
A Vision of the Future of American Radio 

-or- 

The Pacifica Manifesto 

Not many folks give any thought to the future of radio in America- for years, listeners have been 

turning off their AM/FM radios and listening to on-demand internet stations, iPods, and, though 

the format is facing a rapid death, CDs. Radio is crucial to a well educated and well informed 

society, and the demise of local radio nationwide will have real, severe, and highly negative 

consequences unless we the people can regain control of our public airwaves. 

Clear Channel, the largest radio conglomerate in the country, made a huge bet in the 1990s: that 

radio stations could be bought for huge sums of money in cities all across America, consolidated 

by firing most local staff, and controlled via satellite from a central command post. Clear 

Channel was bolstered by the passing of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, which 

deregulated media ownership by allowing one company to own multiple media outlets (TV, 

radio, newspaper) in the same city, a practice previously banned by law. By eliminating local 

control, vast sums of cash could be preserved, and any ad revenue would go straight to the 

company and the stockholders. For a while, this bet paid off: at their peak, the company spent 

$30 billion to purchase some 1,200 stations nationwide. Unfortunately, Clear Channel 

management refused to have a forward-looking business model, and severely underestimated the 

eventual impact of the internet and how the information superhighway would change listeners 

habits from one of non-interactive, passive radio, to fully interactive, on-demand programming 

via webcasting and the ubiquitous mp3 audio file. 

Now, Clear Channel, having been purchased by private investors via leverage buyout, is severely 

in debt and is forecast to file for bankruptcy sometime in 2010 as they cannot dump their stations 

fast enough at a price that would permit any profit whatsoever in the face of plunging ad 

revenues and listenership. Furthermore, in order to survive as long as possible, Clear Channel 

has fired all but *one* local DJ at most of their stations, and switched almost exclusively to 

network, voice tracked programming. This move destroys whatever credibility many stations had 

locally; no more live promotions, no more giveaways, no more requests played, no more local 

news or information. Local radio, thanks to Clear Channel and other conglomerates, has reached 

a nadir and is comatose. 

Enter local community media. Networks like NPR and Pacifica Radio allow and encourage local 

news, talk, and information, while providing a backbone for high quality national broadcasts like 

All Things Considered and Democracy Now!. The demise of Clear Channel and the rise of iPods 

have driven listeners away from music channels, but have benefited local community radio like 

NPR, whose audience has increased by 9% in 2008, one of the only growth stories in all of TV, 

radio, or newspaper. It’s obvious that radio audiences are demanding high quality, local news, 

talk, and entertainment programs, and the ball is clearly in the court of local community-based 



media. It’s time we start to hammer the nail in the coffin of commercial radio conglomerates, but 

we need to change our ways in the following: 

1) NPR and Pacifica Radio, in particular, need to steer away from left-wing talk. By no means should 

NPR or Pacifica start to carry right-wing talk (that market is oversaturated as it is), but these 

networks need to produce more high-quality, independent news programs along the lines of 

Democracy Now!, that would satisfy the public thirst for non-corporate news and information. 

WBAI, Pacifica’s flagship sister station in New York City, has consistently been losing listeners 

and their donation base due to overuse of left-wing talk. *Left-wing talk has never been 

profitable in radio history. Ever.*  It’s the nature of the left-wing audience, not the content of the 

message, that left-wing talk radio has yet to succeed. News and information pays dividends, both 

in terms of public benefit and listener donations, but it has to be done without radical political 

slants, left or right. 

2) Local community radio needs to focus on top-shelf, high quality music programs. Production 

doesn’t necessarily need to be slick, but it does need to be tight. I’ve heard so many awful music 

programs on community radio that leaves me scratching my head, wondering if the hosts and DJs 

realize how amateur and non-professional they sound. If they need more training using the 

mixing console, or need speech training, so be it- give it to them before allowing them to 

continue on the air. Poor production quality and poor audio on the radio leads to massive 

amounts of listeners flocking to their iPod or television.  

3) Music programming on community radio SHOULD BE MAINSTREAM!! This used to not be 

the case!  More and more genres on commercial music radio stations are fading away, like 

smooth jazz or adult standards, as commercial networks are switching music FM stations to 

lower-cost, and higher profit, right-wing talk. This is a *huge* opening for community radio 

stations to fill in the gaps, not with niche programming like bluegrass or indie rock, but with high 

quality music from artists the public knows and loves. Oldies artists from the 1950s are no longer 

represented on the dial in most markets, any charting song outside of the top 5 from the 1960s-

1990s are no longer played on commercial radio, and the few music stations left have playlists of 

fewer than 300 songs. *Community radio can easily double their audience and donations by 

playing more mainstream music artists and genres that commercial broadcasters have all 

but left behind.* 

4) Pacifica Radio needs to start feeding high quality music programming to the entire network. The 

network needs to find, and cultivate, the best quality music program in each respective genre 

from their existing network of affiliates and feed that show, weekly, to the entire network. It’s 

the best of both worlds- independent, non-corporate music programming, with the touch and feel 

of a polished professional broadcast. I envision, for example, a true independent alternative to 

the god-awful American Top 40 with Ryan Seacrest. Pacifica can, and should, find a DJ and 

producer with the skills (I’ll be the first to volunteer) to put together a progressive weekly chart 

featuring songs and artists that represent the future of pop music, as selected by the music 

directors from affiliates across the country. It would be like a “Heatseekers” version of the 

American Top 40, which would rapidly become one of the most influential music programs in 

the country. Pacifica could- and should- represent the cutting edge of music, and with the right 



selections, can be the network that trendsetters tune to for the latest and greatest in pop music, 

well before commercial networks catch on. 

5) Local music should be played and featured on local stations, and if one artist or song begins to 

soar on a local level, that artist or song should be immediately brought to the attention at the 

network level and promoted nationally. That’s how many artists and songs became huge hits 

from the 1960s-1990s, and that kept radio fun and progressive during that era. All it takes is one 

local music director with a keen ear to good music, and the influence of radio airplay can once 

again become critical to the success not only of an artist or a record label, but for the recording 

industry itself. This can, in turn, lead to a warming relationship between the recording industry 

and radio once again, which has taken a very sour turn in recent years. 

6) Pacifica Radio needs to abandon the “good ole boys” style of management and rotate GMs, PDs, 

and MDs at each network sister station until they find personnel that can properly manage with 

authority and success. Each person at each position needs to be given 6 months to prove their 

worth at either the network or local level, or else get axed. Political factions and infighting at the 

Pacifica network level and flagship stations like WBAI have severely hampered progress (and 

donations), and could lead to outright failure of stations and loss of frequencies. Good network, 

and station, management needs to be effective at building bridges and seeking consensus, neither 

of which have been occurring. The jury is still out on the usefulness of the Local Station Board, 

but since that grand idea has only led to more infighting, I believe the LSB idea should be fully 

abandoned and the power of the station’s programming left autonomously in the hands of skilled 

station staff. NPR doesn’t have such issues due to more corporate (and government) management 

structure. 

Few of these ideas are going to be cheap, particularly the production of high-quality news/talk 

and music programs. But local radio cannot survive the current state, and it is imperative that 

community radio step up their effort to appeal to the mainstream audience with non-political, 

non-corporate information and entertainment programming. 

I envision growing audiences for independent community radio stations as commercial 

conglomerates continue to insult the intelligence of the listening public, but those audiences need 

to be given top-shelf programs to retain listenership and donations in the long-term. I encourage 

any station or network representative to contact me to open a dialogue about how we can all 

work together to save the future of American radio. 
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