Stalin and the Big 8:
Ratlio’s secret weapons
in the Age of Immediacy

by Franklin Raff

“Howw can we estabitsh an audio-
fink right along the froni-fine?
{We mustl record every rustle, ev-
erywhisper, the sound of @ cater-
SRl a public speaker’s address,
ete. In the broadeasting program
of every radio station, a fixed
ratio can be established betiween
radiodramas, radio concerts, and
widio news from the life of the
peoples i every land, A radio-
newshaper minus paper and lim-
s of distance: that is vadios
basic significarnce.”

— DrzigaVertov(Mikhail Kaufman) |

Kinopravda & Radiopravda, 1925,

It has been 75 vears aleeady since
Wertow wiote his Leninist ‘new tech-
nology! treatises and manifestos; it
has been some 55 years since his
ideas were suffocated by Stalin's
bureavcracies. But in his own for-
malist-propagandist way, Verov
predicted our strongest selling
proposition: as catalysts of imagina-
tions gn miasse, free from the Anan-
cial and temporal constraints of
ourdared (paper) delivery systems,
WVertov maintained madio news
ahould fandamentaliy serve as "an
audiolink fght along the froneline”
an aggressive observer and partici-
pant in the lives of its listeners.
Many of our programmers have
comne 1o believe that contempo-
rary demogrphic targeting and
music repetition-programming
trends have indoctrinated us with
certain false ideas, one of them
being that stations should strive to
appeal to an inattentive audience.

We are increasingly forced 1o de-
fend this philosophy, as its practical
execttion has helped generate a
maticn of inatentdve listeners. Atthe
S fime, Contemporary arpeting
praciices dictate that programming
shouldn't try to be all things to all

peopla (12+). We all play the pin- |

point demopraphic/psychographic
targeting game, of course, and
the quality movement nstructs
us o benchmark-to chase-our
industry leaders while carving a
niche and cutting costs. But in the
face of radio's declining national
audience shares, many business
professionals wonder whether we
lemmings are not simply trving to
mount each other en rowle

I do not mourn the days when
racic was new, when national net-
works were new, or even for the
infancy of free-form FM Rock 'n Roll
radio. But allow me, at least, to
headken ta the hard-hitting, blood-
and-guts style of CKLW AM 800 in
the late sixties and eardy seventies. |
arn thinking of CELW's 20/20
Mews—news o a lop-40 station—
pictieered by Byron MacGregor,
Grant Hudson, and the sient

Bevarch-ops thar ensured heavy' au- |

din element layering with a o air
failure’ mandate 1o seamlessly wage
an all-out audio attack. CELW-—
The Big 8—was a madbouse of
sound, It demanded active
listenership, It did oy o be every-
thing o everybody. And CKLW was
a ferocious success. Under Bill
Drake, CK held ar number one
(and only occasionally number teo)
in Detrait, Cleveland, Toledo and
Akron/Canton, All while gamering
erqually astonishing numbers north
of the border.

Of course itwas the ‘linle things'
that made CRLW win. While com-
petitors read the news at the top of
the hour, for instance, CKs hits
broke at the top-teenties for news
bits that were as brief, wrenching,
and compelling as gunfire,
Hudson's news copy was legend-
ary. Former CKLW D] Mike Riv-
ers recalls Hudson's reporting 2

s

local pedestrian-traffic fatality: The
victim was “strained through the
arille of a 65 Cadillac.” And though
copy was hypercreative, CK's
teletype-clacking, SFX-bedded,
caller-eyewilness cuiaways would
launch in and out of the hits in
seconds minimizing the ne-out
Factor, meaximizing TSL. The sound
was bigfime, the content was
local. CK broke the news. It was
said: First you called the cops,
then you called The Big 8,
Today's radic has a new ad-
vantage when il comes o report-
ing the news, a secret weapon the
Big B would have eagerly em-
ploved: cell phones. Each is a
microphone and a Marti; each
listener 5 an eyewilness. From
the standpoint of production, it
takes no more than a few minates
to verly a story {call volume,
police-band monitoring, erc.), edir,
and break the news, Compare this
with the clip-gathering, layout,
and postproduction tmes of our
TV, print and Internet competi-
sl Today, rapid response is more

important than ever: In anage of |
limitless media cholces, news |

CONSUMETs expect bnntediacy.
Convergence hasarmed mdio with
an unprecedented capability for
nearly instantaneous on-line eye-
witness action reporting.

Radio is still positioned, tech-

+ nelogically, to dominare the front

lines of information media to
break the news, o scoop the
press, o get local. Yet this poten-
tial seems to be largely unfui-
filled. In small, medium, and
major market stations nabonwide,
air talent (where they remain)
pull ‘news' from the wire services
and regurgitate—cften tracking the
Vs hours before airtime. We are
usually last to repont the news,
and concurrently suffer from
chronic local content deficiency.
Do we believe that radic news
must be precedented or wvali-
dated by the national networks
and print? Or are we just (oo
short-sighted to propetly staffthe

air, production, and news depart-
ments of our stations?

To be sure, we are presently
more interested in benchmarking
our immediate competition (other
radio staticns) than in redefining
our approach o mdio program-
ming. Al Ries and Jack Trout, at
least, maintain that benchmarking
doesn't work. An eamest study of
national media avdience trends
might induce us to agree with
them. It is better 10 be first, they
say, than it is o be befter. History
would agree: From a program-
ming standpoint, at least, it may be
said that radio’s victors, news-
breaking stations like CELW, were
relentless, radical, and fearless in
their pursuit of the ey

Radio is softly losing the war
for national media audience
shares, and this is not altogether
due to the inherent strengths of
competing media.- Maybe it is
that we are relinquishing our
most crucial weapon: content.

| MNews is important; News/Talk

stations still garner a greater total
national audience share than any
other format. But if we resign
ourselves 1o regurgitative para-
sitism, how can we hope to
reposition ourselves at the top of
the food chain? Let us rermind
ourselves, at least, of Verov's
old idea: Radio technology has
intrinsic, immutabie strategic ad-
vantages with regard to the col-
lection and delivery of news and
entertainment. We are gatherers
and providers of compelling au-
dio content. Convergence has
multiplied our potental in this
regard. Times have indeed
changed, but the old guestion
rermains: Does our potential come
with a special duty? Is it our duty
to serve on the front lines?
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