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Introduction

Community broadcasting is still in its infancy as a workable concept in the Caribbean, particularly in what is known as the CARICOM Caribbean.

In the field of  television, the rise of cable channels and introduction of legislation to  guide their use, especially in Jamaica has opened up a myriad of opportunities for experimenting in community television.  In fact, the need for the intelligent employment of video in the struggle for the empowerment of marginalised communities is so self-evident that this effort  could provide a much-needed fillip to the well-resourced video entities of the region such as Banyan of Trinidad and  Tobago, Mediamix, the Creative Production and Training Centre (CPTC) and APEX Productions of Jamaica, to mention only a few.  There is much work for these video professionals.  Yet, we must first prepare the context and fertilise the soil in which sustainable growth and development for all concerned may take place. It is to be noted that in Cuba, the remotely situated community station, Television  Serrana, begun as an IPDC funded project,   records successful ventures in programming and broadcast based on an effective system of  community participation and feedback.

For many reasons, notably pervasiveness and relatively cheap upkeep, community radios are becoming increasingly recognised in the Caribbean as the most dynamic mass medium in the struggle for empowerment of remote and marginalised communities.

Sustaining that dynamism, however, as our experience has shown, is a major challenge.  For those that are actually integral parts of NGOs or community-based organisations, the task is less arduous. Established traditions of service and a basis for trust between these radios and the communities they serve are critical, particularly in the start-up years when they depend heavily on a supportive environment to augment necessary human, material and financial resources.  Sustenance may also be sought  in efforts to reach the highest levels of “ownership” from within these communities in the shortest time possible.

Since 1994, UNESCO has been making concerted efforts in the support of community radio in the Caribbean.  There are now five stations in the English-speaking Caribbean, one in Dutch-speaking Suriname, four in Haiti and one soon to be on air in Cuba.

Towards collaboration and exchange

The questions of sustainability of these stations must be faced head-on….on a case by case basis…depending on the circumstances in each Caribbean territory, …to determine the ability of each community to generate on an ongoing basis, the financial, material and human resources, assembled and developed and used in imaginative ways, to achieve break-even and earn surpluses. 

Collaboration and support are essential from all quarters…i.e. all important stakeholders in the orderly development of society and in particular:

1. the parent organisations …in assisting and ensuring institutional strengthening to support/ensure their ability to become competent and effective in “proper parenting roles”,  in managing the affairs of the station.

2. the governments….by relentless  lobbying to ensure a more favourable regulatory environment that would enable the nurturing and growth of these entities.

3. mainstream media…by ensuring energies are devoted to explaining and clearly demonstrating the nature of an effective community radio entity in terms of its capacity for building and maintaining a Culture of Peace and social upliftment, by virtue of its direct accessibility to the community it serves in the delivery and building of knowledge and information, in addition to its not-for-profit status;  by  persuading all mainstream media to give their total and unstinting support, to the creation, growth, development and sustainability of such community-based institutions; …and by seeking to forge alliances with the Caribbean Broadcasting Union, particularly given the avowed interest of the CBU in the promotion of community service broadcasting within an effective Public Broadcasting system.

Mainstream media collaboration must be based on mutual respect and, very 

importantly, upon  the perceived and sustained strengths and abilities of the

community radio entity to reach - interactively - a receptive market.  An excellent 

example of  this is the recent  ground-breaking alliance – between the Gleaner 

Companies and ROOTS FM  in Jamaica,  effecting an exchange of  services 

without cash payments.  ROOTS FM  advertises the tabloid newspaper, the 

STAR, owned by the Gleaner Companies....6 days per week ...on its popular 

programmes and the STAR newspaper carries a daily ROOTS FM "corner" 

outlining the following day`s programming and giving general information on the 

community station or its parent organization.  [The Gleaner also owns a national

commercial station, Power 106FM].  Similar initiatives are at work at Radio Toco 

in Trinidad and Tobago vis a vis the Newsday newspaper  and the mainstream 

radio 102 FM

4. other  community media operations in the country… by striving to increase collaboration with other community media operations in the country, including video, for the efective production and distribution of community news and services.

The kind of collaboration  such as I have attempted to describe, once realised could make possible the “stable growth environment”  for which these entities strive. It would also favour  countless synergies between community radio, newspaper and television which could be marshalled in different, often unique and complimentary ways to advance the cause of human and community development of ALL of the hitherto voiceless and marginalized urban and rural communities of the region.

The internet in service to community broadcasting

A major  challenge to networking using the internet,  lies primarily in creating and maintaining  a cohesive team of  responsible community radio workers operating  in a responsive environment.  

In 1998, UNESCO sponsored a  First training course for community radio broadcasters at the Caribbean Institute for Media and Communication (CARIMAC).   The need for further collaboration and exchange  of this kind was singled out,  in which case  the creation of  Caribbean community radio station web sites and  exploitation of the internet for broadcasting appeared essential.  The participants also proposed that future training exercises should take place at the actual locations of community radio stations on a rotating basis,  to encourage cross fertislisation of technicians, sharing of ideas and networking among different radio stations.

A first such workshop held last July at Radio Toco, co-sponsored by UNESCO/IPDC however brought out very  clearly  the extent of preparation necessary before the community stations could take full advantage of the Internet for broadcasting and exchange of audio material.  A list serve was launched....for email  which .…hopefully will lead to programme exchange and eventually, live linkages and other creative and lucrative uses in radio and the net.

The preparation  first and foremost calls for training,…non-stop…grooming, and nurturing of  immature but enthousiastic community radio operators, in the conceptual bases of community broadcasting, as well as hands-on operational techniques and management, leading to maintaining, networking, and  usage of the internet.  It also rests on questions of availability of necessary equipment and materials at each station, and even more crucially, the degree of accessibility of each of these poor stations to the internet, given  often prohibitive telecommunications costs.

It is only at such time that the scenario described  above is firmly in place,  that we may clearly think through and  develop strategies to exploit the limitless power of the Internet to support community empowerment.   

Possibilities already identified include: 

1. exploitation of  marketing  opportunities for indigenous business activities tied to community media entities as a means of  generating surpluses.

2. links to limitless sources of support, information, technologies, etc., that could be  

introduced and placed at the disposal of their communities.

3. Establishment of a Caribbean community radio Web Page for both individual and collaborative presences on the Worldwide Web.

4. reach, on-line, the millions of Caribbean citizens who now reside in what can be described as the "Diaspora", the majority of  whom originated from the same communities that would be served  by the community broadcasting entities that are the subject of this paper. In this way these citizens could become part of the strength of Caribbean community media entities.

 I am convinced that we need to take a careful, global look at the challenges that face these stations  and allow ourselves to be informed by the empirical  evidence of the efforts that have been made, to create media entities in our region.  We  also have the experience of the several community newspapers in the region as well as the failures that have occurred to show us the places and pitfalls we should avoid.

 In summary therefore, I would like to stress that for community broadcasting to succeed in the Caribbean it is necessary to  :

A. discuss and agree upon simple criteria that are likely to lead to  sustainable, credible, effective conduits for the voices and thoughts and most deeply felt opinions of the voiceless and marginalised populations of the Caribbean. Caring and effective parenting with a history of service to the community is a necessary pre-condition. If no community organization or suitable NGO exists, then one needs to be created and this new entity must go through a period during which it gains the trust and ownership of the people and communities it serves BEFORE conceiving of creating a community station that can take its proper place in the edifice we hope to construct.  Several existing   community broadcasting entities do not meet this standard and I believe every effort should be made to develop working alliances between such entities and effective community organizations that stand a good chance of sustaining themselves, given the challenges faced by the small states of the Caribbean in the global environment.

B.    work towards placing each Caribbean community broadcasting entity upon a

path toward sustainability by focusing upon the quality services it  can deliver and 

the stakeholders it can therefore attract to sustain itself. The playing field upon 

which these entities have to survive must be skewed towards success, bearing in

mind the  critical  necessity of all Caribbean states to ensure that as many of their 

citizens as possible have a means of expressing themselves through a medium they 

consider  to be  credible, accessible and in which they have achieved a level of 

ownership. Governments, the mainstream media, CBU and other important 

stakeholders and constituencies must be fully confronted with the roles that 

community broadcasting entities can play in the critical areas of social development 

and the need for their creation, growth and sustenance to be encouraged as

important partners.

When such questions have been addressed, thought could be given to how new tools like the Internet can be used to bolster and accelerate the achievement of break-even on operations.

