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Editors’ Note

This special issue of Tlevisions is devoted to a
background paper on independent producers
by one of our former editors, Nick DeMartino,
who has been working as a consultant to the
Carnegie Commission. The study will allow our
readers to approach the Commission’s recent
report A Public Trust, marked by its limited
direct reference to independent production,
with the context and policy options prepared
for the commissioners. Independents are be-
ginning to raise questions about the proposed
program funding agency that could, the com-
mission staff argues, increase the participation
of producers from outside the public TV sta-
tions. New bills, debated in Congress, seem to
promise more attention to independents. Televi-
sions is interested in using this paper as a basis
for discussion and we invite responses for
publication in the next issue.

Mr. DeMartino summarizes and documents
the participation of independents in public
television up to now. The question “who are
independents and what do they have to offer
public television” is answered historically in this
study, without looking closely at the growing
army of video producers that could be devel-
oped as a public TV resource. The concept of
artist and excellence are in fact used to obscure
the potential that will come out of the proverb-
ial woodwork if the channels are opened.

The definition of independent producer is
becoming as complex as the blur between
writer and reader. There are video artists and
documentarians who survive off grants; the
small businesses, usually a group of former
freelancers, who get non-broadcast contracts
and produce a few shows a year on their own;
the full-time non-broadcast producers who
work in a specialized shop but are able to create
occasional programs for a popular audience; the
consumer-producers who make tapes out of an
unpredictable dedication, stepping out of home
movies; and the expert-professional who trans-
lates a content specialization into a TV format.
These categories are growing and mixing and
there is no way that public TV can or should
want to either absorb them into staff positions
or somehow arbitrarily try to draw hard lines
between amateur and professional, user and
artist, or viewer and producer. The alternative
that public TV has promised and not delivered
lies in nurturing this new reservoir of talent.

The independent producer with expectations
for public television rose out of a political
demand for access fostered by the anti-war
movement, the development of small format
technology, and the promise of new distribution
through cable and the mail. Their expectations
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are now being stimulated by the success of VHS
and BETA, the growth of cable and the intro-
duction of the videodisc on the consumer
market. At the same time non-broadcast video
has grown to an unforeseen level with
thousands of institutions, corporations, and as-
sociations producing more than 50,000 pro-
grams a year. This sea of media professionals
reflects resources that are different from the
independent producers whose programs have
been shown on public TV up to this point.
Public television can only provide the variety
envisioned by the first Carnegie Commission if
it steps away from the exclusive model of the
staff producer and the rare artist.

To Our Subscribers

Thank you for your patience during our recent
hiatus as we moved our office, changed our
format, recruited new staff and contributors,
and waited for a grant check to arrive. The next
issue has been written and edited, is on its way
to the printer and will be in your hands soon to
bring us reasonably up to date for a struggling
quarterly with a volunteer staff. We have
recently, in response to this condition, decided
to solicit advertising. Susan Baronoff will han-
dle inquiries.

We continue to have problems with irate
subscribers who are not receiving their issues
because they have not sent in a change of
address card to us and the post office will not
forward third-class non-profit mail. Sometimes,
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Independent Producers

in the

Future of Public Television

by Nick DeMartino

Introduction, Overview,

Recommendations

The examination of the role of independent pro-
ducers within the public television industry pro-
vides a lens through which all program develop-
ment and production can be viewed. Although
the various groups that can be included under the
broad term “independent producer” are, by def-
inition, working outside stations and networks,
the problems and goals they have as producers
are much the same as other working in the field.

This study shows that even before the found-
ing of the current PTV system, producers contrib-
uted programming while working in various ca-
pacities outside the institutional framework of
station or network. Today nearly a third of the
national PBS program service is delivered by one
or another category of “independent” producer.

Yet the distinction of “inside” or “outside” is
far less useful than other considerations in today’s
public television marketplace, and almost im-
possible to identify, in any event.

Take a look at the six very broad groups of
“independent” producers currently at work in
the system:

(1) The “classic” independent is the indi-
vidual filmmaker, now joined by the videotape
producer, whose independence is designated be-
cause of a determination to retain creative control
over production. In 1976-77 about 4 percent of
the national PBS schedule was provided by this
group, primarily by acquisition of films they fin-
anced by non-system funds. This group has been
vocal in demanding better treatment, access and
funding, and requires specialized consideration.

(2) The non-profit production center, epit-
omized by Children’s Television Workshop, is

clearly a non-station producer, and just as clearly
an important part of “the system.” Seven such
centers provided 25 percent of PBS’ 1976-77
schedule.

(3) A subgroup of these production centers
are the non-profit research and university-based
outfits which have only recently entered televi-
sion production, generally as a result of federal
grant opportunities. This group includes organi-
zations like Educational Development Corpora-
tion and Applied Management Sciences.

(4) A number of non-television experts have
developed production relationships with public
TV stations. They may design programs, have
editorial veto, own the copyright, raise the
money. National Geographic Society, Reader’s Di-
gest, the National Humanities Center, Jacques
Cousteau Society, Lincoln Center, all are exam-
ples from the current schedule.

(5) Public television has trained a relatively
small, but growing number of producers who
have decided to develop new projects outside the
umbrella of the station. Examples include
Michael Ambrosino, Christopher Sarsen, David
Prowitt, Dick Moore.

(6) The remaining category of “independ-
ent” producers are Hollywood television and film
production houses that supply the networks and
TV syndicators. They may be corporately inde-
pendent of the three networks, but they are de-
pendent in about every other way. A handful of
these producers have begun development of
projects for public television, and many would
like to develop programs for the PTV market.

Clearly, some of these producers are more a
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part of the system than others. The demands
voiced by the small individual independents for
some rational method of working out various
relationships with the system have prompted
changes in the past two years that are bringing
more of them closer to those goals, although, as
this study shows, progress is slow. No real
system-wide debate about the appropriate role
for these independents has yet been attempted.

Ironically, the only group beside the small
video or filmmaker who is not in some way an
institutionalized part of the PTV system is the
Hollywood producer, who is an ally in the politi-
cal arena where the small independents have
taken their case.

The solution to all these problems, some in-
dustry leaders are fond of saying, is increased
money, and no independent will argue against
that. But before exploring how that money might
be administered, it is important to determine
whether or not some mechanism for non-station
independents to finance and produce their pro-
-grams is inherently beneficial. For if there are,
then program designs for the future should ac-
commodate those advantages.

What are the advantages of
independent production to
“the System?”

Ideas. Indisputably, the greatest advantage is
the expansion in the number of ideas available
that may wind up on the screen, and the attrac-
tion of a larger talent pool to make that pro-
gramming. There are all kinds of producers in
this world, and many of the best may never
choose to work full-time for public television.
This is no reason to deny the audience the
opportunity to see their work. It also provides
healthy competition for staff and a chance to
compare quality.

Diversity. Closely related to expanding the
number of creators involved in television is the
notion of diversity. This is the buzz-word used
in the first Carnegie Commission’s report and
the 1967 Public Broadcasting Act. The rationale
rests on the desirability to the system of a wide
number of points of view. Independent pro-
ducers can draw upon their own networks of
contacts in the real world.

Diversity is not to be confused with the
notion of “public access.” By expanding the
number of producers contributing to the na-
tional and local program schedules, public TV
gains for its audience(s) professionally-pack-
aged “access” to many more segments of the
population, far more points of view than would
ever be possible from the narrow institutional
base of the station.

Source of Staff. Just as there are many who
may choose to work only occasionally for pub-
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lic TV, there are those who may, after positive
association, seek to stay within the system.
Public television must develop various proce-
dures through which it can attract and hold
talent, and the increasingly professional inde-
pendent producing community can provide
one relatively immediate, cost-effective and
equitable method to accomplish this goal.

Cost. The broadcaster who has to fill 6,000
or 7,000 hours a year needs programming at a
cheaper cost than what he can produce it for.
Even at adequate compensation, programs ac-
quired which have been produced by inde-
pendents with other funds are a bargain. And,
in cases where the PTV system is financing
programming by independents, most of them
will be anxious to come in under budget. If
they don’t they may not work again. This ad-
vantage will be a source of some conflict as PTV
is increasingly unionized.

Innovation. In mass entertainment a very
small emphasis is placed upon experimenting
with new techniques, new forms, cross-disci-
plinary approaches. Public television must fos-
ter the individual who follows his curiosity,
takes risks, fails. In television again and again
the innovations developed by individuals or
small groups have been briefly supported, then
expropriated, and finally subsumed into the
lowest-common-denominator formats. Think
of 16mm verite documentaries, video synthe-
sizing (both now most visible in commercials),
and small-format videotape. Public television,
in fact, serves a parallel function for commer-
cial TV, which has taken over many of its pro-
gram innovations.

Why does a producer want
to be “independent?”

(1) Many broadcast professionals have a
quick and easy answer: “They can't get a job.”
And it’s true, to a certain extent. The field is
highly competitive, and the number of jobs,
either staff or freelance, within the TV and film
industries are inadequate to meet the needs of a
rapidly growing supply of filmmakers, video
producers, technicians, artisans, and others
who would like to be working in television.

(2) “I am an Artist” is the proclamation of
some independents. They have a personal vi-
sion and it cannot be tampered with. A staff job
at a station is not necessarily the best place to
evolve experimental, avant-garde, or visionary
material.

(3) Editorial Control. Broadcast stations are
social institutions that are responsive to many
pressures, most notably the need to survive as
institutions. Many kinds of programming can
simply not be conceptualized, developed and
completed within that kind of pressure situa-
tion.



(4) Choice. Within the traditional frame-
work of broadcast journalism, management is
compelled to make choices about what it will or
will not support for production. A producer
more often than not will become committed to
a particular subject for treatment which cannot
be supported at that station. He or she wants to
do it anyway, and finds a way to do so. In the
final analysis, some people also just want to be
their own bosses.

(5) Costs. The development of an entrepre-
neurial public television programming envi-
ronment, the increasing unionization of the
major producing stations, and the necessity of
maintaining and staffing substantial facilities
have driven U.S. public TV production costs
quite high. Figures of 50 percent and more for
overhead are not unusual. A producer may be
more successful seeking a smaller amount of
funds without adding on the costs of maintain-
ing an institution. This will only happen, how-
ever, when funding is available to non-station
producers, and that producer has the track-
record and fund-raising capability to compete
on a par with the sophisticated PTV producing
stations.

(6) Being Fired. The larger stations have, as
a response to rising costs, frequently found the
producers and production staffs to be their
most expendable personnel. These are “invol-
untary” independents.

(7) Opportunity. As funds have increased
within the public TV system, the opportunities
for advancement of talent have not only oc-
curred within the system, but on the fringes.

(8) Freedom. For Hollywood producers,
used to network line-by-line script approval,
casting interference and censorship, the public
TV system must seem like a bastion of freedom.
The economic imperatives that force creative
people to develop programs capable of captur-
ing the attention of 20 or 30 million families do
not exist in noncommercial TV. But the wide
range of creative freedom which is possible by
public TV’s lower audience size can be circum-
scribed by the institutional imperatives of the
station organizations or funders that censor or
place undue restrictions on producers.

What are the reasons that some
broadcasters oppose independents?

(1) No talent. In the case of many small inde-
pendents who are knocking at the station man-
ager’s door, this is true. A better way of looking at
this is to ask the question, “what procedures are
necessary for me to determine where the talent
is?” Many are unwilling to bother.

(2) Lack of a Concept of Broadcasting. Many
filmmakers and some videomakers don't design
their program as if it were going to be seen by an
audience watching TV at home. Thus, the length

is odd, the content is “obscene” or otherwise
unusable, and much of this programming is im-
possible to be “packaged” into formats or units
which an audience will understand or view.

(3) Bad Ratings. Closely related to the non-
broadcast nature of many small independent
works is the lack of audience appeal. This, of
course, is a bit hard to pin down when many PTV
stations have unmeasurable audiences to begin
with. In fact, many recent independent produc-
tions have earned record ratings in many mar-
kets. With better promotion, one presumes, this
could be better evaluated.

(4) Competition. The 1978 TV broadcast envi-
ronment is underfunded and overburdened with
facilities that must be maintained, even though
they are fast becoming obsolete. Many stations
view the possibility of substantial funds for public
TV programming going to any non-station pro-
ducer (and in some cases, any other station) as a
direct economic threat.

(5) Trust. In areas of libel, obscenity, fairness
doctrine and equal time provisions, journalistic
accuracy, controversial subject matter and treat-
ment, most public broadcasters are not willing to
take the risk of trusting independents of any ilk,
sometimes not even with the backing of a sister
station.

(6) Control. Just as many producers want to
control their work, so too do many programming
executives want that control (and perhaps the
money and power that frequently may accom-
pany it).

It is in the nexus of these two factors— trust
and control —that tensions are greatest between
institutions and individuals. Public television is
no different.

Some conclusions/recommendations

(1) The distinction between the “independ-
ent producer” and other producers within public
television has never been clear, but as the defini-
tion is broadened to include other groups the
policy issues begin to encompass the entire pro-
duction procedure.

(2) Independents have developed self-iden-
tity and effective organization and are now a
constituency with allies as diverse as the public
interest and minority groups and the Hollywood
studios. As a result, they cannot be ignored in
policy contructs of the future.

(3) Most of the demands of independents
regarding fair treatment, less confusing proce-
dures, equitable payment, copyright ownership
and improved communications are eminently
reasonable.

The present commitment to independents by
stations and the national organizations is uneven,
and seems to rest more on the personalities of
particular individuals and heightened political
pressure rather than a system-wide decision to
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institutionalize the relationship and to create
structural changes that will remove the causes of
continuing bureaucratic misdealings. Several
recent changes —new program formats tailored
to independent producers, guidelines and hand-
books for independents at PBS and CPB, and
more funding opportunities, especially at CPB —
provide hope that improvement is possible. But,
while new funding will be needed for many of
the necessary changes, a prerequisite is a sys-
tem-wide commitment to the role of indepen-
dent producers as part of the program mix at
local, regional and national levels.

(4) Other areas of concern to independents
can be seen as a direct threat to the current pow-
ers within the system, and strike to the heart of
the Commission’s deliberations on programming.
These include the question of program quality,
cost efficiency, facilities planning, editorial free-
dom versus responsibility, competition versus re-
straint of trade in public TV program production
and marketing.

Implicit in the independent position is the
assertion that the entire station-based production
process is lacking.

(5) The common goal of all groups of inde-
pendent producers is to increase the number of
hours of new programs which they can get on the
air. Acquiring existing material will never answer
this need. Leaving this goal to the stations seems
to be a clear conflict of interest. Yet sweeping
changes that might answer the criticisms of inde-
pendents and result in increasing their share of
programming dollars—solutions like prohibiting
stations from producing any national material —
seem politically unfeasible. Thus, the central focus
must become the determination of what proportion of the
national schedule and how many hours per year should
be devoted to non-station production, and who will
administer such funds under what guidelines and proce-
dures.

(6) One method of increasing program op-
portunities for independents immediately would
be to require national programming funds which
are granted to stations (the so-called “block
grants”) be stipulated upon the willingness of the
station producers to allocate Aalf the production
money to outside talent, along the models offered
by the Great American Dream Machine and Visions.
Not all programs would lend themselves to such
arrangements, but most could contain an inde-
pendent component.

Furthermore, these “block grants” should be
offered in competitions between stations and
non-station producers alike. One of the criteria
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for selection would be the design of an applicant’s
proposed funneling mechanisms for indepen-
dents.

(7) In addition, major series should be
launched by the system which are effectively
designed to utilize the particular talents of inde-
pendent artists and journalists. The emphasis
should be on creating the market for original
material conceptualized with broadcast in mind,
although the programmers could utilize some
acquisitions in the mix. These series concepts
should be awarded competitively as well, be-
tween both stations and independent producing
agencies.

(8) This expansion in the market will give
greater opportunity for producers to demonstrate
a track record in the specialized business of pro-
ducing for broadcast audiences. However, as long
as individual producers must seek programming
money and support from the very agencies they
are trying to change, a tension and potential
conflict of interest will exist.

A more efficient and system-related solution
would be for public television to foster the crea-
tion of a specialized national production agency
which is part of the PTV “family” of program
suppliers, but not tied to an existing station. This
new Center for Independent Television could be a
participant in overall system deliberations on
programming strategies and could serve as an
advocate for expanding independently-based
production. Furthermore, such a center would be
a laboratory, not so much for the actual produc-
tion of programs (it wouldn't need studios), but
for the development and structuring of new pro-
gram formats which are tailored to the evolving
independent talent pool. The agency would have
the trust of the system and could function, as do
other independent centers like CTW, as a bona
fide program supplier in the SPC, before CPB and
other funders. A center like this would employ
both independent producers and experienced
system staffers who have demonstrated an inter-
est in the unique problems of independents. This
agency could also monitor and help remedy
complaints by independents who continue to
encounter difficulties with other agencies.

(9) Certain characteristics of the centralized
network seem to benefit independents, insofar as
they centralize the essential steps needed to de-
velop and broadcast an idea. Serious considera-
tion should be given to the effect of granting at
least some of these powers to PBS in exchange for
relinquishing its representative role in the politi-
cal arena.



A Brief History of Independent
Television Production

The Filmmakers. No one can say when the phrase
“independent producer” entered the vocabulary,
but it was probably as much a contradiction in
terms then as now.

The notion that an individual or small group
of people could complete a movie and deliver it to
an audience seemed laughable to all but a few
obscure artists until the 1950s. Then the experi-
mental films of artists like Maya Deren and John
Whitney found their way before small college
groups and art-film houses that had sprung up to
show foreign feature films.

The expanding use of audiovisual materials in
the schools and colleges, aided by the National
Defense Education Act of 1958, created the basis
for a noncommercial, non-theatrical distribution
network, a further incentive for individual
filmmakers to scrape together enough money to
produce a film. The proliferation of lightweight
16mm equipment after WWII brought the tools
of film production to many more people, particu-
larly as schools began developing film production
courses.

In 1960 documentary filmmakers working
under Robert Drew at Time-Life, Inc., developed
a 16mm film system that permitted synchronous
sound and picture without cumbersome connec-
tion cables. The group, which included Ricky
Leacock, Donn Pennebaker and the Maysles
brothers, produced Primary, about the Ken-
nedy-Humphrey political race, which was picked
up by ABC. For a brief time ABC used the Drew/
Time-Life unit to produce a series of doc-
umentary specials. But soon they reverted to the
standard network news policy which claimed
that for reasons of fairness, objectivity, and re-
sponsibility, all news programs would have to be
produced in-house.

A variation of this dilemma is still an issue in
public television today.

By this time the job market for skilled
filmmakers was larger in the industrial and edu-
cation field. Few local TV stations were yet pro-
ducing news. Entertainment programs had
mostly moved to Hollywood where the “inde-
pendent” companies were suppliers for what the
networks wanted. Relatively few independent
narrative films were used for TV or in the
theatres.

A major new influence for expansion of indi-
vidual filmmaking was the establishment of the
National Endowment for the Arts, which estab-

lished programs for independent and student
filmmakers through the American Film Institute.

From 1968 to 1977, the AFI has received
6,586 applications for grants, awarding 230
grants totalling $1,709,369.90 — an average of
$7,464.50 for each film. By 1977, 135 films were
completed. Eighty-two are still in production,
and 13 have been cancelled.

The National Endowment for the Arts Public
Media Program (now called Media Arts) began
making grants in a number of media-related
areas.

The NEA made direct production grants for
television, as well as supporting and establishing
an entire network of facilities for media pro-
ducers around the U.S. NEA’s regional develop-
ment program, in particular, was instrumental in
heightening public awareness of film and video,
as well as offering work for producers outside the
major media capitals in New York and Los
Angeles.

Foreclosed at the networks, some of the
filmmakers capitalized on the tax-shelter regula-
tions of the IRS, which enabled them to interest
investors in their productions for theatrical distri-
bution.

One new source of support for the indepen-
dent, particularly the documentarian interested
in both public affairs and culture, was the Na-
tional Educational Television Network — NET.

This organization, frequently ignored or ma-
ligned since Carnegie I's recommendation to de-
centralize the system, offers what remains the
best overall record in its support, treatment and
showcasing of the works of independents.

Of course, NET was producing at a time when
there were fewer filmmakers, few demands to
meet, easier methods of selection, and substantial
and unrestricted funds. Because it was function-
ally a network, NET offered the four elements
that any producer prefers, particularly one work-
ing without the shelter of an institution:

(1) Money, without specific strings attached.

(2) The authority to determine what pro-
grams would be produced.

(3) A programming and format strategy in
which particular shows and segments are
planned.

(4) A guaranteed distribution system.

The Video “Revolution.” Just as sound-sync
16mm film had opened up the field of doc-
umentary production in 1960, the introduction of
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the SONY half-inch black-and-white portable
video recorder in 1969 created a flurry of produc-
tion activity. Coinciding as it did with the growth
of the NEAs program supporting community
media, the founding of PBS, and the expansion of
cable television into major U.S. cities, the video
“movement” became the focus for an enormous
amount of media activity in the early 1970s.

With portable video, especially linked with
cable television, came the possibility of ending
the high cost and dominant control of the broad-
cast networks. Everyone could be a producer.
“Public access” to television was a rallying cry,
and became part of new regulations in 1972 that
cautiously let cable enter the major markets.
While later chafing under the expense and re-
strictions of the access rules and fighting success-
fully to eliminate them, the cable industry ini-
tially welcomed the youthful “video freaks,”
whom they saw as good salesmen for their serv-
ice.

Until the development of a new generation of
image-processing equipment in 1973 that
stabilized the half-inch video signal, very little of
the work of the early video groups was ever
broadcast. A few exceptions were achieved by
shooting the picture off one monitor with a
higher-quality tape system, but generally broad-
casters used issues of technical quality to block
the video producers from airing their work ex-
cept when the content was exceptionally news-
worthy (as in the case of Eldridge Cleaver speak-
ing from Algiers).

Technology notwithstanding, video pro-
ducers were much quicker to focus their atten-
tion on the broadcasters than filmmakers had
been. With the exception of a few galleries and
minimal school distribution, videomakers had no
other outlet than television. Furthermore, part of
the rhetoric of the “video revolution” was to
change the television industry, not just to make a
career as an artist or producer.

All during 1973-75, videomakers around the
country began relationships with their local PBS
stations. Among the earliest were Portable
Channel in Rochester (WXXI), University-
Community Video in Minneapolis (KCTA), Optic
Nerve (KQED), and a number of producers, ex-
perimental artists and documentarians alike,
with the New Television Workshop at WGBH and
the Television Laboratory at WNET and the Na-
tional Center for Experiments in Television at
KQED. WGBH’s anthology, called Video: The New
Wave, aired on PBS in 1973. The next year the
Television Lab co-produced a program called Lord
of the Universe with a group called TVTV which
won a Dupont-Columbia Award. It was coverage
of the Guru Marharaj Ji's Houston rally, and
worked in the style of two earlier documentaries
TVTV had produced of the 1972 Presidential con-
ventions.
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TVTV was joined at the TV Lab by Downtown
Community Television, which produced Cuba:
The People, a sympathetic look at the Latin nation.
The TV Lab became a major producing unit
within WNET, and an access point to local and
national television for dozens of video producers
in the next few years. (For a detailed chronology
and analysis, see “VT on TV” issue of Tlevisions
magazine.) Curiously, although filmmakers had
organized themselves into distribution coopera-
tives, screening committees, and the like, they
had never approached public television as a col-
lective body. This, despite their participation in a
number of projects funded by NEA and CPB de-
signed to bring filmmakers into touch with public
television stations.

In early 1976 a coalition of 15 video produc-
tion groups including all those working regularly
with public TV stations, formed an ad hoc group to
request the establishment of a public affairs fund
of $2 to $2.5 million earmarked for indepen-
dents. Organizers went on the PTV industry cir-
cuit selling the track-record of video indepen-
dents and explaining that video producers
needed to cooperate with public TV stations for
access to editing hardware, as well as funds and
air time. Other groups like the Bay Area Video
Coalition also began similar efforts in local com-
munities.

The argument for increased funding to inde-
pendents rests upon the charge to the Corpora-
tion in the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967: that it
should administer its public money in a manner
designed “to facilitate the full development of
educational broadcasting in which programs of
high quality, obtained from diverse sources, will
be made available.” This phrase refers to the Car-
negie I report, that a “Corporation for public tele-
vision support at least two national production
centers and that it be free to contract with inde-
pendent producers.” Additionally, the legislative
history of the 1967 act reflects these concerns.
The Senate report stated that the “Corporation
will have as one of its purposes the encourage-
ment of program sources ...” The House Report
noted that CPB could directly fund independent
production entities which “will employ and en-
courage writers, producers, and those other
individuals and groups who can lend their best
efforts to the development of imaginative and
adventuresome broadcast fare.”

This rallying cry was picked up by a group of
New York-based filmmakers who had been or-
ganized since 1974 into the Association of Inde-
pendent Video and Filmmakers (AIVF). Among
the few video producers and cable television ac-
tivists involved in AIVF were the “Access Com-
mittee,” which went from access on cable TV to
public TV, primarily in response to the proposed
purchase of municipal station WNYC-TV by
WNET/13. AIVF’s activist bent had developed



quite early in its history, when the group testified
in Congress in 1975 against the proposed de-
tachment of the AFI from the NEA, on the
grounds that AFI had failed in its mission to the
small independent. Members had also lobbied
against provisions in the new copyright legisla-
tion which would have exempted schools and
libraries from artists” royalties. The group pro-
vides member services, including a film distribu-
tion arm that negoiates with pay-cable com-
panies, screenings, a CETA-funded artist pro-
gram, and a European festivals committee.

The deeper ATVF got into the public television
subject, the more complaints were heard from
members. A survey of independents brought tale
after tale of bureaucratic delay and indecision,
unfair or inadequate compensation, physical de-
struction of film prints, content interference with
programs, bad time slots and publicity, late pay-
ments, rejection of awarnd-winning programs,
and the like.

Many, of course, voiced complaints which
many inside the public TV system would also
have. Others cried sour grapes, disputing an ex-
ecutive’s rejection of their work. It was clear,
nonetheless, that despite sporadic involvement
with independents over more than a decade,
public television as a whole was not set up to deal
with these producers.

The complaints reached their peak in 1977
during testimony before Rep. Lionel Van Deer
lin's Subcommittee on Communications, which

was examining public TV as part of its rewrite of
the Communications Act. Linking with public
interest advocates, minority producers, critics of
public broadcasting and Hollywood producers,
several independents outlined what one called
public TV's “chamber of horrors.”

Those hearings resulted in a flurry of activity
at both PBS and CPE designed to assure indepen-
dents that they were not being overlooked. Taken
together with recent advances in program pro-
duction funding, the campaign can be seen as
successful.

AIVF and other spokesmen for independents
would like to see improvement in the structures
for involvement of independents in public TV,
including liaisons or advocates at the local and
national level, an ombudsman, the hiring of the
independents on programming staifs of the ten
largest stations. peer review systermns for grant
allocation, and automatic screening of award-
winning films.

AIVF suggests a compensation scale for ac-
quisitions. an end to the charges that stations
attach to facilities used by independents, standard
contracts, and increased promotion. They want
guaranteed time slots and a minimum of 14
hours of independent work weekly, a limit to
foreign acquisitions, and a series of procedural
improvements. Also included is a percentage re-
quirement for public TV budget, demands for
greater public accountability and increased
community outreach,

The Record

While it is impossible 1o examine the nature of
every film or video independent’s relationship
with public TV stations or national organizations,
we can evaluate the record of the major broadcas-
ters which have aired independent work. Most of
the available data concemn national programming
cfforts. Even those are difficult to track. For one
thing, theres the definition problermn —who's an
independent, and how do you tell? Secondly, the
records have never tracked such an issue, so that
special studies were required.

Ini the following table a total of 543.5 of the
1819 hours distributed in 1976-77 are identified
by PBS as “independent hours” — representing
299 percent of the total.

In calculating these totals, the PBS research
staff has included many programs by indepen-
dents which come through stations as well as the
large, independent production centers like Fam-
ily Communications, Inc., and Children's Televi-

sion Workshop, which produced 436 hours or
17.9 percent of the towal. Six other producers
provided another 131.5 hours of the schedule, or
7.2 percent of the total.

The remaining producers, most of whom de-
livered single programs and specials, provided
£7.0 hours of programming representing 4.9 per-
cent of the total hours broadcast.

while we cannot be sure, it is unlikely that
the totals for independent work on PBS have
much exceeded this small fgure. PBS’ Research
Department cannot determine what programs
were produced by “independents” from its rec-
ords prior o the 1976-1977 season. In any event,
virtually all of those hours came to PBS through
local stations, primarily the “Big Five” station
production centers in Washington, New York,
San Francdsco. Boston and Los Angeles. During
the early davs of PBS in 1970 an informal policy
evolved which still predominates today. Sam
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TABLE A

Total Independent Hours on PBS National Schedule
1976-1977 Season

% of All
All Original Original % of All
Broadcast Broadcast Original
Independent  Hours by % Independ- Howurs in Broadcast
Hours Program Type ent Hours Frogram Type Hours
CULETURAL - ooimnais 457 368 7.8 7.5 2.3
EDUCATIVE .« vvvvcvmvinrrvnn 417.8 387 76.9 712 230
PUBLIC AFFAIRS . __........ 83.0 fhied 153 12.5 4.6
TOTALS ... . reiicneneas 54315 131% 100 — 29.9

SOURCE:; PBS System Research Office

Holt, who headed the programming department
then, recalls:

“I will start out by confessing that to the
best of my knowledge I am responsible
for the original policy at PBES not to
take independent production. T did it
when I had a four-person staff, and we
had no possible way to process this
blizzard of independent producers
coming in.”

The practical reasons for the exclusionary pol-
icw. says Holt, were lack of money, staff, and PRS
authority at the national level. PBS was prohi-
bited by its member stations from functioningas a
network, but was a non-producing program
scheduling agency —a fall-out from the stations’
resentment of the centralized NET model.

The policy of sending independents away
from the national level and back to local stations,
however, was never official, according to Holt.
Except for certain system-designated indepen-
dent production centers like CTW and FCI, or
station representatives like SECA {a regional
network), the standard entry point to the system
became the stations.

Three models have evalved by which an in-
dependent producer can gain access to the na-
tional PES interconnection, all of them based in
the stations:

(1) The formatted series model: An independent
strikes a deal with the station or production cen-
ter for segments, episodes or parts of a series
being supervised by the station and aimed at
national distribution. These can be acquisitions or
newly commissioned work.

(2} The station-producer model: An indepen-
dent sells a program concept or an already pro-
duced program or series to a station. The station
assumes responsibility for the show. raises the
maney or markets it to funders, and then delivers
it to PBS for distribution.

{3} The station "Presenter” model: An indepen-
dent brings a completed project to PBS, CPB or a
station and it is routed 10 a station that is willing
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to assume editorial responsibility and perform
lechnical and promotional tasks.

The formal result of this policy cccurred in
June, 1977, as a result of actions by independent
producer Martha Stuart.

Acquisitions

By far the easiest, safest, and cheapest method for
public television to use the work of independents
is by purchasing a completed or near-completed
tape or film,

Since most American films and tapes pres-
ented to public television were not originally de-
signed or funded spedfically for broadcast, many
FTV officials complain that this work is not as
atiractive in getting audience attention as im-
ported programming, which was generally pre-
pared for TV. In addition, a British show produced
at a high budget is often available at a fraction of
the original cost. U.S. independents must not
only be willing to sell broadcast rights for three
years at a cost far below what they have spent
making the work, but they must put their films
and tapes, often produced on small budgets, up
against the most experienced television produc-
tion organizations in the world.

Despite these disadvantages, it appears that
public television is beginning to buy more work
from independents. As a market is created, pro-
ducers will have a greater incentive to gear their
programming to that market, in expecation of
getting at least a small return on the investment.

During the early ‘70s, following the policy
enundated by Holt, PBS passed acquisition re-
quests to the stations. Few records exist from this
period, except those national programs which
were financed by CPB. However, the bulk of
funding for national programming went to pro-
duction centers to produce specific shows, each
of which was designed to implement the Ford
Foundation’s desire to build the capability of
these in-house operations. This was a quile dif-
ferent goal from the previous NET arrangement
of centralizing the entire national program out-



put in one location. That arrangement resulted in
substantial invelvement with independent
suppliers, and, most imponantly. the concep-
tualization of program formats which could
utilize the advantages of independent produc-
Lion.

A handful of national “showcases” were
funded by Ford and CFB, and produced by sta-
tions,

One early example was a program called
Flid-Out, a showcase of independent acquisitions
packaged by WGBH and financed by CFE,
Filmmakers were paid $100 to $125 per minute.
In addition. it was a non-exclusive acquisition,
permitling the producer to continue seeking
other sales, The series encountered a great deal of
controversy, primarily because of nudity, lan-
guage, and standards. Evidently this series cooled
many stations to the idea of independent
filmmakers. A later showcase packaged by
WGBH was Something Fersonal, six independent
and three station documentaries by and about
WOMmENn.

San Frandsoo Mix was “an amempt to do a
totally video show ... a totally visual program
with no host, multiple elements. KQED actually
made the program by having the director sit in a
mixing room and feed the various elements in
sequence into the line system ... It was very
elaborate, with the whole station built around
the elecironic capability to do that. It was a 1960s
idea of what visuals, or video as it was called then,
could do.”" Some contract work and acquisitions
were used in that program, produced in 1970 by
KQED and funded by Ford and CPB.

Following the establishment of two regional
film centers at PTV stations in Texas and New
Hampshire, and a youth film center in Georgia,
CFE financed two series—one documentary, one
arts—which showcased works produced by sta-
tions around the country. A major portion of
these programs were produced by independents
who had been contracted by the local stations.
The objective of this plan was to bring local and
regional producing talent into the stations which
had previously developed only limited ability 1o
deliver quality programs.

In 1973-74, following the Nixon veto of the
public broadcasting authorization bill and the re-
organization of CPB and PBS, CPE became much
more actively involved in individual program
choices. They no longer sent block grants to sta-
tions, preferring to use their programming funds,
which had been cut back by the Community
service Grant policy, to develop and pilot new
shows. In subsequent seasons, CPE began enlarg-
ing its purchase of individual programs, first from
new stations, then from outside producers.

While its almost impossible to determine
how many of the station acquisitions for national
air were independently produced, by the 1976-77

season the figure totalled 31 programs at a cost of
$374,049, or an average of $12.066. That fligure
includes the costs charged by the station to
“package and present” the program, as well asthe
fee paid to the producer for broadcast rights.

By looking at more detailed figures at WNETs
Acquisitions Depaniment, we can see why many
independent producers cite this “toll fee” as a
major complaint.

During FY 1977-78, WNET's acquisition
budget for locally aired programs is $492,230,
with $352,000 (73 percent} of that budget going
directly for acquisition and 27 percent for “pack-
aging.” Of these 1oals, 334,043 was allocated to
buy films produced by American independents,
slightly less than 10 percent of the direct acquisi-
tion budget.

Aside from the fact that WNET, like many
stations, finds a 10-te-1 preference for foreign
acquisitions over American productions?®, inde-
pendents object strenuously 1o a 27 percent cost
being tacked on to their programs. They would
prefer o deal with PBS and CPB direcily, thus
avoiding those costs.

But PBS and the stations insist that those
overhead fees are real costs, covering functions
that the stations can provide, and that PBS is
unable to provide because stations have prohi-
bited them from doing so. These functions in-
clude:

(1) Authority. The stations have continued
their reluctance to grant PBS the authority or the
funds 1o function as a network—i.e., to be able to
make programming. funding and scheduling de-
Cisions under one moof.

(2) Responsibiline PBS claims that as a result,
the organization could not be held legally respon-
sible for any libel, slander, obscenity, equal time
or faimess obligations. Plus, more lawyers cost
MOney.

{3} Jourmalism. Since PBSis neither a produc-
tion agency nor a network, it has never employed
a staff of professional journalists or experienced
producers who have the expertise to check ques-
tions of conten.

{4) Fadlities. Since the organization main-
tains no preduction facilities, editing machines
and the like, PBS finds it easier to funnel pro-
grams which need technical work to stations
which are so equipped.

(3} Promotion. PBS publicity about programs
is designed for use by its member stations, not for
the general press. Thus, as in the case with fa-

O the 200-250 American films produced by small inde-
pendents screened in calendar vear 1977, WNET pur-
chased 51 locally and presented 12 to PBS for acguisition.
Compared 0 British series like The Glimering Prizes at
$1.200 per episede, American product was just not as
atractive, Even discounling the scarcity of independ-
ently-produced series, 51,200 [or a feature-length film is
just oo good a deal 1o pass up.

Televisions —11



cilities, an underfunded program prefers 1o farm
out such tasks to stations.

The evidence indicates that each of these
claims has been drcumvented when necessary.
PBS itself passed a resolution in 1977 alfirming
the fact that independent production could come
directly to the staff without going to a station,
primarily because of pressure applied by inde-
pendents,

Furthermore, eleven “independent produc-
tion centers” were successful in receiving ap-
prowal from PRS for direct distribution of their
materials to the stations in 1977-78 without
going through a station first, and, presumably,
without paying the “toll charge” for packaging,
publicity, technical work and the like.

None of these programs suppliers is a small,
individual independent producer. Each has either
close ties 1o a station production center or has
received major funding from a federal govern-
ment agency. or both, Organizations like CTW
and FCI have had a spedal status as members of
the PBS “family” for many years. Other suppliers
like Bicultural Television in Oakland, California,
deliver wotally underwritten material which the
systemn seems anxious to broadcast. Other pro-
ductions are, in fact, "peculiar® cases which,
under typical conditions, would have been pro-
duced and delivered by stations. These include
Lincodn Center and Firing Line series,

In most cases the programs by these produc-
tion centers and others which have gone directly
to PBS are not the kind of programming which
would tend to give the system legal or journalistic
problems. Many of the programs by small-scale
independents, particularly documentaries, are
the most problematic. Thorny legal questions of
fairness, balance and objectivity, equal time, libel,
and obscenity can result in costly court action
which PBS has neither the funds nor the political
suppon of the stations 1o back.

Thus, the larger production center which de-
livers federally-financed children’s ar other non-
controversial programming can much more eas-
ily gain the confidence of PBS and the backing of
stations than single program producers who are
independent of any editorial supervision of a sta-
tion.

Even with the 1977 policy change at PBS,
these small independents continue to be told that
it is just easier for everyone when the small pro-
ducer goes to a station,

In order for this new policy to begin to be
implemented, two changes must occur:

First, PBS must gain the authority within the
system 10 exercise network-like programming
functions as it has in less difficult situations. In
order to do this, PBS will not only need greater
support from stations, but at the same time must
improve its staffs journalistic credibility and ex-
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pertise. Furthermore, the current PBS function of
representing stations in a kind of trade association
fashion before Congress and elsewhere seriously
jeopardizes the ability of any staff to make ded-
sions that are free from political influence and the
chilling effect of funders’ scrutiny

Second, independents must work (o gain the
trust of a larger section of the public broadcasting
establishment. This can only be done as the mar-
ket for independent work grows and more pro-
ducers have the opportunity to build solid track
records.

This process of gaining trust independent of
the stations needs considerable attention. As long
as the incentive is strong for producers w con-
tinue to funnel everything through stations and
no procedure for changing this is established, it
will be difficult for this process of trust-building to
OOCUr

Other aaguisition models. Within the station and
the independent production centers, certain pro-
gram formats have utilized material acquired or
commissioned from individual film and video-
makers. The Woman Alive formar was built
around 20-minute films which were made by
independent wornen filmmakers. The CTW pro-
ductions like Sesame Street and the Elearic Conparny
routinely contracted for new and original mate-
rial from independent filmmakers, notably
animators. Ongoing series like Nova and Mac-
NeiliLehrer Report on very rare occasions used ma-
terial produced by independents.

Other national acquisition mechanisms in-
clude the SAM and SIP. two specialized variations
of the SPC, the buying market that finances new
productions. Like the SPC itself, these two mech-
anisms do not result in venturesome program
choices. The SAM primarily purchased movie
packages. SIP concentrates on programs with
high audience appeal for use during fund-raising
pitches. Only one independent work was pur-
chased by this mechanism, TVTVS Superbow!
documentary.

Acquisitions for local. regional and national
distribution will probably see continued growth
as public television seeks to raise its profile in the
independent community. Tt is a safe, cheap way
to program, if the materal can be made to fit into
a broadcast format. But even if PBS and CPB raise
the national scale to the $400 per minute from
the presenmt $200 to $250 as the AIVF has
suggested, the revenues from acquisitions will
never be more than panial repayment for a proj-
ect which has 1o be financed elsewhere,

In print it’s the equivalent of magazine rights
to a book. First you have to write and publish the
book.

The “acquisition” of video
and the union issue

In 1973 the video group Optic Nerve made a deal



with KQED to air a documentary they wene pro-
ducing about the Miss California pageant, When
Fifty Wonderful Years aired the credits indicated that
the program had been produced by Optic Nerve
and KQED, implying that the station, which was
about 1o enter contract negotiations with its
technical unions. had used non-union labor on
one of its own in-house productions. The gaffe
became an issue in contract negotiations, and the
resulting contract made it almost impossible for
KQED two work with independent video pro-
ducers for a number of years.

This union issue continues to cause difficul-
ties for independent video production. For tech-
nical reasons, videomakers may want to develop
relationships with broadcasters to facilitate airing
their works.

Such relationships work best in the early
phases of planning and pre-production, since a
producer must choose what level of technical
sophistication will be budgeted into the produc-
tion — something which is less of a choice for
filmmakers.

The two principal technical decisions are (1)
whether to shoot a production in color, and (2)
what kind of editing system will be required.
Both questions may be best resolved in the con-
text of a spedific broadcast relationship— hence,
the source of continuing tension with union
work rules.

The question of color is a considerable cost
issue. [n film production the burden of cost is in
processing. In video it is in equipment rental.
Black-and-white material is rarely acceptable on
broadcast any more, except in cases where low-
light cameras are used to record nighttime or
indoor action which could not be otherwise cap-
tured. The best example of this is The Polio Tapes, a
documentary about the South Bronx by Alan
and Susan Raymond.

If color video is used, considerably more ex-
pensive cameras are required if the producer in-
tends to shoot indoors or without massive light-
ing. Such an investment is not feasible generally
unless the production has a reasonable chance of
airing nationally, often a prime motivation for
videomakers to seek relationships with local sta-
tions.

The editing question makes the union issue
even more dificult. Once the raw material has
been shot, the producer must edit to meet FCC
and PBES technical requirements. This is best ac-
complished by using sophisticated time-code
computer editors, two-inch quadruplex video-
tape machines, time-base correctors and image
enhancers, titling and special effects equipment.
Commercial video houses can provide these serv-
ices, but the cost is high. With original production
funds for independents being so scarce, video-
makers have frequently sought co-production re-
lationships with stations that can provide these

services, thus lowering the actual amount of cash
necessary up front. However. such arrangements
have caused tension between station manage-
ment and the independents. Stations may charge
the producer as much or more than a commerdal
editing house for these services against the
budget of the total project, In seeking to “make-
up” the difference between the cash and the in-
kind services. a station may charge an additional
overhead figure to cover administrative and
fund-raising expenses.

In order to forge a relationship with an inde-
pendent videomaker, the unionired public TV
station must “get around” the union rules. which
generally prohibit management from hiring
non-union personnel within a 30- or S0-mile
radius of the ity of license. The most common
solution is for the station to “acquire” the work of
the videomaker. even though it may not yet have
been produced, and even though the station may
be writing a check to help support the produc-
tion. Other cases result in stations refusing to
wuork with local video groups but supporting the
work of producers across the country because of
the 50-mile-limit rule.

As more and more public TV stations are
unionized this issue is bound to heat up. In New
York, which of course has a large freelance pro-
duction industry. a spedal local of the principal
broadcast union {MNational Assodation of Broad-
cast Engineers and Technicians) has been estab-
lished for freclancers. And. as “independent”
groups get larger. the unions have begun organiz-
ing their production employees as well,

Recent sirikes by NABET against ABC and
NBC illustrate additional problems which are
created by the industrys switch o video. Tra-
ditionally NABET engineers are responsible for
electronic technical work, most of which had
been done in studio. As small-format video
moved elearonics into the field. replacing film
production. the engineers claimed jurisdiction
over this hardware. Management wished to hire
freelancers and to cut down the size of video
crews, much 1o the chagrin of both film crews
and engineers. Such work-rule and jurisdictional
disputes can be expected to continue as the tech-
nology evolves and becomes less labor-intensive,

Drama

Essentially a writers medium, drama can be a
vehicle which offers great potential for non-sta-
tion production. as the current Viions series pro-
duced at KCET illustrates. Under the direction of
Barbara Schultz, whose credentials go back to the
early period of TV when anthology dramas were
a staple of the American screen, Visions was estab-
lished in 1975 with Ford, NEA and CPB funds asa
showcase for new writing talent. The original
program proposal required 50 percent of the pro-
ductions to be produced outside the KCET-
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housed Visions unit. This was downgraded be-
cause of a cut in funding, but the series did man-
age to include nine independently-produced
shows during the first two seasons, Among them
were some of the most aritically acclaimed as well
as the least successful shows, proving the old
maxim about the freedom 1o fail.

No other continuing drama series on public
television has made such an effort w seek out
independents, although both Hellywood Tlevision
Theatre and Great Performances have made single-
program arrangements with non-station pro-
ducers.

The dramatic special is perhaps even more
ideally suited 1o the special problems of inde-
pendents, since the costs and logistics of mount-
ing a single program are considerably less than a
seties. Many such programs have been produced
or co-produced with non-station producers, in-
cluding shows like The Belle of Amberst and the
James Whitmore Harry Truman special.

Fillers

Another contribution made by Visions has been
the innovative use of filler material, a necessary
component of many public television programs.
In the case of Visions the variable time remaining
to fill out a broadeast hour were produced by
independents — TVTV, videoartist Ron Haves,
and the Improvisational Theatre Project at Mark
Taper Forum. Many of the acquisitions purchased
at WNET and other stations are short films de-
signed to use as filler after British impornt seres.

Charles Allen, Vice President of Programming
for KCET. the producing station for Visons, be-
lieves the short filler idea is an excellent pro-
gramming concept for television. Having failed to
sell PBS on the notion of “Bicentennial Minutes,”
he says that the idea was taken o CBS where it
ran for a year. “The notion is that some kinds of
information can be best conveyed in a minute
spot,” says Allen. KCET is airing locally-produced
spots on women'’s self-defense in the wake of
publicity about the “Hillside Strangler.” With
proper editorial planning, independents could be
an excellent source of one-minuie program con-
cepts which could be dropped throughout the
schedule all day and evening. The same would be
true for the material that fills out the broadcast
hours of various impored programs—instead of
ten minutes of an on-air host, how about half of
that going for creatively planned and conceived
shon films?

The experimental centers

In 1967 KQED received $150,000 from the
Rockefeller Foundation to develop an experi-
menial workshop in humanities. This eventually
grewe into a center to experiment in the television
medium itsell — called the National Center for
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Experiments in Television, under the direction of
Bryce Howard and later Paul Kaufman. Sub-
sequent support of NCET by CPB (totalling
$700.000) and by the Rockefeller Foundation
($496,000) kept this center operating until 1975.
During its existence the Center moved steadily
away from the actual operation of the broadcast
station, and a relatively small amount of pro-
gramming. even of an experimental nature, was
developed there for either local KQED or national
PRS airing. During the period of funding consid-
erable criticism was leveled at CPB for its major
commitment. David Stewart of CPB describes the
value of the Center: “The first efforts emphasized
aesthetic control over abstracted and deliberately
distorted images. Early experimentation was
awkward, fumbling, unsystematic, and in its odd
way, quite startling. The experimenters some-
times seemed 1o be pushing their independence
too far, resisting requests for darification of their
intentions. .. ."

Experimental TV activities, sayvs Stewart,
“rarely have direcd mass appeal, but they do
move many talented people who are able to give
themn a second modified life through subsequem
creations as writers, designers, directors, choreog-
raphers, cameramen, and composers. ... Most
basic changes in the ‘looks’ of television will prob-
ably be the result of uncompromising experi-
mentation.”

Not only was a relatively small amount of its
program experiments used on local or national
broadcasts. the methods of selecting artists were
criticized by members of the local community
and by others in the field nationally. The San
Francisco Center became more and more like a
true “laboratory,” working on pure research into
the nature of the medium’s capabilities rather
than either packaging broadcast TV or providing a
major access route for emerging talent.

Rockefeller was instrumental in establishing
a second experimental TV center at WNET New
York in 1972. Under the dircction of David Lox-
ton, the Television Laboratory at Channel 13 re-
ceived almost $1,000,000 in four years to support
a wide range of program experiments. A major
component of the Lab was the artist-in-residence
program, initiated by the New York State Council
on the Arns, which brought in 20 artists in various
disciplines to utilize television tools during
1973-75, The Lab evolved a sophisticated post-
production capability and staff, and became the
principal funnel through which video producers
were brought into the station and the national
system. For filmmakers, the Acquisition Depari-
ment under Nelsa Gidney, and special arrange-
ments with the program deparment were until
recently, the primary means of access.

Increasingly the Lab has emphasized the
broadcast product. In 1975 an anthology series of
video works called Wdeo amd Rlavdsion Rewew



(VTR) began 1o air locally. VTR was the first regu-
lar series devoted 1o video, with some 40 pro-
grams produced in all during three seasons. The
most recent set was aired on PBS. Some of these
episodes were the results of the artists-in-resi-
dence; others were acquired or commissioned
from around the country. The Lab also produced
portraits of video groups and a number of in-
house productions.

The TV Lab was able to use its funding man-
date for experiments with new technology, in
order to develop the form of video doe-
umentaries. Starting with the award-winning
Lord of the Universe (1973), the TY Lab collaborated
with Top Value Television (TVTV) to produce 6':
hours of provocative non-fiction programming.
Since that time the TV Lab has broadcast the
work of Downtown Community Television
{three hours); Global Village (one hour); Allan
and Susan Raymond (90 minutes); and many
others in the VTR series.

Also in the 1976-77 season the TV Lab pro-
duced Making Television Dance with choreopgrapher
Twyla Tharp and co-produced two Visions dramas
with WGBH.

The TV Lab’s success in producing high-qual-
ity documentaries with independent video jour-
nalists was clearly a factor in the 1977 grant by
the Ford Foundation and the NEA of $500,000 to
operate a documentary fund for independent
producers {see Docamentariesy. Six film and one
video producer received contracts to produce
documentaries from this fund. In 1977 the Lab
received a commitment from CPB to support its
work for the first time,

Loxton has developed a relationship with the
station management that permits him a certian
autonomy and editorial control that has suited
many of the artists and documentarians with
whom the Lab has worked. Some others have
not been satisfied, complaining not only of Lox-
ton’s own dominance in the production process,
but of station interderence as well.

Whether such charges are accurate may be
beside the point. The TV Lab is clearly the orpani-
zation which has delivered more original pro-
gramming to local and national air from video
independents than any other. Much of it has
been award-winning. At a budget of nearly 51
million in FY 1977, the TV Lab is a broadcasting
SUOCESS. i

The third experimental center established by
the Rockefeller Foundation was the New Televi-
sion Laboratory at WGBH/Boston. In 1974 the
Workshop was established under the direction of
Fred Barryk. During its first vear the Workshop
consolidated its experimentation with half-inch
which WGBH had pioneered for a number of
years. Like the TV Lab at 13, the first year saw a
large influx of visiting artists, some 75, similarly
with the funding of the state arts council. “There

was no pressure o create a finished, polished
product; exploration of high risk, low-cost exper-
iments was encouraged,” for both video artists
and dancers, musidans, and dramatists.

Barzyk and Loxton have worked together a
great deal, on two Visions dramas as well as many
of videoart showcases aired nationally on PRS. In
1974, Videe Visionaries was produced as an anthol-
ogy; an earlier program, The Medium is the Medium
(1968} was the first national look at the emerging
videoart field.

Barzyk’s direction changed in 1975-76, be-
coming increasingly preoccupied with larger
scale projects for broadeast, including an ambiti-
ous comedy special starring Lily Tomlin and
featuring commissioned works of many video
artists (Collistons), and Mothers Little Network, a
comedy pilot, The Workshop also distributed art-
ists materials extensively in museums,

In 1977 the original small-format video
equipment of the Workshop was transferred o a
local production and access organization, the
Boston Film and Video Foundation. WGBH has
first rights 10 materials produced in that facility,
and the Foundation assumes responsibilities for
access policies in the community.

It is difficult to generalize about the relative
success and failures of these three centers. All
were assodated with major producdng stations
and headed by creative and talented producers.
All were well-funded for a seed period by the
Rockefeller Foundation. All were almed 1o exper-
iment with the medium of television. The TV Lab
is the only fully functioning operation remaining,
due in large part to the aggressiveness and energy
with which Loxton has pursued his task, and a
degree of support from management.

Despite the eHorts to create an environment
of creativiry for many different kinds of artists and
an access point for independents. Loxton freely
admits that the Experimental Lab model is lim-
ited in terms of the volume of production it could
ever generate. “We're interested in produdng
programs that challenge the way people think
about television,” he says. And yet both Boston
and New York centers have moved into fairly
conventional television management activitics—
pilot development, documentary journalism, big
budget drama. Loxton's current project is a sci-
ence fiction series.

It is clear that an “experimental” center
specifically established within a broadeast station
must steer between the extreme of producing
only experimental work, as did the San Frandsco
Center, and becoming an interesting, if slightly
different producing unit within the station. Such
centers, if they aim toward innovation as a goal,
cannot be expected to be a major volume
supplier in the system.
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Documentaries

Since the departure of Bill Movers from public
television and the demise of the National Public
Affairs Center for Television, no documentaries
have been produced regularly by the system. Oc-
casional local documentaries were presented to
the systemn and acquired by CPE. Fred Wiseman,
who enjoyed a subsidy from the Ford Foundation
to produce a documentary a year, continued 1o
do so. The video documentaries produced and
packaged by the TV Lab at WNET were likewise
made possible by foundation support.

But not since the days of NET Jewrnal, when a
weekly documentary aired, could public TV say,
as it did then, that it generated more doc-
umentaries than the three commercial networks
combined. The Nixon “freeze” on public affairs
and the money squeeze made them an aberra-
tion, not a regular part of PTV's program mix.*

In the winter of 1976, CPB sponsored a series
of seminars on public affairs in which the stations
expressed their desire for more documentaries.
“But we don’'t want a pig in a poke.” said one
program manager, dting the often controversial
nature of these programs. Participating in these
meetings were representatives of the newly-
formed Coalition for New Public Affairs Pro-
gramming, which continued to urge the system
to invest in documentaries, particularly those
produced by independents.

By the summer, plans were being made for
two separate mechanisms lo finance original
documentaries. The first, announced by the Ford
Foundation and the National Endowment for the
Arts, provided $500,000 if it could be matched, o
an organization that would administer a fund
specifically designed for independent film and
video documentarians.

Soon thereafter CPB announced its inten-
tions of advancing 81 million to prime the pump
of a “revolving” documentary fund, which would
finance a number of works by both independents
and stations. The theory behind the fund was
that once the programs were produced they
would be offered for sale in the SPC. with all
resulting revenues going back to replenish the
fund. This was designed to let the stations put
their money where their mouths were, and at the

"Perhaps one measure of success in documentaries is
whether the “rules” are broken,

Says one observer: “There are seven deadly taboos in
the world of television documentaries. You will rarely if
ever see documentaries on your home screen about: big
labor, big business. big TV networks, the aulemotive in-
dustry. nuclear power, the military-indusirial complex,
U. 5. toreign policy. Most of these 1aboos have been vio-
lated at least once by one or more of the three major
networks, but mosily in years gone by—and the violators
paid for their courage by losing vutin the ratings war., .~
“Where TV Documentaries Don't Dare to Tread” by John
Culhane. New York Times, February 20, 1977
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same time o have the opportunity to pre-screen
the programs.

Both projects took a while to get started. The
CPB fund began operation in January, 1977, fol-
lowing several months of dispute at the CPB
board level over whether a representative of PBS
would be allowed to help select programs, as
originally planned. The fund was yet another
political football between the two organizations.

The Ford/NEA project was stalled in late 1976
because no applicant suitable to the funders
could be found who was willing to match the
$3500,000 sum. As a result the matching require-
ment was dropped, 28 organizations applied, in a
second round of deadlines, and the TV Lab at
WHNET was selected in September, 1977.

Six independent Almmakers and one video
producer were selected by the TV Lab after a
rapid, but elaborate screening panel selection
process. Over 880 propesals were received from
independents all over the country. While the final
decision rested in the hands of Loxton and a
panel of broadcasters and filmmakers, the Lab
was under considerable pressure to provide the
appearance, if not the substance of due process.
Given the huge volume of applications, it is al-
rost impossible to evaluate how effective that
process was at this point. Clearly. Loxton's travels
to speak with large groups of sometimes hostile
film and videomakers and extensive press work
helped create the enormous flood of applications.

The other major funding source for doc-
umentaries, CPBs “Revolving™ Documentary
fund, received 76 proposals in two installments,
and selected ten producers. Four were com-
pletely outside stations. Of the six station awards,
three were independents in cooperation with sta-
tions.

Al the same time two other funding sources
were initiated for independent documentaries —
The Film Fund, with about $250,000 in its first
year for sodally committed documentaries, and a
new production grant category at the NEA,
which made seven grants to independents, all but
one of which were documentaries,

The PBS plan, issued after the formulation of
the Ford/NEA and the CPB documentary funds,
was to allocate one hour per week for a Doc-
wmentary Showeoase, combining acquisitions with
the newly-commissioned works and station con-
tributions.

The CPB choices were made by two people,
Calvin Watson, Director of TV Activities, and
Richard Ellison, PBS Director of Current Affairs,
All other funds developed some variation of a
peer review process.

Only the first two of CPB's documentaries
have been completed and both were disappoint-
ing. atiracting too few station-buyers in the SPC
towarrant placing them on the PBS “hard sched-
ule.” Tt may be too soon to know, but many



observers are predicting that stations will refuse
to buy any documentaries because their cost-
per-minute is so high. The first CPB-offered doc-
umentary, priced at $124.000, was Phdorium:
Element of Risk by independent Don Widener in
cooperation with KCET. PES ruled that the pro-
gram did not meet its journalism standards and
signaled the stations to that effect. As a result of
that controversy and the cost. the program was
bought by 20 stations.

Doubtless PBS” judgment that the program
was of dubious journalistic quality affected its
appeal to stations. Another station-produced
documentary, however, attracted only 40 buyers.
An earlier SPC documentary offer, The Police Tapes
by Alan and Susan Raymond, was priced at
$25.000 and not enough stations bought it to
recoup the investment made by WNET.

Unless stations have much greater income, it
seems unlikely that they will select doe-
umentaries, particularly controversial ones, in
preference to cheaper, safer programs offered in
the SPC.

The case also illustrates the continuing con-
flict between CPB and PBS, and the difficulty of
financing and scheduling programs under differ-
€Ni organizations.

Another series of documentaries aired during
the 1976-77 season called Americana. These
half-hour documentaries were acquisitions
selected and programmed by PBS, many from
independents. The idea was dropped because of a
lack of staff time and a shonage of consistently
high-quality half-hour documentaries. Unfortu-
nately, a number of producers, realizing that this
would provide a new market for the shorter for-
mat, began producing with Americana in mind.

Despite all these difficulties, the recent up-
surge in documentaries, particularly for inde-
pendents, is clearly a vote of confidence by
funders.

Conclusions

Public television’s record of designing, financing
and airing programming from independent
suppliers is spotty. On the surface the statistics
indicate that almost a third of the present na-

tional program mix comes from non-station
suppliers. And yet, the majority of that pro-
gramming seems o be on the schedule more a5 a
result of the fact that it has been funded by federal
agendes than because of a concented effont to
seek out and format “independent work.”

While acquiring previously-produced mate-
rial does offer the chance for PBS and the local
stations to improve their profile with independ-
ents by enlarging the number of successful con-
tracts, the effect on the total number of hours is
minimal. Furthermore, because of economic fac-
tors, acquisitions will never have the effec of
sustaining or developing the capability of Ameri-
can independent producers to improve the qual-
ity or to compete in the acquisition market with
major European production organizations whao
can afford to dump their materal into the 1.5,
market at drastically lower prices.

The handiul of organizations within the sta-
tions specifically designed to foster original pro-
gram material by independents for broadcast
have had varying degrees of success, Nonethe-
less, the work of independents has won many
awards for public television. In other cases, ex-
perimental units have not developed much pro-
gramming for broadcast.

The situations which seem to offer the best
examples of gaining air dme and production
money from independents are those program de-
signs which take into account the unique charac-
teristics of using independents to produce for
television. In the drama field, Visions has suc-
ceeded in creating a model worth emulating in
different scales of producions. Grear American
Divegm Machine offered an innovative method of
using both in-house and outside producers and
its format permitted a wide range of stvles and
content. Funding for documentades and single
programs has been possible for independent pro-
ducers, largely because of the commitment of the
funders to establish the ground rules so that in-
dependents could successfully enter the market.

Nonetheless, the “bread-and-butter™ part of
any broadcasting service must be series develop-
ment, an area which has only recently begun to
be open to non-station producers.
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Funding Public Television

Programming

The Corporation for Public Broadcasting

Since its establishment a decade ago, the public
television system has been transformed from a
program production system based upon Ford
Foundation-funded station production centers
into a complex marketplace in which these same
centers continue to produce the majority of pro-
grams, but under substantially different rules.

As money has come to public television from
corporations, additional private foundations,
public contributions, state and federal sources, it
becomes impossible to generalize about exactly
how programs are “typically” financed.

Nonetheless, it is clear from examining the
changing funding patterns that the opening up of
more sources has increased the number of pro-
ducers who are able to enter the public television
marketplace, and that an increasing number of
these producers are independent of any of the
major PTV production centers. In addition, a
larger number of stations are increasingly able to
enter the national programming arena, albeit in a
minor way compared to the “major stations.”

This section focuses upon the budget of the
Television Activities Department of the Corpora-
tion for Public Broadcasting as a method of defin-
ing these trends. While CPB’s share of the total
funding mix of the PTV system has declined, the
policies which it has pursued do provide an index
of the changes in program finance in the entire
system.

In addition, a number of results can be di-
rectly traced to the changes in CPB’s policies that
affect the creation of several new groups of “in-
dependents” within the PTV program market-
place, as well as the expansion of opportunities
for all non-station producers.

Table B shows the expenditures of CPB’s Tele-
vision Activities Department for nine years. This
breakdown, taken from figures provided by that
department, seeks to determine a number of
facts:

(1) The size in dollar terms of the CPB in-
vestment in program activities.

(2) The effect of changes like the initiation of
the SPC in 1974 and the elimination of block
grants to major production centers in 1973.

(3) The relative commitment by the Corpo-
ration to the major production centers during
these changes as compared to all other producers.

(4) The growth of other program categories,
in particular research and development, piloting
and individual program acquisition and support.
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Determination of the total CPB expenditure
on programming is somewhat confusing because
these figures include two categories of funds not
directly applied by the Television Activities De-
partment to program related grants or contracts.
From 1972 to 1976 the total budget of the De-
partment contained “restricted grants.” These are
funds which were passed through CPB from cor-
porations underwriting programs at stations or
other production centers. The grants do not rep-
resent any determination by CPB staff, nor were
these funds appropriated from Congress. Their
inclusion in the budget was designed to enable
CPB to take advantage of matching provisions
from the U. S. Treasury, money which would then
be distributed to stations in the form of Commu-
nity Service Grants.

Another figure which clouds the actual pro-
gram expenditures is the CPB contribution to
SPC, which will be discussed below.

By excluding these two items, we can see that
CPB reached its highest budget figure in 1973,
with a total of $13.1 million. This total did not
reach the $10 million mark again until 1977 (if we
include the transition quarter between 1976 and
1977). By 1978 the total jumped to $18.5 million.

During the first four years of its existence,
CPB made “block grants” to production centers
which had been designated as worth investment
by the Ford Foundation. These were WETA/
Washington, WNET/New York, WGBH/Boston,
KQED/San Francisco, and KCET/Los Angeles. In
addition to these station centers, Children’s Tele-
vision Workshop (CTW) had been established
with generous Ford Foundation support.
Another major program supplier, Family Com-
munications, Inc. (FCI), which also produced
children’s programs, received major grant sup-
port from CPB.

The “block” grants reached a peak of $5.6
million in 1972 before CPB cut them off. Thus,
the 1972 total program budget left only $6.1 mil-
lion at its discretion for program support, most of
which went to these seven major producers as
well.

In 1972 Richard Nixon’s veto of the long-
range funding for public broadcasting and a
number of other moves pressuring the PTV sys-
tem resulted in a revamping of CPB’s Board and a
series of internecine battles within the system
that resulted in an uneasy truce called the Part-
nership Agreement in 1973. A main feature of
this truce was the establishment of the Station
Program Cooperative, which permitted stations



TABLE B

Corporation for Public Broadcasting
Television Activities Department

PROJECTS AND ACTIVITIES (1969-1977)
1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 TQ 1977

TOTAL ANNUAL EXPENDITURE* 1,164,929 4,985,094 10,583,492 15,514,566 16,262,473 17,134,721 12,279,547 10,144,954 388,172 12,917,483
TOTAL WITHOUT SPC OR

RESTRICTED FUNDSYf .......... 1,164,929 4,989,094 10,583,492 12,231,875 13,143,221 8,283.',381 3,347,460 5,258,918 388,172 9,917,483
BASIC PROGRAM GRANTS ... .. 500,062 1,000,000 3,075,343 5,640,000 == — — = = =
CONTRIBUTION TO SPC ....... — — — — — = 4,225,707 4,586,036 — 3,000,000

SERIES & INDIVIDUAL
PROGRAMS (ALL PRODUCERS)

CEBTFUNDS - s 664,867 3,947,912 7,507,621 6,113,456 12,778,290 8,044,405 2,967,460 4,115,485 159,549 5,855,040%
Restricted Fundst .......... — — — 3,282,691 3,119,252 8,851,340 4,706,380 300,000 — —
[TOTAlSb L s bt o, 664,867 3,947,912 7,507,621 9,396,147 15,897,542 16,895,745 7,673,840 4,415,485 159,549 5,855,040
RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT
EEND SR i S — 25,000 528 339,401 280,986 10,850 235,000 229,041 97,276 707,072
PILOTS' .. e Dot il bon i — 12,182 — 139,018 83,945 228,126 145,000 844,251 76,627 881,111
OTHER PROJECTS ............. — — — — — — — 70,141 54,720 —
STEP-UP AND ACQUISITIONS .. — — — — — — — —_ — 2,474,260

*The total expenditures column may not equal the figures provided by CPB in Appendix XV because of differences in computation.

tRestricted funds during 1972-1976 are underwriting grants made to producing stations, but “passed through” CPB and included in programming totals for eligibility in a federal
matching program. The money does not represent federal appropriations to CPB.

+In 1977 Series were listed separately from Individual Program Acquisition and “Step-ups” for the first time.

TABLE B-1*

Corporation for Public Broadcasting
Television Activities Department

SERIES AND INDIVIDUAL PROGRAMS BY TYPE OF PRODUCER
(1969-1977)

1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978
ALL GRANTS FOR SERIES AND
INDIVIDUAL PROGRAMST
CPB FundsOnly ........... 664,867 3,947,912 7,507,621 6,113,456 12,778,290 8,044,405 2,967,460 4,115,485 159,549 5,855,040
Restricted Fundsf .......... — — — 3,282,691 3,119,252 8,851,340 4,706,380 300,000 — —
Totalsi s vvmmesoss s daniis 664,867 3,947,912 7,507,621 9,396,147 15,897,542 16,895,745 7,673,840 4,415,485 159,549 5,855,040
GRANTS TO LARGE
PRODUCTION CENTERS**
CGRB Eunds' .. .. ..c. .. .20 282,262 3,150,393 4,827,215 4,206,351 11,473,488 7,656,742 2,358,276 3,949,420 25,281 5,069,040
Restricted Funds} .......... — — 2,931,391 3,098,852 7,964,943 4,706,380 300,000 = —
Motalstis s anaa s s, 282,262 3,150,393 4,827,215 7,137,742 14,572,340 15,621,685 7,064,656 4,249,420 25,281 5,069,040
GRANTS TO ALL OTHER
STATIONS AND INDEPENDENT
PRODUCERS
CPB Funds ;v to.c b e oo 2k 382,605 797,519 2,680,406 1,907,105 1,304,802 387,663 609,184 166,065 134,268 786,000

Restricted Fundsf .......... —_ — 351,300 20,400 886,397

Totalsqh . 2. - SEiesiins. SinL) 382,605 797,519 2,680,406 2,258,405 1,325,202 1,274,060 609,184 166,065 134,268 786,000
*This table examines the totals of “SERIES AND INDIVIDUAL PROGRAMS” category in TABLE B, previous page.
tThis table does not include single programs for 1977, when it was listed as a separate category.

}Restricted funds during 1972-1976 are underwriting grants made to producing stations, but passed through CPB and included in programming totals for eligibility in a federal
matching program. The money does not represent federal appropriations to CPB.

**Large production centers are KCET, WNET, KQED, WGBH, WETA, Family Communications and Children’s Television Workshop.
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to use their own discretion in selecting programs.
CPB began its contribution to the SPC in FY 1975
at $4.2 million.

We can see that the SPC investment lowered
the discretionary funds in TV Activities consid-
erably. During the 1973 and 1974 seasons CPB
had $13.1 and $8.3 million at their disposal, re-
spectively. In 1975 the total departmental budget
had plunged, largely because of the new Com-
munity Service Grant arrangement. Subtracting
the SPC contribution, the department was able to
allocate only about $3 million for program ac-
tivities.

When the SPC was established many envi-
sioned that CPB would continue financing the
“bread-and-butter” programs which had been
produced at the seven major production centers.
This would have left the stations free to develop
new programs, to fill out their schedules in a way
which would give them greater authority. It
didn’t work out that way.

Faced with a cutback in its programming de-
partment from the CSG and SPC policies that
were part of the compromise agreement, CPB
announced that it would no longer provide sup-
port to series beyond a second season. This policy
threw many programs into the SPC, far too many
for the stations to finance with their own funds,
nor even with the contributions of the Ford
Foundation and CPB.

Whereas CPB supported major programs in
1973 and 1974, mostly at the large producing
agencies and stations, in 1975 the only two major
program grants were made to WETA and CTW,
totalling more than half of the department’s $3
million budget.

If CPB was unable (or unwilling, some might
say) to support major ongoing series during the
period following the SPC, management reasoned
that it might continue to have an important role
in program financing if it were to move into the
development of new programs and the acquisi-
tion of existing material. These related devel-
opments had significance for independent pro-
ducers and smaller stations alike, and we shall
return to the point for greater examination.

The production centers. The concept of produc-
tion centers in television is sensible—one builds a
critical mass of expertise and experience where a
steady stream of material will be conceptualized
and delivered for distribution. Public television’s
experience with the production center was major
in its early days, being the beneficiary of some
250 annual hours of programs by the National
Educational Television (NET) organization. This
central network-like production-and-distribu-
tion center was merged into WNET/Channel 13,
and became one of several locations where qual-
ity productions were to be developed for the new
PBS distribution system.

Table C shows just how much the system has
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relied upon these production centers for basic
programming. WNET alone estimates its share of
the national schedule to be one-third. And, while
CPB funds are only a fraction of the national
programming fund’s total, these figures show
that the seven production centers received a
majority —in most cases an overwhelming pre-
ponderance —of CPB programming money in all
years but two, 1969 and the transition quarter. In
1969 these production centers received a sum
that was almost as great as the program budget in
“block grants.” The transition quarter is some-
thing of an anomaly in accounting procedures.
(The federal government changed its fiscal year
from July to October. This quarter represents that
period of transition.)

Table C breaks these figures out to include
restricted grants — corporate funds — and the
CPB series and program budget alone. The figures
indicate that the proportion of earmarked corpo-
rate funds passing through CPB to the seven
largest producers was roughly the same as the
CPB breakdown, and in some cases somewhat
higher.

It is interesting to note that after the discon-
tinuation of block grants in 1973 the percentage
of CPB’s programming money going to the pro-
duction centers rose from 75 percent to above 90
percent, where it has stayed until 1978. In other
words, CPB’s grant-making has, until very
recently, served to support the maintenance of
the major production centers with or without
block-type grants.

What did change during the 1973-77 period
was how these monies were dispensed.

Program development. Table D illustrates the
budget breakdown by category of the CPB Televi-
sion Activities Department. These figures empha-
size the analysis we have just seen—that the SPC
figure replaced the block grant figure in rough
approximation of percentage. This is true
whether we include the corporate “restricted
grants” or not. During the two years without
either SPC or block grants, 1973 and 1974. CPB
spent virtually all of its money on series or indi-
vidual programs, and most of that to the produc-
tion centers.

Between 1975 and 1977 the SPC contribution
declined in proportion to other program
categories — partially because CPB’s total budget
rose, as well as the cut made in 1977 to the SPC.

These tables also indicate that after the initia-
tion of the SPC and the decision of CPB not to
fund series beyond two seasons, an increasing
share of the programming funds was devoted to
research and development of new programs,
piloting, and the acquisition of existing programs.



TABLE C

Corporation for Public Broadcasting
Television Activities Department

PERCENTAGE OF PROGRAM GRANTS TO PRODUCTION CENTERS*
AND ALL OTHER PRODUCERS
(1969-1977) (In Percentages)

(Including Restricted Grants)

1969 1970 1971
Production Centers* ............ 42 79.8 64.3
All Other Stations and
Independents ... - . s oo e 58 20.2 35.7
(Without Restricted Grants)
Production Centers* ............ N/A N/A N/A
KIBERBETT . i ool ininiiuses, sl N/A N/A N/A

1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 TQ 1977
75 91.7 92.5 92.1 96.2 15.9 86.6
25 8.3 7o) 7.9 3.8 84.1 13.4
68.8 89.8 95.1 79.5 96 N/A N/A
31.2 10.2 4.9 20.5 4 N/A N/A

*Production Centers in this analysis include five public television stations — WETA, WNET, KQED, WGHB, and KCET, and the two
independent production centers — Children’s Television Workshop and Family Communications, Inc.

TABLE D

Corporation for Public Broadcasting
Television Activities Department

BUDGET BREAKDOWN BY CATEGORY

(Including Restricted Funds)
1969-1977 (Percent of Total Budget)

1969 1970 1971
Basic Program Grants (Block
Grant SYSEIm). " oo st oa s 43 20.1 29
Contributionto SPC ............ — — —
Series and Individual Programs .. 57 79.2 70.9
REDBUNAS . ... ..onasnsassmme iz — .5 .00005
Pl OTSiam s prr b s it afa s g — -2 —

Other PrOjeets v i ils von oo 2oz — — —
Step-Up* and Acquisitions ...... — — —

1972 1973 1974 1975 1976  TQ 1977
364 — = = L = Ll
— = SR v R G )
60.6 97.7 98 625 436 4l 453
2.2 17 .06 1.9 24 251 5.5
il 5 1.3 1.1 84 197 6.8
— — = = T
= = o A = — 192

*Step-up and acquisition of single programs was not tracked as a separate category until 1977. Such grants appear in category (3),

Series and Individual Programs.

New condition of national production

The elaborate and lengthy step-funding and
grantsmanship process with federal agencies,
CPB and underwriters, often with a final portion
of the budget coming from the SPC, was quite
different for producing organizations than it was
under the block-grant system previously fostered
by the Ford Foundation.

The major producing stations increasingly
found that the entire cost of a program aimed at
the national audience must be borne by grants
specifically raised for that program, and have
placed their producing personnel on contract
only for the duration of specific projects.

William Osterhaus, president of KQED/San
Francisco, describes the process:

“In national production virtually every-
thing that happens is funded. That

means that the staffs of four or five or
six projects that you might have work-
ing on your premises are all funded
and their work and time and energy
and office space and everything is
taken with that 100 percent of the
time. And whether you have any ex-
cess space or staff time or appropriate
talent and so on, is the question, in
order to devote to anything else. Well,
we generally don't. We have to go out-
side and find these people and bring
them in and put them in a place and
make them do something..”

While stations differ in this policy, James
Loper, president of KCET/Los Angeles, describes
his station’s policy:

“The whole theory of the way KCET
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TABLE E

Corporation for Public Broadcasting
Television Activities Department

BUDGET ANALYSIS BY PRODUCER TYPE

1977-1978
FISCAL YEAR 1977:
Big Five All Other FCI
Category Stations Stations cTwW
$ 217,494 (6) 56,069 (4) 32,200 (1)
R&D av: 36,249 14,017 32,200
30.76% t 7.93% 4.55%
373,923 (7) 34,880 (1) 125,000 (1)
PILOTS av: 53,418 34,880 125,000
42.44% 3.95% 14.18%
4,194,040 (8) 300,000 (1) 875,000 (1)
SERIES av: 524,255 300,000 875,000
71.63% 5.12% 14.94%
INDIVIDUAL 1,253,018 (28) 460,261 (48) —
PROGRAMS & av: 44,751 9,589 —
STEP-UPS 50.64% 18.60% —
6,038,475 (49) 851,210 (54) 1,032,200 (3)
TOTALS av: 123,234 15,763 344,067
60.60% 9.27% 11.24%
FISCAL YEAR 1978 (committed through January, 1978):
Big Five All Other FCI
Category Stations Stations CTW
$ 270,550 (5) 65,665 (3) —
R&D av: 54,110 21,883 —
40.27% 9,77%
14,000 (1) 67,789 (1) =
PILOTS av: 14,000 67,789 —
1.83% 8.90%
4,675,031 (11) 1,200,000 (3) —
SERIES av: 425,003 400,000 —
61.71% 15.84%
861,652 (13) 329,772 —
SPECIALS av: 66,281 47,110 —
65.65% 25.12%
426,303 (24) 214,340 (23) —
STEP-UPS av: 17,763 9.319 —
66.54% 33.45%
129,068 (1) 112,203 (1) —=
DOCUMENTARIES av: 129,068 112,203 —
53.50% 46.50%
6,376,604 (55) 1,989,769 (38) —
TOTALS av: 115,938 52,362 —
56.92% 17.76%
TWO-YEAR 12,415,079 (104) 2,840,979 (92) 1,032,200 (3)
TOTALS av: 119,376 30,880 344,067
58.78% 13.45% 4.89%

Figures in parentheses represent number of grants per category.

All Other
Independents

401,309 (15)
26,754
56.76%

347,308 (4)
86,827
39.41%

486,000 (2)
243,000
8.30%

508,981 (11)
46,271
20.57%

1,743,598 (32)
54,487
16.15%

All Other
Independents

335,616 (9)
37,291
49.96%

679,322 (6)
113,220
89.25%

1,700,000 (3)
566,667
22.44%

121,068 (3)
40,356
9.22%

2,836,006 (21)
135,047
25.32%

4,579,604 (53)
86,408
21.68%

*One grant was made to a number of producers and could not be included in other totals.

252,000 (1)
252,000
10.18%

252,000 (1)
252,000
2.74%

Other

252,000 (1)
252,000
1.19%

Totals

707,072 (26)
27,195

881,111 (13)
67,778

5,855,040 (12)
487,753

2,474,260 (88)
28,117

9,917,483 (139)
71,349

Totals

671,831 (17)
23,167

761,111 (8)
95,139

7,575,031 (17)
445,590

1,312,492 (23)
57,065

640,643 (47)
13,631

241,271 (2)
120,636

11,202,379 (114)
98,266

21,119,862 (253)
83,478

TAll percentages are computed to determine percentage of grants given to a particular category of producers within a given type of
grant. For relative portion of total budget, see Table C.
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operates is that even though our
budget has risen dramatically over the
last few years, the staff has not, and we
have employed for the last three years
a very low staff of about 200-210
people. Last year we employed 990
part-time contractors, per-diem em-
ployees in all kinds of positions,
whether they be actors or writers or
stage hands or crafts-people or what
have you. We have always felt that
sitting here in Hollywood in the mid-
dle of a creative community it would
be ridiculous to keep all these people
on staff all the time when there is this
kind of talent that exists in the com-
munity..”

In order to maintain the staffs necessary to
raise funds, administer grants and maintain fa-
cilities, the large stations generally carry an over-
head or G&A (general and administrative) figure
of between 22 and 58 percent. Former WGBH
producer Michael Ambrosino points out:

“There is a great subtlety in the question
of overhead. At one point the over-
head at stations could be quite modest.
A producer could go from small project
to small project with very little waste
of time and money. But when a station
is spending three-quarters of its time
as a national production agency, unless
it is super-efficient, producers and staff
can be waiting months between proj-
ects or being paid during development
of projects. This is because of the prob-
lems of deadlines and delays for
grants..”

Thus, the costs of doing business for stations
has risen even beyond the rate of inflation, add-
ing to the amount of money which the develop-
ment offices must raise on any given project.

An examination of the station-produced
series during this period reveals another interest-
ing trend: the increasing reliance by stations
upon outside producers who bring their creative
projects to public television through the major
production centers. Programs like the National
Geographic Specials and Jacques Cousteau Odyssey are
produced by separate entities in cooperation with
KQED and KCET, respectively. Indeed, PBS offi-
cials who attempted to identify “independent”
productions for this report were constantly con-
fronted with the difficulty of determining which
station-produced programs were really theirs,
and which were done by “independents.” Oster-
haus of KQED:

“At any time a station like ‘this has a
number of programs that are in some
form of development, ranging from

actual production to raising money to
putting together a proposal. And right
now we probably have anywhere
from 6 to 10 projects nationally which
are in some stage of development. ...
We have a number of projects which
are generated by individuals who
come to us and ask us to work with
them in the development of ideas. A
great many of these we can’t get in-
volved with, for one reason or
another. Either we don’t think the
idea’s that great, or our plate is already
full for the time being. ... But of the
projects, local and national, that are
currently in production, I would say
probably 50 percent of them, at least,
are from outside producers..”

James Loper, of KCET/Los Angeles:

“I don't think it makes much difference
where the excellence comes from,
whether it’s independent producers or
television stations or 20th Century
Fox....We do not believe in the closed
system at all....”

The Vice President for Programming at KCET,
Charles Allen:

“You are expanding the number of
ideas that are to be considered for
funding and a greater diversity of pro-
grams to choose from results.”

The result of attitudes like these at KCET and
KQED, as well as the other major producing cen-
ters in the system, has been a wide range of
production deals with producers who did not
actually germinate the idea within the station
bureaucracy, and increasing competition be-
tween the stations for the best-known non-sta-
tion producers, as well as the most highly compe-
tent fund-raising and development personnel.

The independents and
direct program funds

During the period when this entrepreneurial ar-
rangement for program funding developed, in-
dependent producers were increasing their con-
tact with the public television system. As we saw
in early sections, both film and video producers
went to local stations, national production cen-
ters, producers of particular program formats,
and the two national organizations. Demands for
access were coupled with requests for money to
support new production, as well as the purchase
of programs which had been funded by other
agencies.

While program acquisition was a relatively
inexpensive way to increase the number of pro-
ducers that could at least partially benefit from
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the PTV system, advance financing of program
ideas was a considerably more difficult, risky and
controversial activity.

During 1972 to 1977 the NEAs Media Arts
budget rose steadily from $2 million to $7 million,
benefitting an increasingly large number of
grantees (a rise from 53 recipients in 1972 to 292
in 1977).

A similar expansion of grant money from
other federal sources, notably the National En-
dowment for the Humanities, various HEW en-
tities, and foundation sources, made the possibility
of developing broadcast programming consid-
erably greater for the independent producer—as
well as the large producing station.

The critical stage in program development is
that period when the idea is transformed into
something which has a funded budget. Until the
possibility of financial support to independent
producers during the development stage was
created, the likelihood of programs ever getting
on the air, except by acquisition, was slim.

CPB’ role in this exchange, I believe, has
been significant. It can be demonstrated in Table
E which analyzes the 1977 and 1978 program
expenditures of the CPB TV Activities Depart-
ment by type of producer.

In contrast to previous years, by 1977 the
combined totals of the “Big Five” producing sta-
tions, CTW and FCI have been reduced to about
72 percent. While these producers maintained a
high share of the series funding (86 percent), the
addition of pilots, R&D, and individual program
grants lowered the total.

The figures for 1978 continue this trend, with
the seven major producers garnering 56.9 per-
cent of all CPB program funds thus far expended.
The series figure in 1978 is 61.7 percent.

The average of 1977 and 1978 for the major
producers is 65 percent,* considerably lower than
the average of 90 percent and more for the
1973-1976 series and program budgets.

Clearly, the producers to gain in these devel-
opments are those at the smaller stations, which
received 13.5 percent of the grants over the two
years, and “independent” producers, which re-
ceived 21.7 percent of the total. For smaller sta-
tions (which includes several stations that are as
large as the so-called Big Five), a total of 92 grants
were made. Independents received 53 grants,
while the Big Five, CTW and FCI totalled 107.

The average size of grants indicates that while
both smaller stations and independents received
increasingly larger grants, independents in 1978
have exceeded even the large producing stations
in the size of average grants. This is due to the fact
that piloting and R&D, which really only began

*This figure includes one grant listed as “other” on Table E
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in 1976 in earnest, was coming to fruition by 1978
in the form of series funding.

Another major factor was the increase in pilot
and R&D grants during the two-year period re-
ceived by independent producers. In this area the
CPB policy has changed. In absolute number, size
of grants, and percentages, independent pro-
ducers have become the group to which CPB has
vested most of its plans for the future develop-
ment of new programs.

Affecting the averages for both kinds of sta-
tion producers is the large number of single pro-
gram and acquistions. In fact, for smaller stations,
the acquisition remains the primary method of
gaining access to the national schedule.

It is clear from these data that the program
environment in 1977-78 is considerably more
competitive for station production centers than it
ever has been, at least as far as CPB is concerned.
The CPB shift to independent producers in this
period can be seen as a cause, but to many obser-
vers CPB funding patterns must be seen more as
an effect of the overall funding process, the in-
creasingly entrepreneurial nature of the business,
and the increased pressure and attention of a host
of independent producers who started at vastly
different places within the industry.

It seems unlikely that CPB made the policy
changes it did in 1974-1976 that enabled greater
independent entree to funds purely to support
independent production. Nor does it seem that
the Corporation’s main interest was to undercut
the station production centers.

Instead, the theme which must underline
much of the CPB policy during this period is an
increasing desire on the part of the Board, and the
resulting implementation by staff, to get more
involved in specific program schedule. This goal
can only partially be traced to the Board changes
wrought by the Nixon activities in 1972-73.

Added to that must be the intangible factor of
professional and personal competition between
CPB and PBS for leadership in the system and
control over program decisions.

Reaction to the CPB role in program devel-
opment has not been favorable from any of the
groups of producers under study here. The large
production centers want very much to return to
previous policy—not only to reverse the trend to
go to other producers, but to reinstate the almost
automatic “block” grants that would reduce the
necessity for them to prove to CPB that a particu-
lar program should be funded for development,
pilot, series, acquisition, or whatever.

The smaller stations have been less vocal, but
have, through PBS and in other forms, criticized
CPB not only for interfering with program devel-
opment, but with having a lousy record of bring-
ing programs to the air. While it’s impossible to
evaluate the programs funded for R & D and pilot-
ing during the past two years, earlier efforts have



not been well received, to a large degree because
many of these programs were so-called “target
audience” efforts which did not do well in ratings.

Independent producers have been critical be-
cause CPB had not, until recently, devoted much
real programming money outside the stations,
nor had the Corporation designed formats which
could be programmed by independents. Recent
piloting and R&D activities and the creation of
the Revolving Documentary Fund will calm
many critics, at least those who were benefici-
aries of the CPB programs.

Except for a few scattered experimental proj-
ects, early support for independent producers at
CPB was demonstrated primarily by indirect pro-
grams like seminars, residencies, and other ac-
tivities designed to bring independent filmmak-
ers and videomakers into direct contact with PTV
industry personnel. Many of these programs
were developed in cooperation with the NEA,
but were initiated within the CPB staff.

As indicated in earlier sections, a number of
CPB-funded programs through stations served to
package independent acquisitions, and in other
cases to finance new work. Yet, as the data shows,
an overwhelming amount of the programming
funds, which represented the biggest section of
the TV Activities Department budget, went to the
large production centers. In fact, CPB never.had
any particular policy against independents, as
recalled by Don Quayle, one of the original CPB
executives and a Vice President until last year:

“...There was no conscious decision, it
was an evolutionary thing. ... There
was certainly no stated policy against
independents. . . . But it was in the pro-
gram committee of the Board, as we
brought in proposals, that the sort of
producers’ kind of reaffirmation state-
ment was made.

“I remember, for example, that it was
discussed when a member of the pro-
gram committee raised a question
about one of the first TVTV produc-
tions (in 1973)....We had staff author-
ity over individual programs ... but a
committee member raised a question:
was it done in association with a sta-
tion? No, but we don't require that —
We do fund individuals and independ-
ent producers. So it got discussed, re-
affirmed, restated, although no formal
public statement was issued..”

Just which independents qualified to receive
support, of course, is the most elusive policy to
identify. While pressures from the smaller indi-
vidual independents increased during the period
of 1975-77, other dynamics within the industry
brought new groups of “independents” into
being and led CPB to reach out on its own accord.

Departures from the stations

One result of the entire entrepreneurial orienta-
tion of the system has been the departure of
experienced producers who have been nurtured
and trained by public television stations, but who
are now attempting to develop their program
ideas outside the stations themselves.

Why have such producers as Michael Am-
brosino and Christopher Sarsen of WGBH, David
Prowitt of WNET, Dick Moore of NET and KQED,
chosen to withdraw from the station production
umbrella and take their chances as independ-
ents?

The reasons vary in every case, but a number
of trends have emerged:

(1) The overhead at stations has risen to such
a point that producers feel the costs of production
have exceeded the limits of available funding.

(2) As stations have moved into contract re-
lationships with producers, signed union con-
tracts, and begun to amortize various institu-
tional and facilities costs into production grants,
the factors which had previously made working
at a station seem attractive were beginning to
fade.

(3) Producers increasingly want artistic,
editorial, planning and economic control over all
aspects of production.

(4) The principal advantages of a station —
their willingness to carry producers between pro-
ductions and during development periods, and
their knowledge of the complete PTV funding
and distribution system — are skills and
capabilities which the more experienced PTV
producers feel able to assume themselves.

(5) Some funding agencies became more
willing to fund development stages for new proj-
ects, thus providing the opportunity to test the
waters for certain producers with track-records.

(6) One producer who had grown up in pub-
lic television and has been operating independ-
ently for the last five years is David Prowitt. Prow-
itt had been with NET and stayed at WNET for a
number of years. While he strongly criticizes the
destruction of NET by Carnegie I and subsequent
decisions by the Ford Foundation, Prowitt has
been a beneficiary of the new entrepreneurial
PTV environment. Producing both science and
arts programming, he has generally raised his
own money from underwriters and then brought
the shows to a number of stations for presenting
within the system.

Describing himself as “one of those people
who saw public television as a mission,” Prowitt
feels he had no choice but to become independ-
ent of a station. For one thing, the station nearly
doubles the cost of production with addition of
overhead. “They have facilities to keep occupied.
Their costs are higher. The facilities are not state-
of-the-art. My job is quality, not maintaining
those facilities,” says Prowitt.
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Thus, with a core staff of 12 operating in
Washington, D.C. (in the same suite of offices as
WETA), Prowitt approaches the same funders as
the stations do, going head-to-head in certain
program fields.

Some of Prowitt’s critics suggest that the split
between him and WNET was due as much to
their dissatisfaction with him as Prowitt’s com-
plaints about the station. And yet, even his critics
at stations find it increasingly difficult to argue
with his assertions that “we’ve found the system
insupportable to work in.”

Once the programming has been developed,
Prowitt does develop relationships with stations,
although he indicates that this is as much a mat-
ter of experience as choice.

A number of PTV producers have chosen to
go the independent route more recently than
Prowitt. Michael Ambrosino, the WGBH pro-
ducer who created Nova, left the station in
March, 1976 to develop a new series, The People.*
There were three reasons: first, Ambrosino
wanted a leave of absence from all other work in
order to develop the concept of his anthropol-
ogy/archeology series. No such policy existed at
WGBH, who could not afford to underwrite these
costs as they had done for Nova several years
earlier. Second, the station’s union contract re-
stricted employment of freelance film personnel
and the types of work and rules under which
they could work. Third, Ambrosino wanted con-
trol of publicity materials, as well as study guides
and other print, an policy which WGBH would
not support.

Development for the new series was funded
by the Humanities Endowment, as well as from
Ambrosino’s pocket. Only part of the full series
funding has been raised. “As Ilook at the success
or lack of it in The People, 1 have to constantly ask
myself whether the WGBH fund-raising, which
would be part of the 28 to 58 percent overhead,
would have raised the money for me by now.
Even though they let me use their files and I'm a
pretty good fundraiser, they are far more knowl-
edgeable and effective at raising money for other
people’s projects,” says Ambrosino.

In the final analysis, Ambrosino may wind up
developing some kind of relationship with
WGBH—different from when he was a full-time
staff producer, and different from what he had
envisioned had his series been fully funded.

WQED/Pittsburgh is a station which has
made enormous strides within the system in
recent years packaging independent producers in
special arrangements. “Management often feels
that the best people are independent — those
who want to work on what they want to work

*Discussion in depth of Ambrosino’s case can be found in
Dick Polsky’s study of Nova for the Commission.
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on. They take the gambles,” says Vice President
Dan Fales, who recently moved from WNET to
WQED. The station is in the process, as are many
others, of making deals with independents at
various stages in their projects.

And yet, this kind of arrangement is not the
same as functioning entirely independently.
Another producer who has moved from WGBH
is Christopher Sarsen, who developed Zoom and
Feeling Free. His new series, Winslow House is one of
the projects included in the CPB data, having
received R&D, and piloting funds. As an inde-
pendent, Sarsen has suffered the acute problem
of cash-flow. Since the project is dependent at this
point on one funder, all planning must flow from
the cash which CPB issues. Delays at CPB have
put Sarsen in a bind, since the studios he has
reserved at WGBH will not be available after
April. Such practical consequences of entrepre-
neurship may drive some producers back to sta-
tions, which have the economic clout to borrow
during periods of grant delays.

Other producers who have had some rela-
tionship to stations include Dick Moore, who was
at NET and station manager of KQED; Luis Ruiz,
formerly of KCET; Topper Carew of WGBH; and
many of the producers who worked at NET,

The government

Another category of non-profit entrepreneur in
public television is the educational or research-
based facility which succeeds in obtaining pro-
gramming funds on the basis of non-program-
ming criteria. Many of these grantees have been
funded by federal agencies which have man-
dated certain educational or social goals as a con-
dition for funding. The principal program is the
Television for All Children project, funded under
the Emergency School Assistance Act and ad-
ministered by the Department of Health, Educa-
tion and Welfare. The U.S. Office of Aging, the
Office of Education, National Institutes of Educa-
tion, and to a lesser degree to the Endowments,
have made grants to programs that fit this de-
scription.

While many of these projects have been pro-
duced by public television stations themselves,
the class of independent producer described here
differs in that the organization wins the grant by
virtue of its research, testing, and/or evaluation
capabilities. In some cases the programs them-
selves are sub-contracted to other companies
which have production experience. Program-
ming from these projects are offered to stations—
both public and commercial —at minimal costs.
Questions of content interference by funders, as
well as conflict of interest in the awarding of
certain of the grants, have raised widespread
criticism of the programs.

Very little of CPB’s funding has been allocated
to this kind of producer, since ESAA and other



federal agency program support generally covers
100 percent of production costs.

Hollywood

In the business of commercial television enter-
tainment “independent” producers, heavily
dominated by the six major studios and smaller
companies operating under their wings, receive
R&D, treatment, script, and piloting money from
the three networks. Series are still the mainstay of
the industry despite the recent interest in mini-
series and made-for-TV movies. Networks do not
buy these programs; they pay license fees,
usually below the costs for the company that
produces them. The profits are made from re-
siduals in reruns, U.S. and international syndica-
tion. '

The growth of domestic syndication in the
past few years has given rise to considerably more
new production which is designed to air first off
the networks. Such programming never goes
through the program development, piloting, and
series licensing procedures at the networks. In-
stead, commitments by stations guarantee a cer-
tain level of financing that covers production
costs. FCC regulations requiring local stations to
reserve a half-hour of prime time (usually the
7:30 to 8:00 slot) for “access” programming, and
a few comedy-variety vehicles. Very few local
stations produced their own programs for the
local market. More ambitious original produc-
tions for syndication were launched by Norman
Lear’s TAT Productions with Mary Hartman and its
spin-offs, and by Operation Primetime, an
MCA-TV-backed scheme to develop mini-series
for local station syndication.

Public television stations have been added to
those markets targeted by syndicators for some
programs, usually through EEN and other buying
groups. This kind of involvement by Hollywood
producers can be expected to continue, although
it will have little effect upon the production of
new material for PTV.

Whether Hollywood producers will seek to
develop original materials for public television is
a more controversial subject within the field.

Public TV with its various funders and decen-
tralized marketplace, offers no quick way of put-
ting a program into production. In addition, a
number of factors inhibit the interest of most
Hollywood producers in the public TV market-
place:

(1) The low licensing fees involved in much
of public TV’s programming.

(2) The fact that standard national public
television rights involve four airings in three
years, rather than two airings in one year, as is the
standard commercial licensing arrangement.

(3) The laborious process of fund-raising,
and the related fact that public TV so infrequently

pays for the initial development of an idea to the
proposal stage.

(4) Restrictions on copyright ownership and
secondary rights policies. CPB, as well as other
federal funders like NEH and HEW, require a
50/50 split in revenues derived from any theatri-
cal release, domestic or international TV syndica-
tion, cassette or 16mm sales, and the like, in
proportion to the agency funding (usually until
the total of the original grant is repaid).

(5) Real or perceived restraints in content by
various funding agencies.

(6) A confusion of overall programming
strategy within which a producer can develop
program concept.

Nonetheless, in 1975 CPB, having hired a
former 20th Century Fox executive, began woo-
ing Hollywood producers.

In 1976 one such deal received press atten-
tion, and focused a certain amount of criticism
upon the Corporation for becoming too “Holly-
wood-oriented.” This was a $20,000 develop-
ment grant awarded to Norman Lear, producer of
“All in the Family” and many other hit shows.
The idea was for a series of short stories, and the
deal fell through at least partly because another
short-story series was almost ready for PBS air at
the time.

CPB has had limited success in attracting Hol-
lywood producers into its program production
process. Board programming committee chair-
man Donald Santarelli and staff executive Peter
Levathes made a trip in late October to speak
with the Caucus for Producers, Writers and Di-
rectors, a loosely-knit organization to which most
of the top independent TV creators in Hollywood
belong. A press account describes the goals of the
meeting:

“I'm out here to tell the creative com-
munity, ‘Bring us your best,’”” San-
tarelli explained in an interview.
“There is no reason why public broad-
casting should not have the best that
producers, writers and directors can
do. Our hallmarks are freedom and
diversity. They're far from lived up to
because we're still in our adolescence,
but the future is all ahead of us.”*

“The goal is to expand public television’s talent
pool in hopes of improving the quality and div-
ersity of its programming,” he said. “That pool is
now largely separate from commercial televi-
sion’s, the former emphasizing cultural interests,
the latter emphasizing entertainment for a mass
audience. CPB would like to be a catalyst for
merging the two,” he said. Such activity, like most

*Los Angeles Times, October 19, 1977: “CPB’s Dip in the
Talent Pool.”
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of CPB’s R&D and piloting efforts, have yet to
yield solid series results. As a result, some PTV are
not worried that Hollywood will be willing or
able to shift into “quality” public TV production.
Others are more concerned. William Osterhaus of
KQED:

“I think that the basic concern that is
expressed by big stations that have
made big commitments in terms of
capital investment, staff expertise and
so on, in an effort to allow the system
to survive. We're now concerned
about whether we will be undercut by
other people who have only a passing
interest in public broadcasting and
whose investment doesn’t depend at
all, exclusively on public broadcasting
the way ours does. ... You have CPB
saying that they can get it done more
economically by going outside the sys-
tem. And without an opportunity to
make those cost comparisons, I don’t
know whether that’s true or not. We
do know, because Norman Lear will
tell us and has told us, as have others
who are in that kind of situation, that
even though in the early development
stages they can do a very cheap thing
because they can just use on-hand
writers and others to pull something
together. They recover their costs, they
recover their loss, so to speak, once the
project actually goes to production. ...
We discover that whatever costs are
involved in doing that are pretty low in
comparison to what it would cost to do
it by starting up a program develop-
ment group just on one project at any
installation, because they’re using the
producers, the independent producers
offices, they’re using their typewriters,
their letterhead, the contractor’s em-
ployees of one sort or another and
they are able to, with very small com-
parative costs, get that program to the
point of where it’s ready to go into pilot
production. Whereas a producer
within the system — a producing sta-
tion — often has to generate all of
those people and the office space, and
so on, in order to be able to cradle that
and get it to the same point.”

Beneath the purely self-interested apprehen-
sion of managers like Osterhaus lies an under-
standing of the changing television marketplace.
Many believe that new technologies like cas-
settes, discs, cable and satellite will fragment the
television audience like magazines and radio be-
fore them. The key to the present financial attrac-
tion of commercial television is the ability to de-
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liver huge audiences simultaneously to an adver-
tiser. If other distribution mechanisms enhance
the audience of public television and increased
funding improves the program mix, underwriters
may continue to find public television a consist-
ently good buy, thus attracting more and more
commercial producers.

If these producers seem to be willing to spend
time and some money to get a foothold in public
television, they may well pose a threat not only to
smaller independents, but to the larger produc-
tion centers as well.

If that is the case, substantial growth in pro-
duction budgets will be necessary to accommo-
date this new and potent group of producers.

Station buying mechanisms

The Station Program Cooperative (SPC) and
other buying mechanisms devised by PBS and
the regional networks are designed primarily to
deliver series programming.

The goal is a reasonably priced volume of
regular programming to the stations, and as a
result very little innovative or risky programming
has been purchased. The only independent pro-
ducers which have sucessfully developed and
marketed programs through the SPC are the “in-
dependent production centers” described earlier
in this paper. Indeed, few small-scale independ-
ents or Hollywood-type commercial producers
have even submitted proposals. For one thing,
the SPC has refused to buy documentary
packages, even from the largest and most experi-
enced stations in the system (except for Bill
Moyers” Journal). And, until recently, single pro-
gram offerings were not successful in the SPC.

With limited resources the stations seem un-
willing at this point to commit to any program
unless they have seen what it will look like. If a
series can receive funding for a season, or at least
a pilot, then SPC participation seems much more
likely.

A number of the former station producers
whose series are in development seem prepared
to offer their programs for partial funding in the
SPC. This may be possible for a producer like
Michael Ambrosino or John Korty, a commercial
producer with several major awards for “quality”
dramatic specials. It seems less likely for pro-
ducers with less impressive track records.

Without increased funding, it is almost im-
possible to determine whether stations will ever
buy programs which are not offered by another
station. The way the SPC is set up, major program
suppliers like WNET also swing enormous weight
in the marketplace. They are, in effect, buyers
and sellers, thus guaranteeing a substantial share
of the SPC business every year. In concert, the
major producers can trade off votes and lock up
virtually all major production funds, raising seri-
ous anti-trust and anti-competitive questions.



Even with greater funds, it appears that the
dynamics of the SPC are such that most of the
money will go to support familiar producers, or to
re-fund projects which have been financed else-
where in their first season. The SPC becomes the
final arbiter of the PBS national schedule.

For small-scale independents, then, the best
hope for suppornt from an SPC-type funding
mechanism would be an ongoing series format
offered by some producing entity which the sta-
tions trust or have experience with.

An excellent example of an attempt to do just
that is the forthcoming series Screerming Roow, pro-
duced by KQED in San Francisco. The idea was
developed by staff producer Martha Glassing,
who had attended the CPE/NEA-funded *Arden
House”™ seminar, which features independent
films and intensive discussion by paricipants.
Screenting Room is proposed as a 13-week series of
90-minute programs that would feature promi-
nent guests and a talk-show host discussing a
variety of independent films which they and the
audience would watch together. The program is
being produced by Arthur Ginsberg, an organizer
of the Bay Area Video Coalition and a pioneer

video artist whose Video Free America was one of
the Bay Area's first groups. If the acquisition-
and-talk-show model is successful in attracting
S5PC and underwriting funds, Ginsberg would
like to commission new works for a format called
Paperback TV,

The advantage of induding SPC funding in
the development plans of any new program of
this type is the participation and support of the
stations, PBES and the entire system. While such
support has proven to be difficult to achieve
without substantial underwriting from the gov-
ernment or foundations, it could mean a degree
of trust for independents which is still lacking.

Whether stations will ever trust anybody but
other stations is difficult to predict. But one thing
is for sure: the SPC will seldom, under any con-
ceivable structure, finance single programs ran-
domly offered by independents with whom the
stations have never done business. If such offer-
ings are not subsiantially underwritien in the first
place, cost alone would be an inhibiting factor at
this point. With increased station revenues in the
SPC. it is unlikely that they would opt for single
program buys over series formats.

The Independent Producer:
Issues and Opportunities

The preceding chapters have skeiched the cur
rent state of affairs in the public TV industry
regarding the growing field of independent pro-
duction. We can see that while the overall per-
centage of PBS aintime for all independents is
nearly one-third, the bulk of that is for children’s
programs produced at major independent centers
and financed with federal funds. We have
learned that the small-scale independent,
through a variety of mechanisms— primarily the
acquisition of work financed outside the PTV
system — has gained a relatively small share of
the airtime of PBS.

We have also learned that the availability of
development funds has spurred some categories
of independents to develop projects outside the
station umbrella, and have succeeded in captur-
ing a majority of CPB's funds for such purposes.

Finally, specific projects established as a result
of pressure by independents can be added to
those which have grown from station or produc-
tion center models to illustrate that independents
have a better chance of increasing their share of
programming time and money when the entire
process is planned with their unique situation in
mind.

Virtually any recommendation which can be
made regarding independents and pubilic TV rests
on two assumptions:

(1) The contributions that producers work-
ing outside institutional constraints can make are
tremendously important, and add immeasurably
to the service that public television can offer 1o
the public. Such contributions, however, also
demand special treatment and create special
problems for broadcasters.

{2) In order to significantly increase pro-
gramming for independents, new money must
be found. Once that money is guaranteed, the
focus becomes one of how to best institutionalize
the funding and decision-making to balance the
particular challenges that independents raise.

Programming is the issue

The first of these two issues is explored in Section
L. The bias of this paper is obvious, but it bears
repeating. [ have not foumd a single person during the
research of this paper who does not agee with the
premise that public television must find better ways to
utilize the talents of independent producers. The phrase
“independent” is, in some ways, a silly one. We
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are talking about an industry which is centered in
crearivity. The parallels are manifest—newspaper
and magazrine journalism, book publishing, the
university, the art market, scentific research.
While none is precisely like broadeasting, each is
founded upon the creative spark of an individual.
And in each of those parallel institutions.
there is the instmutional dynamic that places
more and more authority and control into the
hands of administrative executives at the ex-
pense of the individual. Here is an example of
how it works in the universicy:
“There are implications for us all in the
suggested intention of the Yale faculty
to reclaim the power and authority it
has recently lost 1o its own adminis-
trators. The suggestion that adminis-
trative servants have become masters
helps us to put the prionties correctly.

“Any first-rate college or university
must put teaching and research at the
center. Administrators exist to insure
that the center is held by professors,
who bear the burden of originality, and
by students, who ask anew the fun-
damental, roublesome questions dis-
concernting to those pofessors. Admin-
istrarors are indeed servants but keep-
ing pood servants is difficult these
days.”*

This author goes on to describe the external
pressures which militate against the creator-ori-
ented administrator and towards being an institu-
lion-maintainer.

Public television has. as Michael Ambrosino
puts it, “had two purposes over the last 25 years.
One was the develepment of programs, similar to
the independent producers. The second was the
development of the institution called public tele-
vision. While they had to satisfy a programming
urge, they also had to spend a lot of time in real
estate, union negotiations, fund-raising—just to
make sure the institution survived. That’s a huge
psychic bundle which the independent doesn’t
carry with him.”

And vet, i is the progrant that is the heart of the
mstituiion. whether or not the program-maker
constitutes the critical center of the process 1o
create those programs.

How much “independent programming?”

Everyone in the industry and most of those on
the edge of it agree that additional funding is
necessary to improve programming of any sort.
Indeed, the creation of the Commission is prem-
ised upon this assumption. Furthermaore, it is
likely that the bulk of this increased funding will

*“Scholars’ “Servams™ by Prosser Gifford. Dean of Faculiy
at Amherst College, New Yok Times, January 26, 1978,
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come from some sort of federal source, probably
funnelled through a national agency like the
Corporation for Public Broadcasting. These issues
are subjects for great debate within the Commis-
sion, and we cannot resolve them here.

In order to determine the magnitude of fin-
andial commitment we are discussing, we must
examine the target for programming that a sys-
tern might establish, and set some reasonable
goal in terms of independent production.

Commission staff-generated estimares® envi-
sion a program schedule that would distribute
10.5 hours per day of original material, or 3,832
hours annually. This can be compared to 1,819 for
FY 1976, or about five hours per day.

By doubling the program output, we could
mechanically double the percentage contribution
of the various kinds of producers, burt this as-
sumes the forces which have given us the pres-
ent-day shares will continue.

If we were to say that the current 30 percent
of the PBS schedule for *independents” should
increase to 50 percent, we would be talking about
1.912 hours, or more than the total schedule to-
day. To keep it at its present third would mean
almost 1,300 hours of programming. This is com-
pared 1o the present 544 hours. Ignoring the
important matter of what kind of independent
we are talking about for a moment, at a
minimum we are saying that to maintain the
current market share for independents will re-
quire more than doubling the number of hours of
output. It would require even greater increases in
hunding, since much of the current production
delivered by “independents” is provided by agen-
cies which will be unlikely to continue their cur-
rent level of support indefinitely.

The following programs could be produced
within that total of 1,300 hours: 52 hour specials,
52 half-hour documentaries, 52 hour documen-
taries, ten six-part hour mini-series, ten 13-week
half-hour series, and vwo daily series. Using aver
age cost figures generated by Commission staff,
this kind of programming would require an in-
vestment of $142 million.

An operation which epresents an expendi-
ture of this magnitude cannot be left to enlight-
ened whim, which is the way many independent
producers feel they are currently treated.

Institutionalizing “independent”

What are the methods by which independents
could become a more regular part of the system,
as greater amounts of funding become available?

1) All funding for independents o be fun-
nelled through stations or existing production
centers, whether the money is used for acquisi-
tions, specific program formats designed for in-
dependent work. “experimental centers,” or any
other technique of disbursement/contract with
the actual producer.



(2) All funding for independents be made
available through the nmational funding mecha-
nism directly, whetherit is CPB in its current or an
amended form, or a newly-devised national pro-
gram production entity.

{3} Funding for independents is available in
a variety of ways, mixing entry at major produc-
tion centers, smaller stations, the existing inde-
pendent produciion centers, new independent
production centers, and the national program
funding agency itself {CPB or otherwise).

The first operation is strongly favored by the
existing station production centers and many
within the system. As we have discussed earlier,
the access procedures for PBS” national intercon-
nection continue to be biased towards the local
station. This is a station-based industry, and has
become more so since Camegie 1. The political
power that exists in the system focuses on Con-
gressmmen who are strongly influenced by the
local broadcaster, public as well as commercial.

Sam Holt puts this argument most persua-
sively:

“If it’s procedural failure, new bodies or
new procedures could shake down the
system to where the independent gets
an even or fair shake. But to say that it
is somehow endemic in the whale
structure of public television and you
have to change it may put you in the
position where somebody draws this
bloody quota — 5 percent, 10 percent
... then the next subdivision is for
women, and then to Blacks and then
to others. Or it has 1o be like the NEA
grants, no more than a certain percent
can go o certain states....

“I believe that your best bet is to trv to
deal with these procedures and try to
minimize the formal inclusion of
structural changes. As the system be-
gins to have more money, and particu-
larly as more stations begin to have
more money, the independent pro-
ducer is going to find that the bigpest
benefit he’s got is basically what we
thought we were doing at the begin-
ning. That is, the multiple points of
access 10 people with money. ... Liter-
ally, most of the station people would
say that if they had enough money.
they would take care of the independ-
ents, because theys like to use them.
..~ I think Jay Iselin, for political and
programmatic reasons, would like to
hire a bunch of these people, and if
they're really good, get himself some
programs out of it.”

*The Funding of Public Broadcasting, by Rick Beatty, February,
1978,

Opposing this point of view are many pro-
ducers, independent and otherwise, who view
the local stations as the least appealing institution
in which to lodge responsibility for national pro-
gramming. Jack Willis, who worked at NET and
WHNET before leaving the industry to work inde-
pendently, testified at the January Commission
hearing:

“How 1o recapture the dream? T have a
number of very specific related propo-
sals that I'd like to suggest. First, for
national programming. Take it away
from the local stations. As soon as the
local stations get involved in national
programming, they begin fighting lor
the bucks. They get delusions of gran-
deur, and they forget their respon-
sibilities to the local commumnity. When
Channel 13 in New York absorbed the
national programming functions of
WHNET, they set up an elaborate ap-
paratus to go after the funding. It cut
its local programming budget from $3
million to almost nothing. Why? Be-
cause it thought is was easier 1o raise
money off of national programming,
and that local news would upset its
board members, etc. In the stations
where there are inefficient operations,
high overhead, lack of professional
talent. their need is to raise money
with safe programming. Their suscep-
tibility to pressure, their lack of under-
standing of the creative process — are
the worst choices to produce national
programming.

“Second, create two or three national
programming centers — one in New
York, maybe one in Los Angeles, cer-
tainly one in the South or Mid-West.
They'd be staffed by professional pro-
gramnmers. They'd be given long-term
block grants. They should be charged
with turning out so many hours of
program a vear, which is part of the
ariginal Ford idea. At least half their
programming should be in what is
called public affairs, which was also
part of the Ford idea. A certain per-
centage should be what is called
minority programs, and a cerlain per-
centage of each year’s budget sould be
sel aside for free-lancers. The pro-
grams would then be given free 1o the
stations, not the cooperatives that now
exist. The production centers could
also farm the program out to local sta-
tions, and make block grants to other
institutions capable of producing pro-
grams.”
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Willis® suggestion is, of course, based on the
NET model and bears striking resemblance 1o the
recommendation of the first Carnegie Commis-
sion report — the establishment of national pro-
duction centers whose only job would be the
creation of programming. The notion was killed,
largely by the Ford Foundation, whose economic
dout backed the expansion of the five station
production centers and CTW into the network of
producing agencies within the licensee-based
system. This policy was supported by CPBE.

Willis” conception of the national production
centers would also require independents 1o gain
access to funds through those agendes. The prin-
cipal distinction between the two plans, insofar as
independent producers are concerned, is the
question of whether such production centers
should be housed within licensee organizations.

It seems that politically, in 1978 at any rate,
the serious discussion of removing production
responsibility from licensees is virtually taboo. It
bears examination, but it’s safe o say that few
powerful adherents exist to push this cause., Were
Carnegie to back the idea as it did in the first
Commission repor, substantial politicking would
be necessary.

Option #2 would propose one or more sepa-
rate centers especially for independems, with
direct access 1o a source of funds and distribution
for its programming, regardless of how other
production centers were established. A recem
article® on the subject summarizes the argument,
which stems from a discussion of establishing
various special interest production centers for
women, minorities, etc.

“Independents, while flattered 10 he in-
cluded as a group worthy of its own
production center, are quick to point
out that as media spedalists one of
their important functions is to serve as
a bridge between all such spedal inter-
est groups and the public at large.
Since the producer must be the “crit-
ical filter” in the process, they argue, a
single production center serving as an
umbrella organization for independ-
ent producers would be preferable.
Such a National Independent Program
Center (NIPC) could operate effi-
ciently and inexpensively since it
would not need to maintain a produc-
tion capability of its own but would
function merely as a conduit for fund-
ing independent projects. A peer re-
view panel would select program ideas
and contractors and could make cer
tain that an adequate number of

*“The Independent Producer and Fublic Broadeasting™ by

Joel A, Levitch. Public Telscopemennionsions Revios, Movem-
berDecember, 1977,
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minority and special interest programs
were funded. Because of the minimal
cost of such a center. proponents
maintain that a number of NIPC-type
centers could be established in various
parts of the country

“Once again, the mechanism by which
NIPC programs would get aired be-
comes a significant problem. Would
licensees accept the idea of set-aside
time period for such programs? If so,
which time period? Would the cost of
funding programming be justified if it
were forced to air in other than
prime-time?”

Even though many of these problems raised
by the concept of an independent production
center will remain in any system which is de-
vised, the most pertinent question remains the
political one: if an NET, backed heavily by various
institutions, could not survive as a quasi-inde-
pendent production center, how would “inde-
pendent producers” manage to muster the politi-
cal dout to stay in the ballpame? What are the
real opinions of the stations and key players in
the system regarding the establishment of some
kind of national center devoted 1o fostering inde-
pendent production? What funcions could it
perform effectively, and which ones would put it
at odds with other production centers.

These questions are somewhat rhetorical,
and the answers suggest a different solution, one
1 have called Option #3. This option envisions a
mixed funding situation continuing in the future,
even if a substantial increase in funding is
possible. It seems that the goals of corporations
and federal agencies 1o fund public television
programming will not disappear, nor will the
funding, unless Congress explicity prohibits this
from occurring — a suggestion which has been
sirongly urged by some independents and labar
leaders. In any event. the percentage may de-
crease, even as absolute dollar amounts may rise.

What a massive influx of new money will
change is the relative power of major players. The
producing centers with the existing track records
are making a strong pitch for a return o the
“block grant” concept of institutional underwrit-
ing. This would, at least to some degree, diminish
the desperation with which they must seck
spedific program grants,

Substantial new money will also change the
starvation-mentality arguments which govern
most debates about the role of independents in
the system. At present, nobody has 1o put his
money where his mouth is because there is little
MONEeY.

What incentive would any production center
— in a staton or outside — have to develop
programming thar utilizes “independent” talent?



At present the incentive is scarcity — snaring a
professional who is willing to work on a given
project before moving on is effective use of scarce
resources. Is there not a natural tendency for the
production center not only to use internal staff,
but to develop projects built around that staff? Is
it not as natural for such a center o seck new
talent to build the s1aff permanently, rather than
to seek spedalized ways 10 format independ-
ently-produced material? Is there any logic to the
prediction that these production centers will
“lake care of” independents, as Sam Holt
sUg@esrs?

One type of “incentive” would be 1o require
as a condition for award of the block grants to any
production center that half of the program dollars
go to outside producers. Larry Grossman, PBS
President. says he has no problem in setting such
goals, as long as they are not imposed by Con-
Bress:

“If T could own the whole system, one
of the conditions that I would put on it
is that the money that would be used,
has to be set along priorities. One
priority is that money should be sure
to go to minority produced films,
minority and women producers who
dont have an equal shot with
everyone else. Another priorty is that
it all cannot be given within the sys-
tem, that even the base grants should
be given with the understanding that
recipients will utilize outside pro-
ducers, directors and filmmakers. . ..
By the time it comes to appropriating
the next funds, vou can say ... you
didn’t do well, you don't get it again.”

Grossman makes clear, however, that the pre-
ferred way of establishing these priorities would
be within and among the stations themselves.
Whether his optimism that “encouraging new
talent and new creativity” is a top priority for
other broadcasters remains 1o be seen.

A Center for Independent Television

Yet, il is within these coundls of the industry that
“priorities” are set. Independent producers —
even the largest ones—have little input into the
development of long-range planning, While the
system has not been notably strong on the subject
itself, individual filmmaking entrepreneurs are
scarcely likely 1o enter policy-making discussions
with representatives of stations, CPB, the major
funders, etc.

As a result, important policy changes which
affect the possibilities for independent production
— for instance, the shift o piloting at CPB —
might as well be acts of God as far as independent
producers are concerned.

Even more importantly, the entree to such
forums by individuals is perceived — and may
well be in fact—a conflict of interest for a particu-
lar producer whose program will fse and fall on
the decision of an executive at a station or other
FTV institution,

What independents need most, perhaps, be-
sides money is an advocate to represent the vision
of independent work — o represent them as a
class of producers rather than as individual comp-
lainants. While certainly the ombudsman func-
tion would be part of this, as would the function
of helping to make “the system” more under
standable to a wider range of producers, the pri-
mary funciion of such a Cemter for Independent
Tlnvision would be to help increase the market
share of producers working outside other produc-
tion entities. A principal contribution in this re-
gard would be to research and develop new pro-
gram formats which can utlize the particular
talents of independents. Another would be 10
assist those production centers who may need
consultation on methods of interfacing inde-
pendents into the expanding number of new
program formats which will come into being
with the increase of funding.

A Center for Independent Television could
also coordinate and rationalize the mix of access
points which now exist for independents. and
which will probably continue to exist under most
proposed rearrangements {except the centralized
network model).

This Center would be staffed rather modestly,
able to hire on development staff for specific proj-
ects. Leadership could be both independent pro-
ducers who have experience in administration as
well as public broadcasters whose past records
indicate an understanding and commitment to
independent work.

The greatest contribution of this Center
would be to act as a legitimatizing agent for the
role of independents within the system. We now
face the irony that vintually every PTV organiza-
tion pays lip service 1o independents, and yet the
number of original hours of programs which are
financed by the system and aired on PBS remains
miniscule today.

The Center could perform certain functions
which will probably never be possible by an inde-
pendent outside the present stations (whose
interests are somewhat different): preparation of
new format ideas as a priority, intervention into
market arenas like the SPC which had previously
been closed to independents. the education of
independents about the creation of programming
for broadcast, arbitration in disputes between
various elements of the system and independ-
ents. representation in guestions of structural
changes like the proposed satellite distribution
access policy

This concept. of course, needs study and
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refinement. To a certain extent, its future de-
pends subsiantially on recommendations by the
Commission about how funding for the entire
system will flow. Butif independents are to gain a
share of the programming market in public tele-
vision, they must have a powerful and trust-
worthy representative to develop program con-
cepts that are effective as broadcast television and
designed for the particular talents of people work-
ing as independents. Otherwise, the increases
will be marginal and the lipservice extensive.

The challenge of independence

The establishment of this kind of planning and
advocacy organization may focus if not resolve
cerlain issues which independent production
raises, and which have been discussed through-
out this paper. To recapitulate:

(1} Freedom versus responsibiline. While total in-
dependence means owning nothing to public
television, it has meam vinually no broadcast
time. In order to gain access to that time, pro-
ducers need money for original production
aimed specifically at the home broadeast audi-
ence. The pressure for control and responsibility
upon the producer increases with the amount of
roney at issue. In the current svstem, the station
is functionally the editor, the producer someone
who must tailor his presentation of facts to the
judgments of that editor.

And ver, as the issue of direct access 1w PBS
has gained ground, the legal and policy basis for
the station-filtering function has eroded. [s PBS
to become the editor? If so, who will do it there?
Are stations ready tolet the national organization
become final arbiter of the program schedule?

Ultimately, no producer can expect to have
final authority over material which is produced
for a broadcaster and paid for by that organiza-
tion. The real question then becomes, to whom is
he accountable? At present, the system operates
s0 that the producer is accountable to the Boards
of Directors of local stations, generally dominared
by large business interests, state agencies, or edu-
cational institutions.

PBS would only be able to replace this edito-
rial function if it were not a lobbying group for the
amalgamation of stations before Congress. As
long as the PBS President sits alongside the CPB
President in seeking funds, his ability to remain
independent in programming decisions is ques-
tionable,

But the editorial responsibility question goes
bevond FPES’ role, a subject of great debate in the
industry. [t has to do with an elusive guality called
trust. There Is a vague assumption that if an inde-
pendent producer goes through a station — any
station — that he or she automatically gains the
trust of the rest of the system. The fact is that the
major producing stations are quite arrogant
about the rest of the system, perhaps even more
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so than the old NET. They may no more trust a
station in the middle of nowhere than they do a
total stranger. Indeed, the case of independent
documentarian Don Widener, who went
through KCET, a major producing station, illus-
trates just how weak the question of trust is even
at the pinnacle of the industry.

There will be no hope for any independent
producer if they all must rely upon two or three
particular stations who trust each other. Each
individual must, in the final analysis, develop a
track record and the trust which flows from it by
him or herself.

(2} Criteria for selection. This paper has treated
independent producers as creative individuals
within the economic markerplace. And vet, by
the very nature of the work some producers are
better at what they do than others. A continuing
complaint by broadcasters centers on what they
call the “unprofessionalism” of many independ-
ents. These broadcasters ¢laim that the ones you
hear from the most are those with the least talent,
and that the “good” ones are busy making deals
all over the place.

These judgmenis, 10 a cerain extent, are
based on evaluations of independent work which
was not designed with broadcasting in mind, nor
was most independent work financed by broad-
casters. And yet there are enormous expecta-
tions, whether they be format, length, point of
view; language, faimess and objeciivity — you
name it.

A substantial number of such broadcaster
complaints would be resolved by the creation of a
market for independent work which is specifi-
cally tailored to merge the creative energies of
producers and the demands of delivering their
work to the audience who is used to viewing
along certain patterns.

Yet, there is no doubt that some producers are
better than others. Add money to the current
structure, and pressures will only increase for the
selection process to guarantee that all parties con-
cerned are satisfied—a tough goal to reach.

Two dominant modes of selection have been
used by various programs established 1o use the
work of a wide number of producers.

(1) Thegrant model. Pioneered by the National
Endowment for the Arts, this model is premised
upon a competition for a centain number of grant
awards which are then made to the producers.
The assumption is that these producers are indi-
vidual artists (o, in the case of journalists, at least
free agents) whose work should be evaluated by
others who understand the field. Thus, a system
of peer review for grant selection evolved.

(2} The exeqitive producer model. Programs like
Visions and Great American Dream Machine work on
the model of a newspaper, theatre company of
the professional hierarchy Ultimate authority is
vested in the executive producer, who must de-




fend choices to management and the audience, if
need be. Thus. great power is vested in the execu-
tive producer, who then delegates it to unit pro-
ducers and line producers as he or she sees fiL.
While extensive search efforts may be launched
to uncover talent, there isa notion of enlightened
despotism involved in this system.

The peer-review/grant procedure has several
advantages, First, it gives the appearance, if not
the substance of fairness. While those involved
ey to eliminate favoritism and bias, it is difficult
1o engineer a sysiem based on the judgments of
those working in the field without such factors
coming into play. Nonetheless, peer review helps
to build the professional status of active members
of the field, thus strengthening the talent pool
and reinforcing other people’ judgment about
who is competent to judge. Finally, the system
has the clarity of competition. Such procedures
generally operate under printed guidelines, dead-
lines, and standards of ethics. Once the competi-
tion is finished, it's finished.

This can also be seen as a disadvantage in a
broadeast mode, since the competent executive
producer may not choose to support the work of
a producer at one point, but may want to help
him or her get to the point of succeeding at a later
date. Programs are frequenty a long develop-
ment process. The peer-group method tends 1o
force producers to prepare their ideas according to
an arbitrary deadline. The process is often some-
what bureaucratic and impersonal, as well.
Mevertheless, most independents prefer the
peer-review process because it has clear ground-
rules. The ambiguity of pleasing a benevolent
dictator is removed. Theoretically, vour good idea
can be considered along with those of more
experienced producers than yourself. And, per-
haps most impornantly, once you have the grant,
you are most likely to retain editorial and artistic
control over your product.

The executive producer model also has pros
and cons. The continuity of production expertise
is [requently dited as a principal advantage, to be
balanced by attendant bias which may skew
choices to old fhends, preferred style, etc. And
vet, broadcasters cite time and time again that the
“look” of a program is determined by just those
kinds of biases. An executive producer must bal-
ance his or her view of how a program should
evolve with the independent contributions of the
producers. Another advantage of this method is
the insulation that such a producer can provide
for a person working outside the system. A grant-
ing agency is unlikely to do so. pardculary if it is
removed from the kind of formarting for broad-
cast which the executive producer is engaged in.
The executive producer embodies the ultimate in
aceountability, as well, for while people may not
agree with the decision, they will certainly know
who is responsible for it. With the peer-group

granting procedure, responsibility. and therefore
accountability, is spread among several people,
usually people who are unconnected with the
grani-making instirution.

In the final analysis, the executive producer
system depends upon the talent of the individual
in charge and the organization that backs him or
her up. Thus, the element of trust again enters
the picture.

Perhaps the best notion of how to select
among many willing applicants is some merger of
the two ideas, to meet the necessities of fairness
as well as to obtain the continuity of formatting.
This is easier with some tvpes of programs than
others—documentaries, for instance, offered the
T Lab at Channel 13 an opportunity to use an
executive producer and a systiem of peer review
to process some 880 proposals. Perhaps the base
of university drama schools could help a unit like
Visions find new talent, new scripts in the drama-
tic field.

But it is in the new and innovative formais—
Grear American Dream Maching comes to mind —
where the tension would perhaps be greatest
between the demands of melding a broadcast
concept with the processes of democoratic selec-
tiomn.

{3} Logal and regional aomess. Little has been
sald about the growth of local programming in
the PTV system, and the patential for independ-
ent involvement. It seems clear that national
production will continue 1o flow 10 major cities,

At the present time no incentives exist within
the system to generate quality local program-
ming. It costs almost as much as national shows,
and very little funding is available. With general
increasing of funding, perhaps this will change.
And yet, there will always be the temptation for
many stations to try for the national audience,
where the prestige may exist.

Frequently these local stations need the talent
an independent can offer. Says Burnill Clark of
KCT5/5eattle: “Independents can do things I
can't produce, My resources are oo limited, and
they extend our ability to service our viewers.”
Smaller stations like his can offer lower overhead
than the national centers, and perhaps a chance
for mutual growth.

While relatively few stations contribute to the
national schedule, there is reason to believe that
the development of regional program exchange
and the creation of programming specifically
aimed at a regional audience will increase. The
coordinating body for many such efforts may
logically fall to the regional networks, which
have largely served as group buyers, but are
exerting a leadership role in the system, particu-
larly over the satellite issue.

Whether local producers and local stations
can get together, whether regional networks will
welcome independents are matters of conjecture.
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But if the principles underlying independem
production have any validity. then they should
apply to local, regional and national program-
ming.

(4} Distribution. Up to this point we have
been discussing the creation of funding of pro-
gramming for the national PBS interconnection,
as if such a creature were static, were remaining
the same during the next decade. Clearly, new
technologies like the satellite, videocassette and
disc, and cable TV will ulimately change the
environment in which PBS will operate.

With the addition of funds designed to in-
crease production for PBS by independents, a
kind of funnel effect will doubtlessly occur, a
variation of Parkinson’s Law:. For. if the “best” of
emerging independent production is drawn to
and supported by public television, will not sev-
eral new generations of talent quickly follow?
Many have envisioned a kind of hierarchy devel-
oping. and in fact this paper implicitly sets one up.
A premium has been placed on the establishment
of programming designed for our current concep-
tion of the broadcast audience, encompassing
production values, time-length and formar re-
strictions, various standards imposed by broad-
casters, and the like,

With altermative methods of distribution of
program materials. it may be quite possible to
come closer 10 reaching potential audiences di-
rectly with very different kinds of programming.
The National Federation of Local Cable Pro-
grammers, for instance. is currently involved in
constructing a satellite exchange project which
would carry local cable TV access programming
from one community to another.

Just as networks of special interest among
broadcast stations will be possible with satellite
interconnection, so too will other communities of
interest develop outside the framework of PTV
institutions, Because public tax money has been
used to construct the worlds most extensive
satellite pround network, increased pressure for
the use of that system is inevitable. Old argu-
ments of scardty will be meaningless, at least for a
while.

The newly forged compromise within the
public TV industry regarding access to the addi-
tional satellite transponder space indicates that
access will become a major issue. That space may
provide a safety valve for the dominant PBS setv-
ice — a place to unload unwanted producers,
much the same way that cable television industry
officials unloaded access into the least desirable
channels. Or it may become a way of bypassing a
stodgy bureaucracy which is incapable of deliver-
ing enough good programming to fill the hour-
hungry stations’ air.

One very likely result is to enable the inde-
pendent producer gua entrepreneur to develop
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multiple markets for a particular program — par-
ticularly a special presentation. This will atrac
new entrepreneurs, just as the current entrepre-
neurial grant arrangement atiracted new pro-
ducers into PTV.

An area which will continue to vex inde-
pendent producers who wish to remain as entre-
preneurs is the complicated problem of copy-
rights, subsidiary rights, and license fees. If na-
tional PBS insists on getting four plays in three
years, many producers may bypass them entirely
and market direct to stations. Similarly, if federal
agencies loosen their hold on copyright owner-
ship, more producers will emerge.

{3) Conclusion. The goals of independent pro-
ducers can continue to be somewhat at odds with
the public television establishment as it evolves
during the next decade; or, as program produc-
tion increases throughout the entire system, in-
dependent producers can become partners in this
expansion. Presumably, all parties concerned
would prefer the latter. The difficulty becomes in
defining how such change can occur,

This paper has auempted to present the his-
tory of independent television production to date
primarily in economic terms, with analysis that
treats the program production process as a single
SVSIETH.

Underlying this approach. however. is a con-
viction that the structural changes are desirable
for wntent reasons — better programs, more
points of view, a healthier and more open way 1o
reach the hearts and minds of American viewers.

British scholar and writer Raymond Williams,
in examining television in America and Britain,
offers a condlusion that illuminates this poini:
“For many years yel, central programming and
networking authorities are going to continue.
They must become or continue as public au-
thorities. expressing the concept of the airwaves
as public property. But it would be wise to look
again at the question which is still unresolved
from the earliest days of broadcasting: the rela-
tion between transmission and production. In all
current systems too few people are making the
primary dedsions about production. The real
need is for more independent production com-
panies, which would be given publicly protected
contracts with the programming and networking
authorities. It would not be an easy system 10
devise and administer, but it is the only creative
social course to iake between the existing
monopolies and their new challengers.”*

*From Televizion: Techmology and Cultural Reformr, by
Ravmond Williams (New York, Schocken Books, 1974 p.
145-9,






Challenge for Change
National Film Board
Montreal, Canada

Colin Young
National Film School
England

John Siceloff
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania

Fred Silverman
Fort Lee, New Jersey

Harry Skomnia
Sun City, Florida

Ag Information
University of Idaho
Moscow, Idaho

El Paso Public Library
El Paso, Texas

Jesus Trevino
Los Angeles, California
Art Department

ABC
San Francisco, California

Episcopal Diocese of Alaska
Fairbanks, Alaska

Ladies Home Video
Boulder, Colorado

Larry Hall
Committee to Save KQED
Oakland, California

Maritime Institute of Technology
Linthicum Heights, Maryland

Ambulatory Care Center
Dayton, Ohia

Steve Christiansen
Woodland video
Eugene, Oregon
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