ISSN: 1138-9761 / www.cac.cat

QUADERNS
DEL CAC

Quebec’s new television in the internet revolution

JEAN-PAUL LAFRANCE!
PhD, Professor at the Université du Québec in Montréal

jeanpaul.lafrance@gmail.com

Abstract

Nowadays, various studies or analyses predict the end of tele-
vision. What are the causes? The digital revolution, the deve-
lopment of the internet, the proliferation of broadcasting and
audiovisual platforms, the availability of new production and
broadcasting tools, the discrediting of traditional financing
models, the transformation of consumer habits regarding cul-
tural products, etc. The author analyses the evolution of tele-
vision in Quebec, taking into account technical, economical,
and social transformations in the media: a third-generation
television, the new face of instant information and culture.
In conclusion, we could say that this is a question of “perso-
nal” television which allows people to exist in the media.

Key words
Television, Quebec, internet, multi-broadcasting, convergen-
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Resum

En l'actualitat, podem trobar diferents estudis o analisis que
auguren el final de la televisié. Quines en sén les causes? La
revolucié digital, el desenvolupament d’internet, la prolifera-
cidé de les plataformes de difusio i les plataformes audiovi-
suals, la disponibilitat de noves eines per a la produccié i la
difusié, el descrédit dels models tradicionals de finangament,
la transformacié dels habits dels consumidors respecte dels
productes culturals, etc. Lautor analitza I'evolucié de la tele-
visié al Quebec, tenint en compte les transformacions técni-
ques, economiques i socials dels mitjans de comunicacio: una
televisié de tercera generacid, la nova cara de la informacio i
la cultura de la instantaneitat.

En conclusié, podriem dir que es tracta d’una televisié “per-
sonal” que permet a les persones existir als mitjans de comu-
nicacio.

Paraules clau
Televisid, el Quebec, internet, multidifusié, convergéncia, cul-
tura de la instantaneitat.

Have we reached the end of television,2 or only its implosion,
as some people have claimed?® Currently, reports on this issue
are not positive, at least regarding general interest television.
Television audiences have always been protected in Quebec
because of the specific nature of the language (some seven
million French speakers in a sea of three hundred million
English speakers), and because of the specific nature of its
Franco-Latin culture and the originality of its media creation,
etc. But things might change.

An amazing paradox! Television is losing its audience but the
public has never seen so many electronic images — on the
internet, on their mobile phones, on videogames, on the sub-
way, on the walls of their homes, in their neighbourhood... It's
also important to stress that some programmes still enjoy envi-
able success, such as sports (the Football World Cup,
American football, the Roland Garros tournament, the Tour de
France, the Giro in ltaly and the Vuelta in Spain, Canadian
hockey), reality shows and popular series such as Lost, Six
Feet Under or Sex in the City. Various alternative media such

as YouTube and blogs replace, by 80%, the content of the so-
called traditional media. It's as if the public has never seen so
many images produced by television, but away from the small
screen...

But most media analysts still believe that the traditional
media — especially general interest television — are doomed
in the medium term. As the North American author Bob
Garfield* claims, “after records, newspapers and magazines,
before books and the radio, television as we know it will dis-
appear. The music industry has been the first to suffer because
of iPod and MP3 files. Newspapers are in the eye of the storm
now and are suffering greatly”. Then, on the list of victims,
comes magazines and, behind them, radio. In America, televi-
sion viewers have decreased annually by 2% for the last ten
years and advertising revenue on the main American channels
has fallen by 15% this year”.

What are the causes of this disaster? Everyone has their own
theory, but all arrive at the same conclusions:

e The digital revolution allows the translation of all data into
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a standard format, be they images, videos or films, sounds,
texts and software, and makes it possible to process, combine,
update and transmit all information at a lower cost and higher
speed.

e The development of the internet, with its false free culture,
allows everyone to share new media products, which leads to
us witnessing a globalisation of cultural industries. Television
is fragmented into multiple channels — 100, 200 or 300 - and,
because of globalisation, each country brings its own share of
channels to the grand banquet of images. To my knowledge,
there are over 300 channels in the Middle East. How many
general, local, themed, religious, sporting and film channels
are offered on cable and satellite networks in the United
States? Certainly more than 500. In Quebec, television viewers
who subscribe to a cable or satellite system can access 100
different programmes, apart from radio broadcasts and video
on demand.

e The multiplication of broadcasting platforms: the prolifera-
tion of audiovisual viewing platforms (television screens, PCs,
mobile telephones, DVDs, iPods and iPads) and access to
unregulated broadcasters (YouTube, Blogosphere, Facebook,
Twitter, etc.) suggests that television content will migrate away
from the small screen.

e The availability of new, miniature and easy-to-use produc-
tion gadgets (video cameras, mobile telephones with cameras,
editing software), publication tools (YouTube, MySpace, Flickr,
Twitter, Blogosphere) and word and image audiovisual process-
ing has enabled a certain degree of democratisation of produc-
tion methods. Increasingly, young people know how to produce
audiovisual content for their own purposes or distribution
amongst friends, interest groups or for wider broadcasting.

e Since the advent of the internet, the technical ease of pira-
cy has spread the false free culture. We may think that the tra-
ditional economic model of television is no longer valid, given
the fragmentation of advertising in a world in which there are
plenty of specialist television channels and radio stations, and,
most importantly, the shift of an ever-increasing part of this
range towards the internet and the loss of advertising revenue
when going from one medium to another.® On the other hand,
what further diminishes the general television audience is the
proliferation and popularity of channels (sports, news, films,
culture, cookery, etc., on cable or satellite), which do not have
the costs of general programming, with public service obliga-
tions.®

e The change in consumer habits of cultural products means
that television viewers have the freedom to choose (the public
no longer has to depend on a network, a schedule or a format)
and they want to participate in the production of messages
(public journalism, self-production, participative internet, social
media). If a young person, aged 10 to 25, is a ’telenaut’,7 they
are someone who navigates between television, the internet
and videogames. If they are older they can probably afford a
large, high-definition digital screen to watch reruns of films or
series like Fortier, Desperate Housewives or Lost. In reality,

telenauts always watch television, but in a distracted manner,
while talking to friends, answering emails or playing Sims 2 (if
a girl) or, if a competitive boy, and into the latest crazes, he
plays World of Warcraft, a multi-player game online. Television
programmes are too slow for him, he wants to be proactive. It
must be said: television has become a secondary medium; the
computer, with its many facilities for expression, communica-
tion and production, takes pride of place.

In summary, as Olivier Ezratty8 says: television is the last step
in media that is passing through the sieve of digital conver-
gence. And yet we are already halfway there. Television is
becoming multiform: from low resolution on mobiles to PCs, to
high definition on large screens; from the big channels to ama-
teur television to YouTube; from family television to person-
alised television you can watch anywhere, on any object, as
well as the multiple input channels (cable, satellite, terrestrial,
internet) and output (Wi-Fi, PC, mobiles, screens, internet).
Consumers receive a veritable avalanche of free and pay-per-
view programmes.

The necessary adaptation of today’s television

The media are trying, intermittently, to adapt themselves to the
digital world in which business models that have helped then
to develop are no longer sustainable. Although, in these times
of recession, the economic viability of different products offered
to the public is surprising, this should not overshadow the fun-
damental debate: generalist television continues to be, by a
long shot, the main producer of audiovisual content. But as the
saying goes, we mustn't throw out the baby with the bathwa-
ter! What can we replace television with, since it's the main
production source for media content, such as the newspapers,
which provide us with largely original information? Generally,
all the social networks are parasites that happily plagiarise
what newspapers or television produce; in fact, they react to
events, rather than inform or explain.9 This is evident with
Twitter, which is a “great sounding box” of daily rumours, cur-
rently known as buzz.*®

Everyone talks about headlines and reports in the press and
on television, morning to night, and we all refer to images we
have seen on television, especially on generalist television. As
is shown by an American study carried out by the PEW
Foundation, 80% of what is on YouTube has been copied from
television broadcasts: new television content available on the
internet, such as web-series,'! is only profitable if they are
bought by the large networks.

How does Radio Canada manage?:

1. Multi-broadcasting solution: images migrate from the
small screen to a variety of supports, travelling through net-
works in new formats (web-series), through the internet or 3G
telephone (such as iPod and iPad) or recorded on DVD. If tele-
vision literally implodes, and increasingly loses its audiences, it
bursts, on the other hand spreading images in our environ-
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ment: this is its tragedy in the economic territory. The solution:
to implement multimedia strategies in the respective media
groups, which will help them recuperate all the production
benefits by products being reproduced on television, radio,
newspapers and magazines, on the internet, telephone, etc.
Radio Canada'? is improving its integration in three areas: tel-
evision, radio and the internet.

2. The benefits of convergence: TVA, the private generalist
Francophone channel, has created a powerful media group
called the Québécor group: general and themed television, dis-
tributed by cable, telephone (fixed and mobile), news web-
sites, newspapers, magazines, etc. According to the group'’s
president, Pierre-Karl Péladeau: “Convergence is essentially a
term used to describe a process which is used in all industries:
integration. The term convergence has been in vogue for the
past two years. Before, we spoke of synergy. It's the same.”?
“In the past, we defended concentration; now it's time to inte-
grate. Different times mean different ways. Content circulates
from one medium to another... and the profits follow! It's the
miracle recipe of reality television, which is financed by reunit-
ing various media around the small screen, such as the inter-
net, mobile phone, blogs, etc., and it knows, moreover, how to
exploit its windows of opportunity, capitalising on the invest-
ment of the media empire which produces it: revenue that
comes from websites, voting via the mobile network or cable
subscriptions, from newspaper and magazine coverage, from
the sale of products (records, CDs, shows, adverts of all
kinds), etc.

3. Financial contribution of distributors: nowadays, in
Canada, cable suppliers (cable and satellite companies) invest
part of their clients’ subscriptions but only for pay channels
($1 or $2 per subscriber, per theme, per themed channel). The
CRTC™ has so far refused to do the same for conventional tel-
evision. Although it will (eventually) allow private networks
(TVA, Canwest, Global) to do so, this has not been the case
with Radio Canada. Difficult to understand, right? However,
the income gap between the generalist and specialist channels
is growing ever wider. “According to last week’s figures pub-
lished by CRTC, the income of companies that distribute the
signal (by cable or satellite) increased by $1,100 million from
the previous year (2009) to reach $11,400 million. The prof-
it margin (before tax) is, approximately, 25%, from a total of
$2,300 million in 2009. During the same period, the total
income from private channels fell by around 8%, below $2
million. The reduction in operating costs has not resulted in
profits and these companies finally lost $116 million in
2009."*°

Television nowadays is third generation
To say that television has evolved in the last fifty years is noth-

ing new. In line with Umberto Eco, researchers speak of
‘arqueotelevision’,16 ‘neotelevision!’” and ‘post-television’, or,

in fewer words, of television for grandparents, parents and,
nowadays, children.

The beginnings of television (called director television) has
resulted in the evolution of mindsets and is, undoubtedly, one
of the most distinguishing aspects which in Quebec is called
the silent revolution of the 1960s (which involved the secular-
isation of society, the creation of a public function and the
unionisation of workers, the development of important cultural
institutions such as Radio Canada, the resurgence of an inde-
pendent newspaper such as Le Devoir and the sexual revolu-
tion), which helped to present the rural world (in a fictitious
series that lasted twenty years: Un homme et sén péché, for
example) to city dwellers, and for city dwellers to people living
in rural areas (La plouffe, another important soap opera);*® on
a linguistic level, it has slowly removed regional accents and
peculiarities; on a political scale it has “freed the mouths”
(social and working revolution) and the heart (sexual revolu-
tion); in cultural terms, it has put the arts, painting and singing
under the spotlight. We remember how grandmothers may
have been surprised and, still, remain stupefied at seeing soap
opera actors and actresses passionately kissing: it was like
turning the light on for scenes that only normally happen in the
bedroom. What a surprise it was to the people in the commu-
nity television area of Saint-Félicien, in 1960, when they saw
images of their main street on their screens; they not only saw
the Eiffel Tower or the White House, they were also part of the
world to watch and love; it was like having a mirror in front of
them to see...

Above all, television in the 1980s and 1990s was, according
to Dominique Mehl’s'® nice turn of phrase, television of intima-
cy and family life, and allowed for the evolution of customs and
the amicable settlement of familiar conflicts. In Janette
Bertrand’s soap operas (Quelle famille, Grand-papa) or Lise
Payette's (La bonne aventure, Des dames de coeur, Les
machos), many dramas have been avoided in relationships
between parents and children, men and women, Lamour avec
un grand A, feminine and feminist revolution, the questioning
of religious taboos, homosexuality...

In its third generation, television has a more global perspec-
tive in which the problems that are dealt with include drugs,
prostitution, marital infidelity, street-gang violence, ethnicity;
the objective is more difficult, action is faster, in the style of
action cinema: it is Desperate Housewives or Beautés dés-
espérées (Quebec), Lost in the United States or Perdus in
Quebec, 24, Fortier, etc. But television nowadays is, above all,
television that cares about people, that tells them how to take
care of their health, how they can eat well, how to look after
their children, how to live as a couple, how to lose weight, how
to save the planet, how to travel. In short, how to be happy. In
an era of insecurity, because of climate change, terrorist
attacks, pandemics, environmental risks, diseases, traffic acci-
dents, tobacco, alcohol or drug poisoning, television calms and
advises. But if we are a little critical, television does two things
at the same time: while it creates serenity it also spreads inse-
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curity. It fits together all the pieces in the dreaded pandemic flu
virus A (H1IN1), the farmers in remote areas of Montana in the
USA fear an attack by Al-Qaeda, travellers willingly accept
physical examinations on planes just in case... Television is the
best self-monitoring device that our post-modern society could

apply.

The new face of news

Why is there news through the night, which allows people to
go to bed after checking on how the planet is doing? Nowadays
news is available all hours of the day and night. Paul Cauchon,
from Le Devoir, believes that the news world is changing: “Is
television news still the star programme of Radio Canada? Its
content, maybe. Its traditional broadcasting mode, definitely
not. Audience levels are not what they used to be (nor VAT)."?°
There are increasingly fewer people watching evening news on
the television only to “get the headlines”. Why? Because news
is everywhere, at anytime and anywhere, on large media news
websites, which constantly renew their home pages, to the 24-
hour news channels that continue to multiply, to news feeds
that circulate by computer (known as RSS), to free newspapers
given out on the underground, to radios, etc. But this informa-
tion is fragmented, divided, in sound bites, as flashes.

For example, in the case of sports news, cable channels
have recently appeared with news briefs: sports results, but,
above all, summaries of matches, notable figures, exploits.
Contrary to written information, they bring spectacular images,
30-second videos, impressive tackles, fortunate pick-ups,
unexpected shots, incredible car accidents — as sports com-
mentators, we are short of superlatives! Nowadays, the audio-
visual sector looks for virtual snapshots that the media can
repeat automatically and ad nauseam: the images of the Twin
Towers crumbling on 11 September 2001 captured by an ama-
teur, the bird covered in oil during the Gulf War, J. F. Kennedy
collapsing in his convertible, Zidane's header... Nowadays,
there are millions of targets on the lookout for the supreme or
sublime moment. We no longer live in the era of direct culture
but in an instantaneous culture, which summarises an event in
a clip, which stigmatises it. The abolition of duration, the idol-
atry of eternal time, the spectacular staging — this is how we
destroy the continuation of things, transforming all events into
different facts, into things that happen by chance, this is how
man succumbs to image. There are increasingly more broad-
casts (often coming from the United States and from police files
themselves) that do nothing but show various spectacular
events, unbelievable police chases, arrests that have ended
badly or strange or unusual events, images of tornados or nat-
ural catastrophes.21 We see it, we are surprised, we say we are
against it and we carry on as normal. Paraphrasing the title of
a popular programme, Dréles de vidéos! (‘Funny videos’), why
would that person act like that, what is the context and what
were the circumstances that explain the strange behaviour, is

explanation futile? As Jacques Brel said in his song, Au suiv-
ant...

Obviously, we say that information is interesting when it is
new: as professors of communication say to their students,
“dog bites man” is not an interesting piece of news, but “man
bites dog” is... The problem is the speed images are projected
and the amalgamation between different important events and
facts, between so-called ‘human interest’ stories (the famous
‘human interest’) and the sociological nature of information.
Too much information kills information!

Instant culture

The discovery of a new sociability less limited to the local and
national environment of a person but also global, is very much
inspired by social networks on the internet, mobile phones and
online videogames. Online game players (playing things like
World of Warcraft, WoW) used to be considered antisocial or
neurotic, like schizophrenic nerds. They might even invent a
new way of living, all together, of contacting each other and
sharing a way of living, ultimately in a relatively superficial way,
with no real commitment. A kind of being there, living for the
moment alongside each other: | am, | exist, because | am talk-
ing to you, where are you, what are you doing, what's happen-
ing, what’s new... A kind of social chatter, “small talk”?? as the
Anglo-Saxons say, which hides a profound feeling of solitude,
the tragic condition of being isolated and without depth, the
painful feeling of not being able to delve into something to see
the human condition of a human being in its finiteness. This is
the message, both serious and terrified, from a journalist of a
popular magazine:

“We are too informed. Over-informed? | have nothing
against this, but...

Now, when | sit with a book and | have read four or five
pages, | can’t help but look at the computer... There are a
dozen new messages. It's obvious | am missing something if
| don't read them, | feel displaced... “This is what's mislead-
ing. When we are not constantly connected to Twitter or
Facebook, we have the sensation of being disconnected and
we are scared people will say: “You're not with it; you've been
away for two hours!”

Have | turned into a cyber-addict? | think and fear that |
have..."?3

Through chat, Twitter or Facebook, we promise nothing, only
being there; we share together, as adolescents, the desire to
console ourselves of the world’s insecurity, of things that hap-
pen, of the universe that we do not understand, of the disease
that stalks us, of the death that comes to us...

In conclusion, we could talk at length about personal televi-
sion that allows individuals to exist in the media, the idea of
television being like a mirror that reflects the image of what |
am or what | want to be... From the beginning of the 1990s

Quaderns del CAC 35, vol. XIll (2) - December 2010



J.-P. LAFRANCE

Quebec’s new television in the internet revolution

new television shows have appeared based on the speech of
so-called “normal” people: reality shows, confessional pro-
grammes, TV forums... In France, these programmes are Vie
privée/vie publique, Toute une histoire, amongst others. The
precursor to all these is, without doubt, the gossip press, pres-
ent in newspapers before.

But today people are going further and further: they reveal
cases of incest, rape, physical and moral abuse, of parents
abandoning their children, lives lived under the influence of
drugs, torture in times of war, etc.; all these vices or deviations
that used to be kept secret by families, couples or individuals.

It is fashionable to confess or “to come out of the closet”. We
talk less and less about homosexuality and transsexuality,
since coming out of the closet is becoming more and more of
a non-event; this behaviour is considered normal and we only
show what's surprising or shocking. We are victims or execu-
tioners. It is the regime of “show all — see all"? Transparency
is not only the whim of politicians... Television is becoming an
open confessional that permits the absolution of all sins
through the simple act of confessing in public. Television cen-
tred on the self, which feeds confusion between the public and
private sphere.
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advertisers’ target audience. Specialist channels have
increased their audience by 19%. In fact the global market
share of all specialist channels is now around 40%. For exam-
ple, everyone knows that RDS (the sports-themed channel)
reached record audiences with hockey.

Telenaut is an acronym formed by the contraction of tele-
vision and inter-nauts, created in a research paper entitled:
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out of 10 stories presented to social networks came from tra-
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But what is this buzz? See the French definition in Wikipedia:
buzz is a marketing technique which consists, as its name
indicates, of making noise about a new product or offer. Buzz
has grown considerably with the appearance of new informa-
tion and media technologies. In fact, these types of broadcast-
ing allow the multiple propagation of messages, at high rates
and low cost. But the genre’s limits lie in its chaotic mode of
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another, from one format to another, from one time to anoth-
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common in the United States, Quebec and, to a lesser extent,
in France.
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from the 1930s, from the era of radio...
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