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‘PRAIRIE COMPANION’ IN PUBLIC RADIO ROW

By RICHARD MAHLER

here was a time when internal

political debates inside public radio

were as calm as life in Lake
Woebegon, the Minnesota hamlet con-
jured up by Garrison Keillor on “A
Prairie Home Companion.”

The two-hour comedy/variety show
(heard 6 p.m. Saturdays on KUSC, 91.5)
is a mix of plain Midwestern common
sense, unelectrified folk music and Keil-
lor’s monologues about life in Lake
Woebegon, where the children are all
above average.

But for all its serenity, “Prairie Home
Companion™ has become the hot point in
a debate that supposedly puts public
radio and about 300 publicly supported
stations, as one manager put it, “at a
crossroads.”

Ron Kramer, general manager of
KSOR-FM in Ashland, Ore., is spear-

heading a vigorous ign chall
the practices of “Prairie Home Compan-
ion's" distributor, the fledgling American
Public Radio Network. On top of that
there are charges of conflict of interest
on the part of an APR board member,
Wallace A. Smith, general manager of
KUSC-FM of Los Angeles. He's one of
five National Public Radio station man-
agers who formed the rival APR network
in January, 1982, and soon after acquired
“Companion” for exclusive distribution.
“If Garrison Keillor ever gets sick, that
network’s out of business,” growled NPR
President Frank Mankiewicz last year.
Mankiewicz, Kramer and many others
within the public radio industry see
“Companion” as a major building block
for the privately held APR network.
Kramer feels the popular series was used
as “a club” to line up more than 200

cial stations that previously
had obtained Keillor's show through
APR's parent organization, Minnesota
Public Radio. Most stations agreed to join
American Public Radio last spring—de-
spite higher prices for the program—
rather than give up “Prairie Home
Companion” and its considerable audi-
ence.
Kramer decided to buck the trend as a
matter of principle, claiming APR is

modeling itself after commercial radio
and violating the rules governing public
radio outlets.

“The decision that is made on this issue
is going to shape a great deal of what
public radio is in the future,” Kramer said
in a phone interview. “I don't think
Congress said or intended to say (to
public stations) that we ought to prosti-
tute ourselves in order to survive, and
yet that's the implication that’s being
made by American Public Radio and 1
think that's the road down which they
are trying to lead us.” -

At issue is APR's decision to market
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“Companion” on an exclusive basis to
member stations. The net result is that
only one public radio station in each city
is permitted to air the program. Kramer
and several other station managers insist
that programs produced and distributed
with taxpayer funds, such as ““Compan-
ion,” must be made available to all public
stations.

A key figure in the dispute, Wallace
Smith believes that “exclusivity will
begin to promote the idea of diversity” on
public stations. He points out that Na-
tional Public Radio, which makes its
programming available to all public sta-
tions, allows all five Los Angeles County
NPR-affiliates to broadcast its daily
news magazines, “Morning Edition” and
“All Things Considered,” and in some
cases simultaneously.

“I don't believe that we really serve a
community well if we make all the same
programming available to all of the
stations and we end up with a kind of
monopoly of sound,” says Smith, who is
adding a Santa Barbara station to KUSC's
mini-network this fall. (KUSC programs
KCPB-FM Thousand Oaks, acquired by
USC last year.)

In Pasadena, former NPR board mem-
ber and KPCC-FM general manager
John Gregory is angry about KUSC's
exclusive hold on APR programming,
which includes the Los Angeles Philhar-
monic concert series and more than a

dozen other mostly fine arts programs.

“KUSC does not cover our signal area,”
Gregory declares. “No matter what Wal-
ly Smith might say, the residents in those
areas will tell you that.” Gregory esti-
mates that 2 million potential listeners in
KPCC's broadcast range are being denied
access to “Prairie Home Companion” and
other APR offerings.

Gregory agrees with Kramer that an
apparent conflict of interest is raised by
Smith’s directorship on both APR and
NPR boards. Last month, Kramer asked
the Federal Communications Commis-
sion to investigate the matter and delay
renewal of Minnesota Public Radio’s six
broadcast licenses pending the outcome.

“Obviously,” Smith concedes, “I have a
special feeling for American Public Ra-
dio, and I'm going to want to be able to
make that program available through
APR. On the other hand, I have incredi-
ble interest in the future and success of
National Public Radio.”

Mankiewicz has backed off from a
statement last year alleging that Smith
was “out to get rid of (him).” He told
Calendar recently that the conflict of
interest question and other APR-related
issues should more properly be pursued
outside the government-supported net-
work.

Kramer “may be right'” on exclusivity,
said Mankiewicz, but added: “It's a
complicated legal question. I suppose
ultimately he might be able to get it into
court or before some commission, but it's
not for me or NPR to decide that.”

Meanwhile, APR President Bill Kling,
who spearheaded the formation of Min-
nesota Public Radio in the 1970s, insists
that APR is designed to complement,
rather than compete, with NPR and
justifies exclusivity as a means of serving
the public while making programs more
attractive for underwriting purposes.
“On every charge that Kramer has
raised, he has been proven by our legal
analysts to be inaccurate,” Kling de-

clares.

Kramer's supporters, however, believe
in the principle they see at stake. “‘I agree
with Kling that programs should be for
the public,” concludes KPCC program
director Larry Shirk. “It should be for the
entire public, though, not just a por-
tion.” 0O

Mahler is West Coast correspondent for
Broadcasting magazine.
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