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October 26, 2001

Ms. Ursula Menke 

Secretary General 

Canadian Radio-television and

  Telecommunications Commission

Ottawa, Ontario

K1A 0N2






Via Facsimile 819-994-0218

Dear Ms. Menke:

Re:
Local News Coverage on MCTV 

Introduction

As you are aware, CTV announced last week changes to the nightly MCTV newscasts, combining news from Sudbury, Sault Ste. Marie, North Bay/Muskoka, and Timmins into one regional broadcast, with distinct local segments.  CTV would like to take the opportunity to explain these changes to the Commission, how they are consistent with our broadcasting licence and the model for local programming in Northern Ontario recognized by the Commission beginning in 1995, and how the changes will both maintain and enhance local programming.

The new MCTV news will provide local programming from Timmins, North Bay/Muskoka, Sault Ste. Marie and Sudbury within a new regional nightly news format, with two anchors, centred in Sudbury.  Within the newscast, there will be local stories, consistent with the former local broadcast, which will be seen separately and distinctly in each community.  The balance of the hour will draw on the stories from trusted local journalists from each community which will be shot and edited at the originating station and fed to Sudbury to be produced and broadcast across all five stations.  Included in this initiative is expanded state-of-the-art weather forecasting, enabling local weather coverage for each area within the regional broadcast.  As well, there will be a shared slate of regional and national news.

The New Newscast is Consistent with CTV’s Licence Commitments Regarding Local Programming

The new regional news format in Northern Ontario will not be a change to the amount of, or approach to, local programming in the region.   In fact, it be consistent both with the definition of local programming acknowledged by the Commission since 1995 for MCTV, as well as the approach to local programming in smaller markets which we proposed in our licence renewal application.

In the CRTC correspondence of January 6, 1995, the Commission defined local programming for our Northern stations:

“…In this respect, if all Northern stations (or as groups all CTV affiliates and CBC affiliates) contribute to a single newscast for their affiliate which is broadcast on all stations, as an exception, each station may claim the commitment as local.  If, however, there are news programs which are not broadcast on all stations and only local to some markets, only the producing station(s) should claim them as local.  This applies only to Category 1 News programs.” (emphasis added)

In the supplementary brief, which accompanied the renewal applications this past year, CTV stated that:

“For our major stations, we have developed a model for the next licence term in which each station has a 15 ½ hour block each week dedicated to local programming unique and relevant to their communities.  This framework ensures that each station remains linked to, and reflective of, their place in the nation.  Each major station will provide at least 15 hours and 30 minutes of local reflection and news programming each week – and we expect that in many markets we will continue to exceed this base line.  In our smaller markets, CTV is dedicated to maintaining the level of local service we currently provide.
As the Commission is aware, CTV has worked hard to continue delivering local news to communities in Northern Ontario, the Maritimes and in Saskatchewan that would otherwise be without service.  In Northern Ontario, the Commission acknowledged the value of an approach which combined local inserts in a regional newscast by considering the entire program as local content to each station providing input.  A similar model was recognized by the Commission in our Maritime stations.  In those markets, program material collected in the areas served by ATV is viewed as local to each station which broadcasts it.

Going forward, CTV proposes to utilize this approach for the delivery of local news in Northern Ontario, Saskatchewan and the Maritimes.  We believe the definition of local outlined above will provide us with the flexibility necessary to ensure local news remains viable in these three markets.”  (emphasis added)

During the deficiency process for the licence renewal, we were asked a number of questions relating to news programming.   In response, CTV stated:

“MCTV news is a success story.  In 1995, the Commission agreed that, as an exception, all our Northern Ontario stations could contribute to a single newscast which would broadcast on each station, and that this programming would be considered “local” for regulatory purposes.  This programming model has allowed us to access the local revenues necessary to make the delivery of fresh, relevant local and regional news to these communities economically viable…The ability to combine the efforts of our 5 communities enables us to produce a better and more relevant product for Northern Ontario.”

At the licence renewal hearing in April 2001, MCTV Vice President and General Manager, Scott Lund explained the importance of the approach:

“The flexibility that you have allowed us to have is that we share resources between all of our markets.  While this gives us a chance to share those resources, with Northern Ontario’s economy in the past ten years the population has not grown.  We rely on our retail resources.  

So, we need the flexibility to handle these challenges.   I am not apologizing for our coverage.  We are by far the number one rated news program actually in Ontario.  We have 39 journalists throughout Northern Ontario, which is nearly double all of the dailies and radio stations in those markets combined.  

While we are very proud of what we do, we have used this flexibility to have regional newscasts at some times, local newscasts at some times.” (CTV renewal hearing transcript paras 6117-6119)

And, finally, CRTC Decision 2001-457-6-1, which sets out the conditions of renewal of CTV stations in Sudbury, North Bay, Huntsville, Timmins and Sault Ste. Marie, states that:

“The Commission notes the licensee’s commitment to provide a minimum combined total of 15.5 hours per week of local programming to the communities served by the MCTV stations.” (emphasis added)

The local coverage from Sault Ste. Marie, Sudbury, North Bay/Muskoka and Timmins will not diminish.  The amount of combined local programming from these areas will total 15.5 hours per week, as committed at the recent CTV renewal hearing.  Furthermore, outside of the news, all local specials such as telethons and political debates will continue.  

The key difference in the nightly news format will be in quality and efficiency.  Although the news will no longer have local anchors, production values of the news will be enhanced as we focus resources on one newscast, improve the look and the set, while ensuring new and separate opening graphics.  Combining the coverage of regional and national issues within one newscast will provide significant savings and efficiencies in the use of resources at a time when such savings and efficiencies are critical in conventional broadcasting, particularly in smaller communities.

CTV’s Strong Commitment to Northern Ontario Remains 

Let me assure you that CTV remains committed to serving Northern Ontario and to local programming.   CTV is the only television broadcaster in these communities, after the CBC abandoned their operations years ago.  Global has never offered local service.  CTV has no intention of abandoning its commitment and, as a result, has had to find solutions to ensure it can maintain its presence, in light of declining revenues.

The CTV regional news model is one that has been a tremendous success in several markets, including ATV in the Maritimes, Saskatchewan, as well as the Northern Ontario model.  The approach has permitted CTV to service smaller communities, ensuring quality local and regional programming, which would not otherwise be possible.   

We believe the changes we have made in Northern Ontario are creative solutions in the face of serious economic issues.  And we are optimistic that our new regional newscast will, in fact, enhance our coverage of each community by focussing the resources of each completely on local coverage, and sharing resources in the coverage of national and international events.

We have made these changes, consistent with our approach in other newscasts, in recognition of the economics of the Northern Ontario market.  The population growth of the various centres has not kept pace with that of Ontario overall in the past decade.  The retail base is declining in all four communities of North Bay, Sault Ste. Marie, Timmins and Sudbury, as evidenced by decreases each year, for the past three years, in local advertising revenue for our stations in all of these markets.  At the same time, costs have not decreased, although we have kept them relatively flat over the same period.  Our combined local airtime revenue in these markets for the past year was $4 million lower than the combined station operating costs – not a viable business scenario.   All forecasts indicate that there will, unfortunately, be no positive changes in the foreseeable future. 

Added to this, DTH penetration averages a very competitive 20% overall within the MCTV area, rising much higher than that in several of the markets.  Because DTH does not include any Northern Ontario stations, those stations have a loss in potential audience of twenty percent and more.

As has been the case recently with other private companies in Northern Ontario, lay-offs have been unavoidable.  The restructuring within MCTV resulted in the elimination of 40 full-time positions, mostly administrative and behind-the-camera.  Of those 40, 6 were on-air positions. We very much regret losing these jobs and the people who have worked hard for CTV.

With the newscast centred in Sudbury, we will continue to have over 40 journalists in the region and have made a significant $300,000 investment in new technical facilities to ensure improved production quality.  In addition, CTV will be adding a new science and technology specialist reporter in the region, to cover local and regional issues that will also be carried nationally.

Our programming changes will allow us to face the downward trend in local sales, coupled with costs that will not otherwise decline, by putting the viability back into the news programming, sharing resources further, and saving approximately $1.75 million.  The new regional news program will also be carried on DTH, increasing the availability of MCTV to the growing number of Northern Ontario viewers served by satellite.  DTH does not have the capacity or the service interest to carry four Northern Ontario services.  The new regional format will be the only local news available to DTH subscribers across the region.

Conclusion

CTV continues to be proud of its presence in, and commitment to, Northern Ontario.  No other broadcaster can say the same.   And our new newscast format is entirely consistent with that commitment and the proposals made at our licence renewal hearing regarding local programming in the region.

What CTV has done is develop a creative solution to an economic reality.  As we stated at the renewal hearing in April, “our objective is to continue providing service in cost-effective ways”. (CTV renewal hearing transcript, Ivan Fecan, para 961)

We appreciate the opportunity to explain in detail the changes announced for the MCTV news programming and trust this letter clearly addresses any questions that may have arisen as a result of the announcement.   We would be pleased to provide further information should you require it.

Yours truly, 
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President and C.O.O.

CTV Inc.

cc:  Nick Ketchum, CRTC  (819) 997-9393
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