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SUBJECT:
Resolution supporting democratic, legal management at WBAI 99.5 FM Radio and affirming the stated position of the Concerned Friends of WBAI in relation to the current situation existing between WBAI and the Pacifica Foundation.


On Monday, May 7, 2001, the Committee on Civil Service and Labor will hold a hearing on Resolution No. 1723.  This resolution supports democratic legal management of WBAI 99.5 FM Radio and affirms the stated position of the Concerned Friends of WBAI in relation to the current situation existing between WBAI and the Pacifica Foundation.  Those expected to testify at the hearing include former officers and producers at WBAI, current officers at WBAI, the Concerned Friends of WBAI as well as interested members of the public who comprise the listening audience of WBAI radio.

BACKGROUND:


On December 23, 2000, the Pacifica Foundation which owns and operates WBAI,  fired two senior employees :  station manager, Valerie Van Isler and program director Bernard White.  According to articles appearing in the New York Daily News, by David Hinckley and Juan Gonzalez, locks were changed on the doors at the radio station and the terminated employees were told to stay away and that if they attempted to enter the station, they would be considered trespassers.  In addition, morning show producer Sharan Harper was also terminated.


Subsequently, Pacifica appointed afternoon host Utrice Leide as interim station manager. According to news reports, Ms. Leide’s appointment has sharply divided the staff as well as the listeners and is part of a much larger issue.  That issue is whether Pacifica wants to put WBAI under tighter control in relation to the content of the shows it produces, and thus, some fear, dilute its alternative voice in news and culture.  Concerns regarding the future of free-speech radio have aroused the passions and anger of some of the stations listeners who provide financial support to listener supported, not-for-profit WBAI Radio.  Additionally, since Ms. Leide’s appointment, several other long - term staffers have been terminated.


Today’s hearing will allow all interested parties to express their opinions in relation to WBAI and Pacifica and update the Council’s Committee on Civil Service Labor on the latest developments since the introduction of  Res. No.1723  in the Council.

ANALYSIS:

The Pacifica Foundation was  formed over fifty ago, by Lewis Hill. Reportedly its mission statement reads in part, “to promote cultural diversity and pluralistic community expression… to contribute to a lasting understanding between individuals of all nations, races, creeds and colors…to promote freedom of the press… (and) maintain an independent funding base.”  For years, long time supporters have stated that Pacifica radio stations were the defenders of society’s underdogs and provided freedom of expression on social justice, civil rights,  prison  reform, labor and environmental issues.


Now, critics claim that Pacifica has turned its back on these issues and has embraced a corporate philosophy.  They point to staff changes made over the last several years at radio stations operated by Pacifica, as well as changes in the bylaws which eliminate the right of local advisory boards to elect a majority of the members of the Pacifica Governing Board, as evidence that Pacifica is fashioning itself into a smaller, more tightly controlled, less democratic organization.


Currently, three lawsuits are pending in the California courts where plaintiffs allege in sum and substance that Pacifica violated California law and its own bylaws when in 1998 and 1999, it proposed to amend its bylaws so as to disfranchise the local advisory boards.  The most comprehensive relief sought in these three lawsuits asks the court to remove most of the Pacifica Board.  It seeks removal of the Executive Committee for breach of charitable trust and gross abuse of authority and discretion, seeks removal of two Board Members whose terms have expired and asks the court to appoint an accountant to conduct an independent audit of Pacifica’s finances.  In addition, one lawsuit seeks a court order “requiring a bylaws amendment establishing a fair, reasonable, and democratic mechanism for the definition and selection of a body of voting members, consistent with a modicum of due process, and ensuring listener – sponsors a voice in the management of the Pacifica charitable trust”.


Critics contend that Pacifica may be positioning some of its radio stations for a possible sale.  Reportedly, the station in Berkeley, California could sell for $100 million and WBAI in New York could sell for $150 million. 

