PHOTOGRAPH: PUNAM KHOSLA

F
O
R
U
O
L
THE CO
K
R
O
W
L
A
U
CAS
ast Media
c
d
a
o
r
B
’s
a
d
a
n
a
C

By Karen Wirsig
22

J U L Y / A U G U S T

2 0 0 5

OUR TIMES

“I

ENJOY THE WORK I DO AT THE CBC, BUT IT’S
unfortunate there’s nothing permanent,” says Marie
Banzon, a recent immigrant and experienced reporter
who works on contract for the public broadcaster,
whose workers are represented by the Canadian
Media Guild. “We have a lot of people who are casual
so, if the CBC needed to cut more people, they could
do it very easily. However, how the actual work
would be done is a different problem.”
In her quest for full-time, secure employment in the
media industry, Banzon (not her real name) is far from
alone. Indeed, working in the media, both private and
public, has all the same pitfalls as in any other
contemporary industry, whether you’re shooting
footage, reporting, editing, producing, engineering,
hosting, selling ads, scheduling or accounting. With
the promise of long-term employment reserved for
fewer and fewer workers, insecure contract and casual
jobs are where it’s at — especially, it seems, if you are
a worker of colour like Banzon.
Recruiting people to be the flavour of the month
while trying to maintain the utmost control over
hiring and firing is the way many media outlets are
operating these days. Increasingly, broadcasters are
understanding that it makes sense for them to hire
people of colour to reflect the audiences in Canada’s
largest cities. But for the workers themselves, it can
feel like a set-up.
There are no definitive statistics on who is
getting jobs in the Canadian broadcast industry and
who is staying. However, anecdotal evidence
suggests that people of colour and women are more
likely to find themselves in temporary jobs with
little or no security. This is as true at Canada’s
national public broadcaster, the CBC, as it is at
private stations.
Toronto documentary filmmaker Min Sook Lee,
who has worked in public, private, and communitybased broadcasting, points out that there are two
competing issues when it comes to hiring people of
colour: systemic racism and the economic imperative of putting people of colour on the airwaves.
“For the past few years there has been a palpable
shift in casting people of colour in front of the news
camera as reporters and anchors,” says Lee. “Where

the colour lines are drawn is often in the technical
categories, the upper management levels, and the
senior production levels. Here, the population
remains homogenous, racially. Most news camera
people are men. Most senior producers of news are
white. Most executive producers of news are white.
“The hiring of people of colour is the old ‘new wave’
in media, but, because media work is becoming more
based on contracts, we are more often the ones with
the least seniority. And I think the media industry is
like any industry: people in power generally look to
replicate themselves racially, culturally, etc.”
Media workers who lack job security and
seniority have less control over the content of their
work. It is a situation that contributes to the
tokenization of issues that affect people of colour
and thus a “dumbing down” of information, says
Datejie Green, a current affairs and documentary
producer and the Canadian Media Guild’s human
rights and equity director.
“From my experience, the tone gets set right at
the time of hiring. The exec pumps you for information on how to reach people in communities that
are under-served. You are given the full impression
that those new ideas and untold stories will be
valued. But, in reality, those stories are only there
as a back-up. The status quo perspective remains
the core of programming.

Left: Media workers who lack job security and seniority have less
control over the content of their work. This contributes to the tokenization of issues that affect people of colour, says Datejie Green
(right), a current affairs and documentary producer and the
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Canadian Media Guild’s human rights and equity director. Here,
Green is doing freelance work in Sudan.

Right: Toronto documentary filmmaker Min Sook Lee (right) has a
background in televsion news and radio as a producer, director and
writer. Here, she is working on her latest independent documentary,
called "Hogtown: The Politics of Policing." Also shown: Toronto city
counsellor Frances Nunziata (left) and Toronto Star reporter
Catherine Porter.
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There is at least one bright spot emerging in the Canadian broadcast industry: the Aboriginal Peoples Television Network.
Canadian Media Guild member Russell Wells, who works in graphics, is APTN branch president for the union.

worked for the station for four years. She has been
passed over for training in favour of a more recently
hired colleague who looks like the managers.
“I’m really happy we are unionized,” she adds, and
expresses hope that the CMG will enforce an end
to favouritism and help make professional development available to everyone.
Combatting racism in the workplace is
an uphill battle, even for unionized
e any other: people shops. Unions typically need active
The media industry is lik themselves
involvement by their members of colour
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to raise the issues and to garner the worker
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place support needed to fight for strategies that will
as much like them as possible to secure bring about a change. Often this means doing as
your job. The other is to stay true to yourself and much work inside the union as inside the workstick to your knowledge and ideas that you know place. And it’s especially not easy for workers of
ring true for many communities in Canada. But the colour to be active in an anti-racism campaign when
second option is less popular and therefore it means their jobs are tenuous. Says Green: “This is a vicious
cycle that employers are counting on and benefit
risking your job security every hour of the day.”
People who work behind the scenes in the media from.”
Broadcast employers are not shy about pushing for
are also feeling squeezed by their employers’ fairweather commitment to a diverse workplace. Amy the casualization of their industry. Job security is one
Paris (not her real name) works in administration for of the main issues on the table in the current round of
a specialty cable channel that has a practice of hiring contract talks between the CBC and its employees,
women of colour. Unfortunately, the fact of hiring who have been bargaining for more than a year. CBC
a diverse workforce has not translated into respectful management, looking for “operational flexibility,” has
and equitable policies in the workplace. “I have seen been pushing for a provision in the new agreement
no development in my career,” says Paris, who has that would allow the public broadcaster to hire virtu“Occasionally, as you work along trying to be
creative on a daily basis, they’ll come back to you, but
only when they want something ‘entertaining,’ ‘cute’
or sensationalist. More often than not, they don’t
allow people of colour to work on serious journalism.”
“You are left with two options,” Green says. “One
is to forget who you are, go with the flow and be
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ally all new employees on contract.
Meanwhile, TV station Toronto 1 fought at the
Canada Industrial Relations Board (CIRB) to keep
its current affairs employees out of the station’s new
bargaining unit. Quebecor, the owner, argued that
the working conditions of the current affairs staff
don’t “lend themselves to ‘collective’ bargaining, as
most features of (current affairs staff members’)
employment are dictated by personal individual
characteristics, from personal appearance (to)
behaviour and popularity, as well as their creativity.”
Read: “We want to be able to get rid of people
when we want, and we certainly don’t want to be
on the hook for finding them other work if we
decide to change our programming.”
“I don’t think experience counts for that much in
the world of TV today,” says Carmel Smyth, who
helped organize Toronto 1 for the CMG this year.
The guild applied in April to represent more than 80
technicians, hosts and reporters after a card-signing
drive elicited support from more than 50 per cent of
non-management employees. Quebecor didn’t get its
way when the CIRB granted interim certification to
the CMG in June to represent operations and current
affairs employees. However, the station had already
announced programming changes to take effect this
summer and laid off a significant number of current
affairs staff.
The local TV station, launched in the autumn of
2003 by Craig Media and sold to Quebecor in 2004,
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REVOLVING DOORS
To catch a chance at media greatness: it’s the dream
that makes life easier for broadcast managers everywhere and lines the pockets of the owners. Workers
will put up with a lot if they believe they need their
employer more than their employer needs them. And
the media is a competitive industry that seems to
thrive on chewing people up and spitting them out.
People trying to break into the industry are sometimes
happy to grab any chance they can get. But, in some
cases, tired of the long hours, the instability, and the
lack of control they have over their work, media workers
are choosing to join unions. In other cases, they simply
move on. Media managers don’t seem afraid of the
revolving door. In fact, they appear to welcome it as a
way of ensuring a continuous supply of fresh faces to
market to their audiences. But among the people pegged
as hot commodities one day and old news the next are
the workers with the least power and with some of the
most troubling stories from the front lines. – KW

has a young and diverse workforce — and has
become known for its revolving door. “Do they want
a permanent job with good money? Absolutely,”
Smyth says of the station’s employees. “Would they
stay if they could? Probably. They want respect,”
Smyth adds. “They don’t like getting arbitrary orders
and they are worried about layoffs every day.”
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tional, top-down newsrooms.
APTN is also making an effort to develop skills
and experience among aboriginal broadcast workers
and to promote aboriginal people into management
positions. “People are now talking about a career at
APTN,” says Taylor. And that’s particularly significant, considering that aboriginal people are underrepresented in the mainstream media workforce.
Meanwhile, back at the CBC, TV
reporter Marie Banzon is hanging on
career that has not offered her
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She was first
le
s possib
hired more than two and a half years
much like them a
ago at the CBC to work on a story because her
in the media industry had spread beyond language skills were needed. After that, she
management into the ranks of front-line workers. completed a six-week internship with the broadcaster
Even card-signers who believe in trying to
make the station a better place to work think
The other option is to stay true to
there are greener pastures somewhere else,
yourself and risk your job security
and leave. “The problem is, it’s the same everywhere,” Smyth says.
There is at least one bright spot emerging in
the Canadian broadcast industry: the Aboriginal in the hopes that she would get hired on full-time,
Peoples Television Network, which recently applied or at least get contract work. The employer hadn’t
for a renewal of its broadcast license with unquali- promised her anything, but she was still disappointed
fied support from employees. The station hopes to at not hearing from them after her internship was
get an increase in cable subscription fees, in part to over. “To keep my foot in the door, I freelanced for
finance additional news bureaus across the country. 10 months,” says Banzon. “Then I finally got my first
Like Toronto 1, most of APTN’s programming is contract, for about five months.” That contract was
bought from outside and network employees work extended for a few weeks and then Banzon was again
thrown back into the world of casual and freelance
on flagship news and current affairs programs.
APTN had a rocky start after going on the air in work. “Recently,” she says, “I got another five-month
1999. The network ran into financial difficulty and contract.” Banzon is still trying to land a full-time gig.
contemplated mass layoffs around the time the
editorial staff joined the guild in 2002. The opera- Karen Wirsig is the communications coordinator for the
tions bargaining unit was certified in 2004.
Canadian Media Guild (www.cmg.ca).
“The main issues we were fighting for were overtime and job security,” says CMG member Russell
Wells, who works in graphics and is APTN branch
president for the union. “The network was in a severe
deficit and wasn’t able to maintain business relations
with its suppliers. Many of us felt a union was necessary to protect our jobs and seniority.”
“I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be,” says
Greg Taylor, a videojournalist with APTN, in
Ottawa. “It’s the only place I’ll ever be able to do
stories about Métis on a regular basis. Why would I
leave? In mainstream journalism, it would take up
almost a whole piece to do the background on a
story (about an aboriginal issue). At APTN, you can
assume the knowledge is there and do more indepth pieces.”
Taylor says that, at APTN, the discussion about
what is involved in making news is very inclusive.
“It really is a bottom-up process.” Members of the
operations crew are known to contribute story ideas
because they live in the communities APTN covers.
The result is a less alienating workplace culture for
news gatherers than the ones found in more tradiSmyth thinks managers like the idea of continuously hiring young people into media jobs because
there is a sense “they are easy to push around.”
However, seeing big differences in the salaries of
people doing essentially the same work, as well as
unfair shift assignments, has turned many younger
workers on to the idea of joining a union.
One of the challenges at Toronto 1 was that the
ethos of temporary employment
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