights now.

Just with that, the news travelled all around my community and the
neighbouring ones, and a commission was formed in each district to provide clothing.
People would show up with tons of clothes and say:

— For the guerrillas!

Even the poorest of people came out with their little dress, skirt, panties,
underpants, socks, and all sorts of stuff for the guerrillas. And all that guy had needed
was one pair of dry pants! But the neighbours got together and built up a mountain of
clothes.

People were happy. We’d been told that those who were fighting were
foreigners: Nicaraguans, Cubans, Vietnamese, and from I don’t know where else. So
we were watching out for the way they looked, right? And when people saw them
come marching in, they’d say: hey, so and so. They were old friends or family whom
they hadn’t seen for years. And they gave each other big hugs.

— Nephew, where did you come from?
— Brother-in-law, we thought you were dead!

So it turned out that the so-called foreigners were from our neighbourhoods.
Only the doctor, a big white fellow, had the look of a foreigner to us. The rest of them
were all perfect Indians. Just like us. You know what I mean?

Something special happened with that guerrilla doctor. Since nobody in our
neighbourhoods has money to pay for health care, people started to hang around when
they found out that a doctor and a nurse were there.

—  What’s wrong with the little girl, ma’am?
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— She’s got a bit of a fever, Doctor. You know, she didn’t even sleep a
wink last night.

— Come on over here.

They took her into the little shelter they’d set up. It was a kind of field
hospital. By the time she came out, another little girl was waiting. And the guerrilla
doctor began to treat all the sick people in the area. There were people with diarrhoea,
bad nerves, epileptic fits, people with so many ailments that the poor doctor couldn’t
even take care of his wounded companions anymore because he was too busy seeing
the people from the neighbourhood. People were grateful, and they started to take him
coffee or tortillas or shoes. Since nobody had any money, they gave the doctor
whatever they had.

— No, ma’ am. Keep the food for your son. If not, you’ll have to bring him
back soon to see me again. What he’s sick from is hunger.

People started to feel at ease with the guerrillas.

— You can talk with these soldiers, they said. We can have a smoke
together. We can take them into our houses to eat. They’re not like those
other soldiers that make you feel shaky just by looking at you cause you
never know how they’re gonna fuck you over.

That’s the way my neighbours talked. In my neighbourhood we were happy
just going to buy things for them at the stores and supermarkets. We’d give them
sugar cane and other things so that they could hold out.

More than anything else we hoped that they’d never leave us. As things turned
out, it was the other way around. We’re the ones who had to run off. When people
heard about what the Air Force was doing in Soyapango and Zacamil, about the
bombings in areas where there were homes, well then they left in a hurry with
whatever they could. People were crying as they left with their little bags, and, when
they turned around to see the guerrillas, who’d stayed behind, they said:

— Those poor kids! May God forgive me, but [ have to leave.
The planes were already coming in our direction.

On Wednesday, November 15, we were within a hair’s breadth of collapsing
the Army and winning the war. The working-class neighbourhoods had turned into
FMLN strongholds. Each building was a fort. The Army entered with armoured cars
and its troops behind them, trying to recover terrain and deplete our supplies, but it
succeeded in neither. Instead, as time went by, there were so many neighbours joining
us, and the setback to the Army was so accelerated, that on Wednesday evening,
fearing a general insurrection, the High Command held an emergency meeting at its
General Headquarters.

Many things have been found out about that sinister meeting in which the 30
highest-level Army officers took part. This is where they decided to step up the
intensity of the war, no matter what the political cost of the ensuing genocide.

— It’s them or us, asserted one of the colonels.
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That’s where they decided to use the Air Force against the civilian population.
Helicopters would use machine-gun fire against the working-class neighbourhoods.

They also decided on a night of long knives: that very night and into the early
morning they would murder those they considered to be the brains behind the
subversion. At the head of the list were the Jesuit priests from the Central American
University (UcA).”

It’s said that, when the meeting was over, the military officers held each
other’s hands and prayed together for the success of their crimes. In the macabre circle
were a few pairs of gringo hands, those belonging to CIA advisors.

I was still half asleep on Thursday, the 16th, when I managed to grasp the
crackling news.

— They killed Ellacuria,* confirmed Ana Lidia.
— That can’t be, I said.

Santiago was stretching and getting ready to start broadcasting. A terrible look
came over his face when he found out.

— It’s true. They also murdered Segundo Montes and Martin Bar6 and...

Santiago turned on the mike and began to speak. Since the times of the first
offensive back in January of ‘81, I'd never seen him so indignant or so sad.

Here in Morazan in order to make soup for the guerrillas, the girls who
work in the kitchens go out to look for izotes. They cut off their hearts and
put them into the pot. But everytime it’s cut, the izote shows its incredible
instinct for survival. It reproduces immediately. If you go back a month
later, you'll see the izote sprouting up again. Even if the machete cuts it
off at the roots, the izote always comes back. It always insists stubbornly
on blossoming again, on continuing with life.

It occurs to us that Ignacio Ellacuria is like those izotes. Martin
Baro, Segundo Montes, Amando, Juan Ramon and Joaquin Lopez are all
like the izote flower, stubborn to die and stubborn in their efforts to
continue growing.

Why do we say this? Because Cristiani didn’t think about the fact
that all of them were teachers who multiplied their knowledge with the
thousands and thousands of young people who studied with them. They
multiplied those moral values of Christianity that are so compatible with
revolutionary principles. The moral values that these priests
communicated are now thousands of seeds. They weren’t the brains of
subversion. They were part of our national conscience, of the critical and
scientific conscience that searched for the roots of the conflict and
researched our history, attempting to find the way to peace and national
reconciliation.

13 UCA: Universidad Centroamericana José Sime6n Caiias, San Salvador.
' P. Ignacio Ellacuria, rector of the UCA.
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We know that our people will take up this izote flower which is El
Salvador’s national symbol. We know the Salvadorean people will raise it
in their fists as a symbol of the stubborn will for peace that flowed in the
veins of the murdered Jesuit priests. And we know that the day of that
victory, which is coming rapidly closer, people will pour into the city
squares from all four corners of this nation.

These people will raise the izote flower of Ignacio Ellacuria and
of the 70,000 Salvadoreans who have died. People will flow into the
country’s squares with an uproar, like a river during the rainy season, to
pay tribute to these brothers of ours who died for the sake of peace, to
these brothers who were born in Spain but were Salvadorean than their
assassins, a pack of criminals with denationalised minds.

On the day of that victory, the mothers of the fallen, their brothers
and sisters and children will all be there. This struggle has 70,000
martyrs. The barbarianism has affected millions of Salvadoreans: those of
us who have lost a brother or a sister or a friend or Ignacio Ellacuria,
those of us who have lost Monsefior Romero. On behalf of them, onward
fowards peace!

— Santiago, November 19, 1989, the day of the Jesuits” burial.

They bombed the cities. In San Miguel, the Third Brigade’s 105-millimetre
cannon barrels were pointed towards the areas where neighbours had taken part in the
insurrection. Colonel Vargas gave the order to open fire. The little wooden houses
blew into pieces as they were hit by the Army’s blindly launched shells. Afterwards,
you saw dead children, corpses, and pieces of people trapped in the rubble. Then the
helicopters completed the massacre.

They bombed the civilian population indiscriminately. They so thoroughly
destroyed San Salvador’s working-class districts that we were forced to change our
positions. We carried out a manoeuvre during the night and moved into Colonia
Escalon. '

— Let’s see if they bomb these nice little rich people! said Chico'® as he
was setting up his command post in one of the largest mansions that
belong to the oligarchy.

The upper-class woman almost fainted when she saw that 30 guerrillas had
invaded her house.

— What do you want? What are you looking for here?

— Take it easy, ma’ am, said Chico, trying to calm her down. You just
carry on your life as usual.

— And what are you going to do?
— For right now, we’re gonna eat. We’re hungry.

— Here there’s no...

!> Colonia Escalon is San Salvador’s wealthiest neighbourhood.
' Chico: Commander Claudio Rabindranath Armijo, member of the Political Commission of the PRS
and of the joint Chiefs of Staff of the Central Front “Modesto Ramirez.”
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— Sure there is. We’re not stealing anything here because you’ve got more
than enough food.

— Alright, acquiesced Fufi, as she was going to call the servants.

— No, Chico replied, stopping her. You’re the one who’s going to cook.
- Me?

- Yes, you.

— How could you?

— This way, even though it’s just for a few minutes, you’ll get to
experience what women go through every day in the kitchen. What do you
want, guys?

— Fried eggs!
— Beans!
— Serve them, Chico told her. That’s a simple-enough menu, isn’t it?

You should’ve seen the old lady grabbing pots and burning her hands with the
grease. But yes she did cook. A woman from the oligarchy served lunch to our
guerrilla fighters.

The capture of the Sheraton was directed from that mansion. We attacked the
huge hotel because it was the highest point in the neighbourhood, but we didn’t know
who was inside: none other than Organisation of American States (OAS) Secretary
General, Joao Baena Soares, who’d travelled to El Salvador in order to find out about
the war and ended up experiencing it.

The Sheraton turned into something like the plot of a comic film. On the top
floor you had a dozen gringo Green Berets barricaded behind mattresses and scared
shitless, once they’d found out that guerrillas had slipped into the hotel. On the first
floor, Army soldiers were even keeping an eye on the sewer manholes so that the
guerrillas couldn’t escape from the building. We were there in the middle, competing
with a few soldiers to see who could protect Baena Soares the best.

Following several hours of great tension, negotiations got under way. Bishop
Rosa Chavez came, in order to ensure the agreements. The OAS Secretary General
left the hotel without so much as a scratch. Then our guys and the Army soldiers left.

The last ones to withdraw from the hotel were the fainthearted gringos. They
went secretly out the back door, covering their faces and carrying little white flags,
just in case. They looked horrified by the whole thing, which could only have taken
place in the kind of violent country that their Pentagon sponsors.

Back in Morazan, we were able to broadcast everything as if it were live: both
the commotion at the Sheraton and the taking of Escalon and the other rich
neighbourhoods, which the Army of the rich naturally decided not to bomb. Maravilla
used his eyes, and we provided the voices.

We also transmitted news immediately via our network of military-radio
operators in other cities where the fighting was just as fierce as in the capital. We
hooked up with our fellow station, Farabundo Marti, to inform the world, both near
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and far, about the most impressive military effort ever carried out by a Latin American
guerrilla movement.

After 14 days of offensive, we began to withdraw from San Salvador and the
other cities. The ruthlessness of the Air Force had much to do with this decision. If
we’d had missiles, it would’ve been a different story, you know. But we didn’t at that
time.

We had to explain the order to withdraw to our companions in arms because
they wanted to stay there in their positions. However, it wasn’t of much use to hold
onto trenches in bombed-out neighbourhoods that the civilians had evacuated. And,
anyway, we’d won the main battle: strategically speaking, we’d turned around an
apparently stalemated war.

SEE YOU IN SAN SALVADOR!

No one would’ve bet a dime on us before the offensive. The huge battles that
we’d waged in the countryside weren’t being seen in the city When we stopped
transportation or blew up high-tension pylons, we were affecting the entire population,
but sabotage is something very different from flying bullets.

People hadn’t really felt the war in San Salvador. So, out of sight, out of mind
and lots of propaganda in your head. Drop by drop, news item by news item,
throughout their mass media, they told about what hadn’t happened and omitted what
had. They portrayed the FMLN as a weakened force, and they ended up believing their
own lies: “They’re barely a handful of guerrillas living along the Honduran border.
They’re deserting; they don’t have any weapons; they’ve got nobody behind them....”

That’s why we weren’t making any progress in the negotiations Nobody wants
to negotiate with the dying. If the guerrillas are dying out, let’s put them off until they
fade away all by themselves.

What went on in the Mexico and San José talks? Just a lot of blab. Cristiani
sent his commissions only to stall for time and improve his governments international
image. The talks also helped the US Congress to justify further military aid, which
would contribute, finally, or so they thought, to liquidating the remaining pockets of
guerrilla fighters. So the gringos also thought that they were giving us the full count
of ten.

The November offensive changed all that. Who would have thought that we
were capable of laying siege to the capital for almost a month? When had an oligarch

from Colonia Escalon ever imagined that he’d be seeing military clashes on his own
block?

Now they’ve smelled powder and heard explosions. Not even their
grandmothers still believe the tale that we’re just a thimbleful of guerrillas brooding in
the hills. We took the war into the cities and right into the very heart of the nation’s
existence.
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We did lose 401 lives. One by one, we read every name over Venceremos,
starting with Commander Dimas Rodriguez. The great majority of our casualties were
men and women who had just joined our ranks and hadn’t had much combat
experience.

On the one hand, the FMLN’s military structure remained intact. On the other
hand, the Army suffered its worst defeat in all the years of the war. According to
confirmed data, the Army lost nearly 3,000 men. Another 3,000 soldiers and recruits
deserted during the offensive. In January, with rumours circulating about a second
offensive, 1,300 more soldiers ran away from the barracks.

We strengthened ourselves. We now have more urban commandos than ever
before, more unit leaders, hundreds of young people who withdrew with us, and
thousands of neighbours there in their little houses and apartment blocks, already
trained and waiting for the next call.

The political victory was even more important than the military success. The
offensive forced the ruling fascist Army to remove its mask. In its desperation, the
Army had no qualms about assassinating the Jesuits and bombing civilians, right in
front of international journalists and UN and OAS representatives.

Above all, the offensive forced the negotiations. That’s what was intended: to
wipe the smirk off Cristiani’s face and, mainly, to sit the US representatives down for
talks. They’re the decisive counterparts in all this affair. They’re the owners of the
circus. Now even Thurman'” has stated that the Salvadorean Army “cannot defeat the
FMLN”. At least they understood that much.

In San José, when we raised the question of purging the Armed Forces,
Larios'® termed that condition as absurd and ridiculous. Now it’s the main item on the
agenda. When we brought up the agrarian reform and reforms in the judicial system,
they simply paid no attention to us. Now it’s Cristiani himself who’s talking about
negotiations. Fine. It was via military action that we dispensed with a military solution
to the war. That was the greatest benefit of the offensive.

Sometimes, as if they were insane, the power elite lose their sense of reality
and go back into an imaginary world. They’re encouraged by the invasion of Panama
and the Sandinista electoral defeat in Nicaragua. They pluck up their courage with the
fall of Eastern Europe, and they get all excited about these things. They’re confusing
apples and oranges, and they’re dreaming about a rapid and repressive solution in EI
Salvador.

Well, a mule only understands the language of a stick, so, if November’s
offensive wasn’t enough, we’ll prepare three more for them. Unfortunately, we have
to maintain the threat of a new offensive in order to ensure the negotiations.

Venceremos is included in the negotiating agenda. So they want us to go back
to civilian life? We’ll do it, but with our entire communication apparatus; that’s to
say, with the means to take part in public debate.

"7 General Maxwell Thurman: the ex-Chief of the US Southern Command, whose headquarters are in
Panama.
'® General Humberto Larios: Minister of Defense.
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They want us to register for truly free elections, with full guarantees? Then,
one of the things that we should guarantee is the freedom to communicate our
thinking. In other words, a station hidden in the hills doesn’t fit our needs well enough
anymore. Venceremos has already done its time as a guerrilla station. Because of the
country’s current political situation, the developments of the war, and the new state of
affairs in the rest of the world, we need Venceremos to come legally out in the open.

We have to rid the radio of its buzzing by obtaining a broadcasting license and
we have to stop using barbed wire antennas. We have a right to debate our viewpoints
in public and to use the media for that purpose on an equal footing with the country’s
other political forces.

The time has come for the FMLN and its radio station to enter into public and
legal existence and to vie for power on those terms. That’s what we’re proposing:
Radio Venceremos in San Salvador, with its doors open to the public. Are these mad
ravings, or natural demands in a country where people in arms have won the right to
democratise?

What are we going to do in San Salvador? The idea isn’t to transplant our
guerrilla programming to the capital. In order to respond to the new challenge, we
have to make a tremendous change in our style and the way that we communicate.

We can’t frankly say that we’ve attracted the greatest number of listeners in
these last few years. Why not? The problem isn’t how correct you are in what you’re
saying, but whether or not you can be heard. Technically speaking, we’ve had weak
reception and strong interference. It’s true that our programming hasn’t been the best,
either.

But it’s also true that the message from Venceremos goes beyond the simple
contents of what’s being said. It’s the fact that it exists, that it’s there. If it’s there, it’s
because they’re strong, because they hold terrain, because they’ve got people’s
support.

When the first big operation was launched against Morazan, the objective was
to resist, to show that there was territory being defended by the MN and that those
zones were under our control. The radio’s first political message consisted of letting
our friends and the enemy know that we were there, just shouting or saying any
damned thing, but there we were. And we spent those days broadcasting under mortar
fire.

On countless occasions we’ve continued broadcasting underground, under the
rain, with the soldiers nearby, with helicopters overhead, and with the greatest
determination to go on the air ever displayed by a radio station anywhere in the world.
Can you imagine what it means to keep a station like this one going for ten years in a
tiny little country like ours with a full-scale war?
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With your fingers you can count the times we’ve missed going on the air, and
some of those times it was our own decision not to have a programme. When the
station went dead in ‘84, it was in order to kill Domingo Monterrosa, and we had to
send notice to all the guerrilla fronts so that they wouldn’t be demoralised by our
silence.

Now we’re in a new stage. The present challenge is much more than just
resisting: it’s to compete. What’s your message? What are you going to say? How can
you reach everyone: guerrillas and non-guerrillas, peasants and city dwellers, our
militants and those who aren’t convinced? Especially those who aren’t convinced.

So it’s time to change, to make changes in everything: from increasing our
broadcasting power and improving our signal to opening up our minds. What’s done
1s done. Was it the best that could have been done or wasn’t it? It was at a different
point in the war. I guess Madonna wouldn’t have been of much use to us when we
were moving to take over Cacahuatique. But now the winds have changed.

Where should we start? It’s fine to play rock and popular music, but we need
to do more than that. If we want to compete in the city, we have to deal with city
themes and talk about the things the people are talking about The war was making us
one dimensional. We’ve put blinders on ourselves, and we only talk about the political
and economic aspects of things and about the macro problems affecting workers.

But that same worker who’s listening to us has a family, likes soccer, and goes
drinking with his buddy. More than the union, he’s concerned about the bastard who’s
prowling around his wife when he goes off to his meetings.

We have to talk about all those things, about people’s everyday life. And it’s
starting there, with the price of milk, or with the Firpo team beating Alianza, that we
have to put together our programming so that it’s closer to and more captivating for
the San Salvador listeners. For example, you’ve got the case of La Tencha, who
reflects the way we speak and the sexual humour that we Salvadoreans so enjoy.
Atilio came a few days ago, and he asked me:

— What’s up? How are the Renatos'® doing?

— Damned good. La Tencha’s programme has made a big hit. How’s the
reception in the city?

— It’s getting there. It reaches the fronts, too.

— Give them all the support you can. Do you know what I mean? In
addition to the programme, there’s the question of unity with them.

Look at the way life changes! Rogue Dalton would be pleased to hear that the
guys from the Resistencia Nacional are making one of the most popular programmes
on Venceremos. I was thinking of that when I sat down to have a talk with Ferman
Cienfuegos.”’

— Congratulations for La Tencha, I said to him.

!9 Renatos: nickname for those belonging to the RN (Resistencia Nacional/National Resistance), one of
the five political and military organizations that formed the FMLN.
*° Fernan Cienfuegos: leader of the Resistencia Nacional.
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— Really?
— Really.

— I told them not to politicise the programme too much, that it was better to
do it more along the lines of daily life. With short steps you get where
you’re going faster, don’t you think?

Another principle is the conviction that the truth cannot be imposed, even
if it is true. We should avoid all forms of indoctrination that reduce truth
fo nothing more than slogans or that hide or manipulate information. At
times, in order to do things the easy way, to save time, or out of
impatience, we have taken the misleading shortcut of indoctrination.

But the road to a truth that is shared, shown, and discovered
through participation is always more revolutionary. It is a long and
difficult road, but it is the road. Whoever imposes and indoctrinates does
not triumph. Triumph only comes when someone is convinced.

— Ferman Cienfuegos, Propaganda, Democracy, and Revolution, July
1989.

Who will be able to speak on Venceremos? Anyone, except for the dead. If
we’re going to have a pluralistic model, then we should accept that same pluralism in
the communication of ideas. We want the culture of debate to prevail over the
stupidity of censorship in our country. We want to bring democracy to the
microphones.

Let Venceremos in San Salvador be the best and broadest forum for all social
sectors and all political positions: right, left, and centre. Listen and draw your own
conclusions. If the others argue better than we do, they’ll force us to deepen our
analyses and formulate the FMLN’s project better and more creatively.

This political and ideological pluralism does not respond to fashion or, much
less, to outside pressure. Neither did the enemy force us to allow for it nor did our
friends from fellow countries lay down conditions so that we would accept it.

It’s because we believe in it. We believe because we’ve opened our eyes and
seen what this whole process in EI Salvador has been. Those who’ve made this
revolution are Christians and Marxists, Social Democrats and Christian Democrats.
All of them have been making sacrifices, sticking their necks out, and firing bullets.
They’ve all been part of the vanguard, not just the guerrillas.

In a revolutionary model, freedom of expression is obviously needed in
order to maintain an internal social balance. The present context demands
a political defence that can debate and educate the masses, that can teach
them to reflect and defend their long-term project. This cannot be done
without opposition or without learning about the adversary’s plans.

This debate forces us to elaborate on and deepen the analysis of
our revolutionary position if we are to save it from ideological dogmatism
and paralysis. It is fundamental to provide for a professional, critical, and
independent brand of journalism and to put an end to the oligarchy’s
exclusive ownership of mass media, but without violating freedom of
expression.
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— Joaquin Villalobos, Perspectives for Victory and the Revolutionary
Project,
March 1989.

* * *

Venceremos originated in the context of the war. It has accompanied this
exaggeratedly heroic struggle right from the first day and throughout its ten years. Our
pieces of equipment have been used to inform, debate, provide political direction, and
even as strategic weapons with eight sticks of dynamite inside them. Now these same
pieces of equipment have become bargaining chips at the negotiating table.

By the time this book comes out, we’ll probably be set up in San Salvador.
Inevitably, such a democratic opening has to occur. We had to win a right to legality b
acting outside the law. just like the Salvadorean people themselves, our station had no
other place but the mountains where it could exercise its rights and make its voice
heard.

I can already see myself doing interviews in Colonia Zacamil, taping short
soap operas in the markets, and offering time over these still-secret mikes to the poor
people in the working-class districts. People who before had only Monsefior Romero’s
voice to speak for them will soon be able to speak for themselves. Let’s listen to those
who’ve spent years and centuries waiting in the line of history to speak their mind.
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF INDEPENDENT RADIO IN MOSCOW

As I write these lines, there is no law regulating the distribution of broadcast
frequencies for radio and television in the state of Russia. This law is foreseen for
1992. But in 1990 — the year when the idea for our radio station began to take shape —
the Soviet State’s domination of television and radio broadcasting was absolute.

The first swallows announcing the coming of spring for independent radio in
the USSR came on April 30,1990.

On this day, two radio stations appeared almost simultaneously on Moscow’s
airwaves — on frequencies granted by the all-powerful Gosteleradio (the USSR’s State
Committee for Radio and Television). The two stations were commercial music
stations. Both had French backing and both, initially, were very dependent on State
structures. Europe Plus is doing well today and expanding its programming.
Nostalgia-Moscow recently had to redefine itself while collecting a second wind.
Today, you can tune in to almost ten music stations in Moscow.

On August 1, 1990, a law regulating the press and other media came into
effect. It said little about the broadcast media, and thus had the merit of not hampering
radio’s birth or development. On August 22, the first truly independent radio station
began broadcasting. It was radio Echo of Moscow. The station would certainly never
have been launched without the support of its sponsors. The newspaper Ogonyok
provided the start-up funds; the Radio Association offered the medium-wave
transmitter, antenna, frequency and transmission lines; the local municipality (the
Soviet of Moscow) provided essential support and (mostly moral) assistance; and the
Faculty of Journalism at Moscow University gave moral support as well as promises
to provide help of all kinds. Once born, the child was thrown, without trumpets or
fanfare, into the deep waters of political and financial insecurity. “Learn to swim on
your own,” the sponsors seemed to say. This could not have corresponded better with
the most ardent wishes of the team as it settled itself into the studio furnished with
rudimentary equipment. We had our work cut out for us, but what did it matter if, in
the eyes of any radio professional, the equipment could have passed for museum
pieces?

In a sense, all of Soviet radio and television could have been described as a
museum in 1989, but a private museum belonging to the apparatchiks. Serguei
Bountman and I had other ideas of what was possible. We had both worked at the
French language service of Radio Moscow International for over ten years — a small
part of the elephantesque Gosteleradio. Gorbachev-style perestroika had given us the
opportunity to travel a bit, to go to France on several occasions and to get to know
something of its radio landscape. I even had the chance to work at the Paris station,
Kiss-FM, for twenty days, with a group of Soviet radio journalists. Understandably,
we felt a bit confined upon our return. In our “museum” the release of each
programme necessitated the signatures of a thousand directors. Their biggest concern
was to avoid making a political faux-pas which would jeopardise their positions in the
hierarchy of the Communist Party and the State. And the best way to avoid such faux-
pas as we know very well, is to not do anything at all.
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With other journalists, we tried to change things by proposing new
programmes for Radio Moscow International. But the inertia of the State radio
machine was such that, even in the throes of perestroika, anything new was engulfed
in the never-ending sea of official commentary, called “bricks” in our professional

jargon.

During this time I put a good deal of effort into finding ways to get a
transmitter and a frequency, as well as funding for a station such as the one I
conceived of, but until 1990 it was all in vain. Then in April 1990, luck smiled upon
me. A friend proposed that I become Editor In Chief of a new radio station whose
technical and financial bases seemed to be covered. I immediately arranged a meeting
with the people responsible for this initiative. For the most part they were audio
professionals who had no notion of radio programming. After talking to them, I
accepted the offer without hesitation.

What did I'lose? A more or less comfortable position, it’s true, in a large State
radio station with a highly developed, but inept, infrastructure. I lost almost all my
social security, not altogether unimportant — believe me in a country where the society
is everything, and the individual, nothing. I also lost the few dozen francophone
listeners who tuned into my programme. Should I have regretted it?

What would I find in this new venture? Well, I wasn’t sure, but I supposed I
would find freedom of action and of speech. And I did. The feeling of freedom began
to dull a bit as the months went by, but I still remember the second day of
broadcasting when I spoke simply, just like this, live on-air to people who simply
wanted to phone in and say something to other listeners and myself. This was the first
type of programming we broadcast. I felt myself flapping my wings. At first, listeners
did not believe — didn’t want to believe — that everything was happening live, even as
they heard their own voices on their radio receivers. A few even went so far as to
suppose that we were working for the KGB, and that our frank discussions were being
taped for secret service files. Such were the first steps toward freedom as we tried,
along with our listeners, to explore the vast expanse of possibilities that were offered
to us.

Freedom — one gets used to it quickly. But as time goes by, the feeling of
responsibility becomes heavier and heavier. Far from radically improving, the
situation of the free media in Russia seemed to reverse itself. After a notable opening
up, we observed more and more insistent measures to tighten the screws on the media
whose publications and programmes did not correspond exactly with the expectations
of the new power-holders. The authority of these power-holders in a newly sovereign
Russia seemed to have replaced “the iron fist” of the old USSR. Power always seems
to aspire to monopoly... And so in a situation where not everything that will affect the
station is under your control, the responsibility that you feel towards the people who
have followed you and your recalcitrant radio station is perhaps the hardest thing to
bear.

What’s needed to create a radio station? A transmitter, a microphone, a
turntable, people who have something to say... The reality of radio in our country is
much more complex. To begin operating a station, at least two thousand eight hundred
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and forty-eight agreements, from a thousand three-hundred and twenty-three
organisations and institutions are needed. I'm not joking. Transmitters, for example,
are not sold, but rather, “accorded” or “attributed,” as are broadcast frequencies. And
the designation of frequencies depends not on the application of the law but upon the
good or bad will of the telecommunications officials. A cable link between the studio
and transmitter isn’t good enough for FM stereo broadcasting, but a hertzian hook-up
isn’t authorised in Moscow “for security reasons”. Renting an office which will
respond to the needs of a radio station is no small feat in Moscow, while using a State
studio means risking being arbitrarily cut off from it at some point. This actually
happened to us when Gosteleradio broke our contract without prior notice.

And T haven’t even mentioned the question of funding yet. It’s a matter of
time, perhaps. In the beginning, the sponsors of Echo of Moscow provided start-up
funds. This was a charitable gesture, a gesture of goodwill, of support for democracy,
as we wouldn’t really be able to depend on their money in the future. We have all the
features of a free radio station, both politically and journalistically, but we finance
ourselves like a commercial station. So we are fuelled by advertising, while the
programming is non-commercial in nature. These last few months we’ve even made a
small profit, so that we can develop without having to borrow.

We are aware of the ravages of advertising, but we still follow a general
private radio model. The journalists hold 40% of the stocks in the station, with the rest
belonging to the founding parties. The prestige we’ve won allows us to look to the
future with optimism. We are strong enough and vigilant enough not to let ourselves
be swallowed up by domestic or foreign capitalists. If the announced economic
reforms go well and an advertising market is formed in Russia, we’ll be in a good
starting position. As for other funding sources, we foresee selling programmes to
other stations and perhaps obtaining income through publications (our first book has
just come out). Other financially viable activities are also planned, but that’s up to the
station’s management. As journalists, we are first and foremost committed to refining
our programming and not becoming simply a support mechanism for advertising.

Our original and eclectic programming reflects the wishes of the journalists at
Echo of Moscow to compete with the national general radio in all areas, across all age
groups. We’re doing well according to the most recent poll of Moscow listeners,
which gives us a loyal listenership of 7% (more than 12% among people in higher
education), and 21 % who listen to us periodically. The highest listenership is in the
morning with up to three million listeners.

Politics, the economy, business, sports, culture, entertainment, commentary,
readings and plays — in principle, all these subjects have the right to be broadcast at
our station. But our main efforts are dedicated to the news. While news in the form of
bulletins, reports and magazine programmes occupies only a tenth of our air time, its
production occupies up to two-thirds of our staff. We have news agencies, special
correspondents, stringers, and contact personnel in different spheres at our disposal in
order to provide objective news coverage. This requires a lot of skill and money, but
it’s worth it in the long-run. The desire to be a quick and reliable source of
information remains one of the greatest reservations for our journalists.



Echo of Moscow [/ 71

THE ECHO OF AN ARMED ATTACK

During the night of January 13, 1991, programme host Serguei Bountman was
awakened by a phone call from a friend in Vilnius who told him that gunfire could be
heard in the city. At the time we were broadcasting only three hours of programming a
day, in the evenings. However, at a dawn meeting in our studio, having learned of the
army and KGB attack on the Lithuanian radio and television building, we decided to
hook up the transmitter well before normal broadcasting time.

We knew perfectly well that our voice would be the only echo of this armed
attack. We were lucky enough to have two correspondents in Vilnius. It was a Sunday
— and the daily newspapers don’t publish Sundays or Mondays. And, as we expected,
the State radio and television didn’t breathe a word about the events. Without us, the
coup would have passed unnoticed by the larger public. We were determined to speak
out that day, from morning to night. And we were heard. Not only by our 300,000
daily listeners, but by some millions of Muscovites who were turning their radio dials
searching for objective information.

We brandished our weapon of information and at the same time won the
sympathies of Moscow’s intelligentsia. Before these events, we had to explain at
length what the station was about when we invited someone to participate in our
programming. From January 13 on, it was enough to say “Echo of Moscow” in order
to hear a “yes, of course.” A “no” as well, at times, but much more rarely. A few days
later, we expanded our programming to eight hours a day, and continued at this pace,
all the while awaiting an order of technical equipment which would permit us to
broadcast 24 hours a day

AUGUST 1991

Given our reputation it was no surprise that Echo of Moscow was the first
medium to be closed down on the day of the attempted coup d’état in Moscow, on
August 19,1991,

On that morning, at 6:20 a.m., I entered the building which houses our offices
and studio, located a few steps away from the Kremlin. I was replacing a programme
host who was ill. It was only then that I heard the national radio announce President
Gorbachev’s illness and the introduction of emergency measures “in some regions of
the country.” My first thought was: “This time, they will certainly silence us, the
lesson of Vilnius must have been learned.” I was slightly wrong, for two minutes later
the transmitter technicians assured me that we’d be on-air at 7:00 a.m., as usual. My
second thought was: “What are they stirring up? This coup d’état will be the coup-de-
grace of Communism in the USSR, for it will never succeed!” Here I was correct. My
third thought was that all the programming initially planned for the day would have to
be cancelled — nothing was accurate anymore. It would all have to be replaced.
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After alerting our whole team, I telephoned a few people who would be
capable of analysing the situation on-air. I selected a few Soviet “social” rock songs as
support music, valuable not so much for their music as for their anti-totalitarian lyrics.

At exactly 7:00 I took my seat in front of the console and the microphone, and
my first few words went something like, “It’s a bad morning today. If you’ve just
woken up, we’ll tell you why.” We broadcast official information as well as
dispatches from our correspondents about the movement of troops throughout the city.
I awaited the arrival of my guests and, at 7:45, a group of people appeared in the
studio. The face of one of them seemed very familiar to me and, taking advantage of a
musical break, I rose to shake their hands and invite them to take a seat in front of the
mike. A few seconds later, I realised that the familiar face belonged to one of the
higher-ups at the telecommunications service (whose offices are just next door). The
others introduced themselves as officers of the KGB!

— “Is this the place where the programme is being done?” one of them
asked me.

— “Yes, this is it, strange as it may seem,” I replied, taking a look around
me — our decrepit equipment could have led anyone to believe they were
mistaken.

— “You must cease broadcasting.”

- “Why?”

— “The Emergency Measures -you know.”

— “Show me the papers that entitle you to close us down.”

“But you know that with the announcement of Emergency Measures all the
media must go under control.”

- “Wait,” I replied, reading from a copy of the official text, “it states that
the Emergency Measures are being introduced in certain regions. The city
of Moscow isn’t mentioned here.”

— “But that goes without saying. You must terminate.”

— “No, I can’t do that. In the absence of the appropnate papers I'll do
nothing of the sort.”

The KGB man continued to insist, but without doing anything to stop the show
there in the studio. His team — five or six people, all of slight build and in civilian
dress did not have the appearance of a commando. I was already thinking that despite
any dispute, [ was going to continue the program, and was ready to hand the mike over
to my real guest who had just arrived. just then one of our journalists entered and told
us that the control receiver was dead — the radio signal was not being transmitted any
longer. I looked at my watch — it was two minutes to 8:00.

They had stopped us by disconnecting the studio from the transmitter. The
programme was cut off. But the real work was just beginning. Probably having judged
their task accomplished, the KGB men disappeared without a trace, but the
technicians upon whom the connection depended flatly refused to reconnect us to the
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transmitter, claiming that it was a technical failure. Still, the departure of the KGB
men left us room to manoeuvre and the hope of reconnecting later.

We had three exhausting days of work ahead of us. Exhausting, but in many
ways very easy and fruitful. The fact is that none of the channels of information were
cut by the army: the telephones didn’t stop ringing, the fax emitted an uninterrupted
stream, all the agencies did their best to function under an emergency regime. A real
bargain for the journalists, Cut off from our antenna on the first day, we ourselves
functioned as a press agency by retransmitting news digests to other media, including
foreign stations, notably the BBC and Radio Liberty. At the same time we waged a
real fight for our own airwaves. On the second day of the coup August 20 — we
succeeded in reinstating our programming thanks to the support of a team of
technicians. It was at 1:40 p.m., and [ remember this moment very well, as I had never
before been moved by such a rush of forces. I hosted the programmes that day and the
first three hours went by without a hitch. Agency information, music, live phone calls
from the Russian Parliament which was barricaded and under siege, guests in studio —
all of these followed one another at a crazy pace. Our listeners telephoned us as well
and brought us cake, coffee and cigarettes to help us hold our ground.

That evening, on the televised news, we learned some significant official
information — a decree of the coup leaders imposed the closure of several media
outlets. Echo of Moscow was mentioned as “the radio station which is not
contributing to stabilising the situation.” We would have liked to carry another of their
attempts to close us down live but this time our transmitter was disconnected . We
mobilised all our friends and managed to reconnect one hour later. The third
disconnection hit us at <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>