To the Local Station Board of KPFA:

Facilities:  We have heat!  The remanufactured compressor, combined with Bob Nelson’s diligent service to the station, has now (for the first time in two years?) remedied a situation which had negatively impacted the work environment.

With regard to the rodent concerns which began in the Thai restaurant on the corner, spread to Pacifica Foundation headquarters, and then finally migrated to KPFA, Dan “The Rat Man” is in the process of providing detailed recommendations with regard to addressing the restaurant’s deteriorating structural integrity so that his trapping of the rodents will render the restaurant, foundation headquarters, and the station “vermin free” for the foreseeable future.

Taking advantage of the favorable weather conditions, an agreement has been entered into and a down payment has been made on the painting of the broadcast tower.

In the coming weeks and months, we will continue to address the torn and frayed carpeting, the seasonal flooding and potential mold issues, and other long neglected facilities concerns.

I find myself in the uncomfortable position of having to apologize to this board for taking these actions.  I recognize that for some time these matters have been, if at all a priority, a very low one at best.  In recent budgets, there have been no monies set aside to address them, causing current station management to rob several Peters to pay for these workplace Pauls.

Perhaps I should have polled the LSB before moving on these concerns.  I might have surveyed the listeners to see if they wanted their hard-earned pledge dollars dedicated to such matters.  Maybe I could have asked all station personnel and guests to sign releases saying that they would not sue should their health and/or safety be jeopardized by these conditions.

But even if I had done all that, the station could still be held liable for fines and lawsuits as a result of the regulatory, health, and safety violations.  The general manager (even an interim general manger) is given the authority and the responsibility to address these concerns in order to protect the station.  In other words, I had no choice but to do my job, and so I did it.

To those who wish the funds used were dedicated to other areas of station operations, I can only say I heartily agree.  To those who understand that options simply did not exist, I thank you.

Off-air fundraising:  In order to increase revenue generation, to help cut down on the number of days spent in on-air pledge drive mode (currently three months of every year), and to enhance the balance of revenue streams serving the station, off-air fundraising continues to be a priority.

Working with Jim and Alice of Goal Busters, the planning for the Comprehensive Campaign (upon which the LSB was briefed and given handouts) has drawn to a close.  The official “kick off” will be in March, at a gathering hosted and attended by a group of the station’s members.

In an effort to “re-boot” the station’s legacy giving program, I have been in discussion with the gentleman who was responsible for establishing the program, The Lew Hill Society, with the station back in the 1990’s, Greg Lassonde.  Greg agrees that allowing the program to fall into a “passive state” has denied KPFA not just operating revenue, but possibly a sizable endowment which could stabilize the station’s fiscal environment.

Pacifica Foundation Radio’s Executive Director agrees that a legacy giving program should be a part of every Pacifica station, and should receive direction from the Foundation itself.  By negotiating with Mr. Lassonde, a group rate discount was achieved for each of the five Pacifica owned and operated stations and the Foundation.

The complete contract for Pacifica is currently being reviewed.  If it is deemed acceptable and then signed, the foundation-wide program will begin later this month.

One cause of concern resulted from outreach to firms which assist in other aspects of not-for-profit fundraising.  Some of you may be familiar with Kim Klein of Klein and Roth, one of the most prestigious fund raising consulting firms in the Bay Area.  I was unaware of Kim’s history with the station when I reached out to her firm.  Whatever your opinion of her or her firm, her response to me raises concerns which this Local Station Board should endeavor to address.

“Dear Richard—

      You may not know that I have tried to work with KPFA a few times, most recently with Andrew Phillips, but also going back off and on for 15 years.  I did some training of staff to get ready for the on-air drive and I made numerous recommendations for ways to move KPFA to a different level of fundraising. 

      I have always encountered resistance to any suggestion. In working with Andrew, I felt there was so much hostility between various sub groups that any real progress was impossible.  I am happy to talk with you, but unless there has been some major shift in the KPFA culture I don’t think we will be the right firm for you.

     Thanks for writing, and I wish you very good luck.”

Kim Klein
Proposed Schedule Changes:  As the feedback process moves forward, changes to the proposals continue and will be posted to the closed section of the station website.  Beyond the changes themselves, the process has brought forth the possibility of many dynamic changes across the spectrum of station operations.

Programmers have come forward with numerous proposals for concerts and special events designed to both promote the station (and individual programs) while raising vital off-air funds.  Others have come forward with plans which, with modest station assistance, would allow for greater off-air promotion of individual programs.  One programmer, whose partner designs websites, has relayed her willingness to donate her services to completely upgrade the KPFA website, addressing numerous issues from making it more searchable to monetizing it.

Just as important, the amorphous desire for change in the schedule which I have encountered since my arrival in May, is finally taking shape as most programmers have accepted the necessity for being a part of the change process which they prescribe for others.

However, earlier this week, an unpaid programmer met with me to tell me that a programmer organization had a meeting at which the members voted to express their desire that the current schedule remain unaltered.  Then, speaking as an individual, he passed along his suggestions for schedule changes.

His modest changes reflected not only his personal concerns, but a complete lack of understanding of the costs involved in scheduling, as well as the revenue generating capacity of specific time slots in the schedule.  Please keep in mind that while he is a long-time programmer, he does not have ready access to the above mentioned costs, nor does he necessarily have the same level of interest in lowering KPFA’s operational costs as the interim general manager does.  Thus his suggestions not only left in place the operational excesses inherent in KPFA’s current schedule, it added greatly to them.

Beyond the market research and outreach I used for every iteration of the proposed changes, perhaps I could have polled the LSB before moving on these concerns.  I might have surveyed the listeners to see how they would move the existing programs within the schedule.  Maybe in addition to soliciting feedback, I could have asked all station personnel and guests to draft grids reflecting their personal concerns and interests.

But even if I had done all that, the very people in whose hands rest the future of KPFA would have gone unrepresented.  From the millions of people within the station’s over-the air (and internet) footprint, we must find more listener members who currently find KPFA programming either inaccessible or unappealing.  They do not vote for LSB members nor do they listen or contribute to the offerings of the station’s programmers, yet winning them over is crucial to the survival of the station (and of station management!). The general manager (even an interim general manger) and the program director are given the authority and the responsibility to address these concerns in order to serve all listeners (current and future) as well as the station.  In other words, when people ask me why I even thought of making changes to the schedule, I tell them I had no choice but to do my job, and so I did it.

As a result, a final grid of proposed changes should be available shortly.  Assuming adequate off-air promotion can be purchased, and assuming further off-air revenue generating opportunities can be scheduled in order to both promote and fund programming while taking the burden off on-air fund drives, an interim schedule (to be replaced after no longer than a year with a more permanent schedule, complete with new shows) could be in place shortly after the Winter Fund drive ends in late February.

My Last LSB Meeting?:  In a recent phone conversation with Pacifica Foundation Radio’s Executive Director, I was told that the four candidates for the permanent GM position are currently receiving background checks.  After which they will be brought to the station to meet with and talk to staffers, programmers, and LSB members.  The selection process should conclude within a matter of weeks.

Just to clear up any possible misunderstanding, it is not as though I have been “champing at the bit” to leave KPFA.  While certain aspects of this station’s management have been quite challenging, I have been a media manager for over thirty (30) years.  It is a profession I enjoy.  Had I been brought to KPFA under different circumstances, I am certain I would have considered applying for the permanent position.

As it is, I can sincerely say that it has been a privilege to have served as KPFA’s iGM.  However, as have any number of my predecessors, I must also say that I am grateful that said privilege is drawing to a close.

While that may come as little surprise to most of you, I hope it is cause for concern for all of you.  I do not think an open, recorded meeting is the best venue in which to discuss the reasons for my gratitude.  Thus it is my hope that some of you will have the opportunity to meet with me during my remaining days here to discuss what might be done to create an environment more conducive to retaining management personnel.

With regard to the “care and feeding” of a GM, I urge you to consider NOT pursing that which some of you may most desire.  My immediate predecessor was aware that at various times during his tenure, he was strongly associated with a given division, group, caucus, or faction at the station.  Despite that, he always felt he was his own man.   As he put it:  “I may have been swallowed, but I was never digested.”

Still, he acknowledged that even the perception of selective allegiance diminished his ability to manage the entire station.  So while some of you may view the next GM as someone to win over to your side, by doing so you will eliminate his/her ability to effectively manage KPFA and thus ensure yet another early departure.  The manager must deal with everyone, and everyone must see him/her as someone with whom they can honestly deal.

One last bit of advice:  In the sports world, management of a struggling franchise will unfailingly mention that their team “is just two players from contenting.”  Inevitably, a wag in the press will respond, “Yeah, but those players are Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig.”  (Or “Bill Russell and Michael Jordan,” etc.)  The two players are invariably unavailable.

From my perspective, all KPFA needs are for two people to join the fold:  Gale Sayers and my mother.  Now just like Babe and Lou, you aren’t likely to attract either Gale or Mom.  (Gale is a successful businessman in Chicago and Mom went on to her reward some time ago.)  But if you can just recruit folks like the two of them, you will be well served.

Football Hall Of Famer Gale Sayers confronted racial prejudice throughout his football career.  Still, as with many of his contemporaries, he recognized that on the field, the only colors that mattered were “team colors.”  His Chicago Bears won not because they were one, big happy family, but because they put aside everything from differences to slurs in order to achieve their common goal.

In addition, Sayers was a master of establishing priorities.  Even his autobiography was titled, “I Am Third.”  A religious individual, Sayers felt that “God and God’s works are first; my family and friends are second; and I am third.”

At KPFA, everyone associated with the station should be able to agree on similar priorities:  “The listeners are first; the station is second; and I am third.”

My mother could best be described as a serial volunteer.  During the K-12 days of her four children, Mom was a member of the PTA of each school attended by her brood.  She never did so to change the curriculum, tell the administrators or teachers what to do, or in any way remake the Freeport School District into her own image.  In fact, she never even asked to be referred to as an “unpaid teacher,” finding the term parent, and especially mother, the far more important designation.

Mom saw the district as something which supported not just her children, but the entire community.  She saw it as her responsibility to contribute to it in any way she could, even when any number of matters had no direct bearing on her children or their specific schools.

When her youngest (yours truly) graduated from high school in 1973 and Mom “termed out,” she did not try to hang on or come back after sitting out a year.  She sought out other worthy causes to serve and joined them.  The top three were Old Westbury Gardens, The Freeport Historical Society, and The Audubon Society.  Again, Mom never told anyone what to plant at the gardens, never objected to any exhibits at the society, and even fought her own prejudices to serve the society.

Hate is too strong a word to use, but Mom thoroughly disliked pigeons.  She would chase them away from all the bird feeders she had me install.  And when she grew too old to effectively accomplish this, she trained her Yellow Lab to do so.  Still, when asked to help reclaim a wildlife preserve or any other place that was of service to all birds, including those much despised pigeons, she did so without reservation.  Again, she viewed the society much in the way she did the PTA, the gardens, et al.  She saw the good they did for all, and simply wanted to serve; to contribute to that good.

There are some at KPFA who find it difficult to “rise above themselves” and sincerely serve the station which seeks to serve all.  Their dedication is qualified at best.  Their actions, even if unintentionally, create an environment that is hostile to some, and a station that is currently of service to few.  I am sorry they never met either Gale or Mom.  But as unique as those two are, there are many available in every region of the country in which I have lived (East, Midwest, West) who are very much like them.  I urge everyone at KPFA to try to find them, to welcome them into the station, and to give some thought to emulating them.

I thank KPFA’s Local Station Board for its time and consideration.  I wish all of you well.  And as we used to say some time ago, “It’s been real!”

