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Hey Indies. Got a Date for the Weekend?

An Interview with Public Radio Weekend’s Jim Russell and Tim Owens

Editor’'sNote: Therejust wasn’'t roomin the 16 pages of the
Summer 2002 issue of AIRSPACE for this 3,600-word interview
transcript, but wefelt it would till be of interest to AIR members.
And sincewe didn’'t HAVE tofit itinto the print edition, we also
didn’t haveto cut it.

(This interview took place by phone on June 5, 2002. Tim
Owens, Coordinating Producer for Public Radio Weekend, is on
loan to PRW from NPR; where most recently he was Executive
Producer for NPR Jazz. He is also a former AIR Board member.
Jim Russell is Senior Vice President & General Manager,
Minnesota Public Radio’s Marketplace Productions. Janet Dagley
Dagley is Editor of AIRSPACE and Vice President of the AIR
Board.)

JDD: How do you see independents fitting into Public Radio
Weekend?

TO: We see them playing abig role, actualy, both as produc-
ers of sound and on-air talent — as you know, many independent
producersin public radio can do both. | think that thisis going to
end up being a show that will require atremendous amount of in-
put from independent producers, anywhere from half to probably
3/4 of the product that we put out there. Now don't forget that my
task isto create aprototype, or prototypesfor Public Radio Week-
end. And we're grappling with what those prototypes will look
like right now, in terms of format, style, approach. Heavy-hosted
or not so heavy-hosted? What percentage independently produced
material ? What percentage host-generated material ? We had avery
successful retreat this past weekend which really represented one
of the first times we got some of the best producersin the system
together to talk about making a show, and then we're doing the
same thing in Baltimore. After these retreats, we'll put our heads
together and try to figure out what this thing's going to be, and
begin to talk to independents and othersto create for it.

Basically, we're looking for new paradigms here: how can we
address what listeners want to hear on the weekend? One of the
things that we do know is that listeners are somewhat unsatisfied
with what we're currently offering, particularly between 11 am.
and 5 p.m. on Saturdays. What can we create that might be alittle
different, that doesn’'t sound like Weekend Edition, that doesn’t
sound like All Things Considered, but hasapersonality, and style
and approach of itsown. We' retrying to create something unique.
Now it may be common to Weekend Edition, to All ThingsCon-

sidered, in somethings, but my hopeisthat it can stand onitsown
legs and have its own personality.

| think there are a couple of key elements we're trying to do
here: live-sounding, freshness, spark, spontaneity — it'sthose kinds
of qualitieswe' retrying to get out of this, aswell ashumor. | think
humor plays ahbigrolein this. I think the other thing is a sense of
place. You know, place can be anywhere & everywhere. If youwere
to do everything through the lens of a place, or a sense of place,
what might that do in the creation of this show? Will it sound any
different? Can you give the listener a sense of place? And | think
that’s one of the critical thingsto do in creating programming any-
where. The second thing, the other character to this, would be tell-
ing astory — almost alwaystelling astory about something. That's
what’s going to engage the listener. Even if you' re doing a sound
montage, you can tell astory just through sound alone.

JDD: Where are you now in the process?

TO: Movingforward. I’ m getting anxiousto seewhat thisthing's
going to look like. We' re not at that stage yet, but we' recertainly at
a stage where we've got a lot of ideas, we have some research,
we're gathering more research — | mean, literally, audience re-
search— we' re beginning to get increased interest from stationsto
participate. So | would say it’s beginning to take on some form, but
it's still more ablob than it isform at this point. Don’t forget that
we're still somewhat early in the process asyou and | are talking.
Onething to underline about Public Radio Weekend: It'sasmuch
a process, an approach to creating programming, than it is any-
thing. And that processis having to do with considerable research,
having to do with station consultations, having to do with producer
consultations, to get ideas, to collaborate, you know — drop the
walls, folks! Let’'s al collaborate to see what we can do to make
weekends better. In that sense, I’ m using Jim’'swords here, because
heisthetruevisionary inthis project.

JDD: Just observing from a distance, | would say Jim has a
tendency toignorethewallsthat arethere. It soundslikeyou' re not
just coming up with programming for the weekend, but changing
the way people in the system deal with each other.

TO: Exactly. You've got it. The simplefact of the thing is that
resourcesare limited. And to some extent the public radio audience
viewsit al as, they don’t careif it's PRI or NPR...

(Jim Russell joins the conversation)
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TO: ... The system needs to collaborate. Thisis not about NPR,
not about PRI, not about MPR — it’s about everybody coming to-
gether to create something.

JR: We'rejust pretending that the wallsdon't exist.

| said to someone yesterday, what I’ m sort of daring the people
who erect walls to do is assert the walls being there. In a kind of
transparent environment, which iswhat we' retrying to create, who-
ever does that, we just name them the villain. So come on in. You
want to put up awall? Great. We' re going to put the spotlight on you
for putting up a wall. And basically, with that kind of spotlight, |
don’t see any walls going up.

TO: It makes sense to collaborate, because after al, there are
limited resourcesin the system, and if we pool our assets, we' remuch
better off rather than trying to compete with one another.

JR: And you know something? The reason we're on the right
side of God or whatever it is on this one is because the audience
doesn’t care, the programmers don’t care, the people who care have
very precise vested interests, and if they want to stand sort of naked
in front of the world wearing only their vested interests, that’s cool
with me. It turns out that they don’'t. When it's put that way, they
decide to wear clothes.

I’ ve said to everybody from the very beginning, any one of you
could stand up and say, “We're not going to participate.” And you
could probably kill thisideaif you’ re big enough. OK. Who's going
to befirst? And you know, it’skind of agame of bluff, and so far, no
one has stood up and said “No.”

WEe Il see how involved they are. Onelevel of not stoppingitisto
simply not erect roadblocks, but that doesn’t mean that people will
enthusiastically support it. That's what we’' re about to find out, isn’t
it? But when we had the audacity to go to NPR and say, wewant Tim,
the old NPR would have started laughing hysterically. | saidto [NPR
Senior Vice President for Programming] Jay Kernis at the very be-
ginning, “| am skeptical of NPR’s ability to partner without control-
ling.” And he said back to me, “You should talk! You come from
Minnesota Public Radio!” And | said, “OK, fair enough. Now that
we' veinsulted each other, let’s see whether our organizationsreally,
really are changing their thinking. And so far, with, I’'m sure, some
degree of discomfort, they are. And it’skind of amiracle.

From the very beginning. | said to both PRI and NPR, one of your
reasonsfor being involved in this project would beto keep an eyeon
what we' re doing, on the off chance that we might actually do some-
thing worthwhile. And even if for some reason a new national pro-
gram did not emerge, which we think will, but if it didn’t, we' re still
focusing on the right questions and asking a hell of alot of the right
guestions and looking at the right issues.

TO: And building, maybe, a new paradigm for the creation of
programming for the future.

JDD: Let'stalk specifically about how you envision independents
being part of this, not just the planning but the fruition.

TO: Let me repeat what | said earlier: | envision independents
being abig part of this, in terms of being both producers and talent.

JR: | don’t know if you had any feedback from that meeting at
the PRC, but it was a meeting that had a little tension to it. But |
wasn't particularly surprised because there’'s been tension in every
meeting that we' ve had about this project because people go into the
meeting absolutely certain that we know what we want to do and
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we're just trying to co-opt them and buy them in. They keep
waiting for usto say, OK, thisiswhat wewant, thisiswhat we're
going to do, and when we don'’t say that, when wedon’t tell them,
thisis exactly what we're going to do, and thisis what we want
you to do, they go from being fidgety to being mad, and say,
“Comeon, will you tell uswhat the agendais? We know there’'s
a secret agenda, so what isit?’ And finally, at that point in the
meeting, they beginto wonder, maybethereisn’t asecret agenda.
And thetruth of the matter isthat wewant, and haveinvited, AIR
formally as an organization, and we want to have AIR and inde-
pendents individually involved in helping design what this is,
and we do not know what it isyet. And as | said in the meeting
that | had, when | kind of got flustered in the meeting with inde-
pendents at the PRC, | said, “Don’t you think it's an enormous
burden to me to NOT design the program?’ | wake up every
morning saying, gee, maybeit’sthiskind, and then | stop myself
and say, no, we' re not supposed to do that, because we wouldn’t
be honest to the process of consulting if we had fixed ideas and
then just went out to test them. We want independents involved
at every level in helping create the concept, in hel ping create the
management paradigm or rules, we had adiscussion in La Jolla
and we'll have another one about what are the rights relation-
ships, who ownswhat, and we read avery simple statement, and
| can provide it to you, that basicaly said we are in favor of
acquiring only those rights that we need to broadcast the pro-
gram, wedon’t want to own anything, we want the nonexclusive
right to broadcast it, and we want to encourage people to not
only own their rights but to use material on other programs and
other platforms asthey seefit. It'swhat we said and it’s kind of
funny, because it'swhat we said in the CPB application. We are
committed to that.

JDD: Would independents need to go out and get their own
funding to participate?

JR: We're not anticipating that independents would go out
and get their own funding. But we do imagineit will be ahodge-
podge of funding, so that if someone has or would have funding
for a project they’re doing, they might well say to their funder,
we' re not only doing aone-hour show, we' re doing a 10-minute
piece for Public Radio Weekend, and we'll get you credit on
Public Radio Weekend as well as on the one-hour show. But the
program intendsto acquire, and pay for the acquisition of mate-
rial. What we haven't worked out yet is what an equitable rate
card would be for what we're talking about is, often what we
would be acquiring would be second rights. So, let's say that
NPR has acquired something from an independent, and they have
first rights and they paid, therefore, the principle money, what
would the additional cost be of using a segment of it on Public
Radio Weekend? And we haven't worked that out yet. We pre-
sumeit would be lessthan first rights, but we haven’'t even done
abudget, because we don’t know what the show is. We're com-
pletely open to having that discussion and from my standpoint,
the discussion ought to be held as transparently as possible. |
know Karen Michel is involved in this group of independents
who arelooking once again at the subject of rates, sheiscoming
to the meeting that we havein Baltimore, and as| say, weraised
the subject at the meeting in La Jolla. We are following with
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great interest what's happening with NPR, because that has always
been, what, the 9,000-pound elephant. But avery interesting para-
digm came out of La Jolla. | hadn’t heard this before, but it was,
generally speaking, when people like producers of shows or net-
works go out to acquire rights, they try to acquire maximum rights
at minimum cost. The paradigm that came out of La Jollawas ac-
quireminimum rights, least possiblerights, and yet have somekind
of way of making additional use. Publictelevision, | don’t know if
public radio does, but public television callsthese step-ups. So have
built into the acquisition the ability to do some additional things
down theroad if you want to at a specified price. Soif you want to
do an anthology, you don’'t haveto go back and ask permission, it's
all built into the contract. You just have to pay this additional fee.

And the other thing iswe were advised to be very careful about
conflicting rights. So another reason for acquiring minimum rights,
the first-rights people may have already acquired CD rights, an-
thology rights, so don't try to acquire rights you're not going to
use and just have the show sit on the shelf somewhere, gathering
dust, and you sort of gouged someone to get the maximum rights,
when that’snot what you need. Themodel here, thegoal, isto maxi-
mize serviceto the audience. And | think it was Sandy Tolan who
said, start serving the audience, and then back up your wholerights
discussion to: “What kinds of rights do that?’

JDD: That'sareally good way to look at it.

JR: It just shows you that it really is possible in this late day
and age to have completely new ideas about how to put together a
show.

JDD: Wherewill you be going after thefirst nine months of the
project ends in September?

JR: | get to go on abig vacation.

TO: No, WE get to go on abig vacation.

JR: Obvioudly at that point we' re going to go back to CPB with
agrant request, and we will go out looking for the money. Assum-
ing that we've come up with a show. It's always possible that we
could come to the conclusion that this was alot of fun but there's
no show here, but | don't think that’s going to happen, so we then
have to look for the money. One of the things we did was a study
with David Giovannoni about, sort of afeasibility study, looking at
his audience data and his formulas, what could we expect might
come from the system, from stations in terms of carriage? And it
looked like between 25 to 33 percent of the cost of a show might
come from the system and be met by increased audiences and in-
creased contributions from both listeners and underwriting. And
that’svery muchinline, it'sactually alittle higher than what many
national shows get. So we obviously need some money from CPB,
we need some corporate and foundation money. I’ d loveto say that
it would be six months from September that it would be on the air,
but that’s not possible. It probably is ayear. And it may be ayear
before we have money and then need to have startup time

TO: The process will aso show us what works, what didn’t
work so well and what didn’t work at all, and we'll be looking at
that as we look into the crystal ball of the future to bring this to
regular weekly life. It'slikely that not everything is going to work.
It's likely that not everything in the process is going to work, so
we'll have to look at that, but that’s all part of the evaluation and
fine tuning that goes on in something like this.
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JR: One of the reasons the weekend is a good place to do this
isthat NPR isgoing to be devel oping aweekday show, fivedaysa
week, and the opportunity to experiment versusthe opportunity or
the necessity to be right the first time, right out of the gate, you
know, in afive-day-a-week show on weekdays, you' vegot to get it
right quickly or you're in trouble. With a weekend show, you've
got alot more room for experimentation. | have no question that
not only isit awork in progress now, it will be awork in progress
when it goes on the air. And the beautiful thing is, if you're doing
amagazine program, as this clearly isaimed at being, if one seg-
ment doesn’t work, you haven't killed yourself; you just move on.

TO: Oneof thethingswefound out in the station-consultation
processisthat if stations were willing to take arisk, the time and
day that they’d be willing to take a risk are Saturdays sometime
between 11 and 5. And yes, the intent of the program is to take
somerisks, to see what works and doesn’t work. One of the things
that came up in the La Jollaretreat is some kind of showcase for
independent or budding producers.

JDD: Is Saturday from 11 to 5 the deadest time in terms of
audience size?

TO: My understanding in terms of radio listening on the week-
end isthat we' re underperforming. There are listenerslistening to
radio; it'sabout 12 percent fewer than listen each day of theweek,
but they are neverthelesslistening. And when you think of 12 per-
cent, that'snot awholelot. But they are not listening as frequently
or as long as they do during the week. And one of the potentials
here with Public Radio Weekend isto, what's called, increase the
number of occasions that a listener will tune in. And a program
like PRW, that's one of the goals of thisif it becomes a weekly
show. Becauseif you have more occasions, you' re essentially build-
ing audience. So we' re underperforming.

JDD: And isthat why stations are willing to take arisk at that
time?

JR: Exactly. What have they got to lose?

JDD: What should producers do if they want to get involved?

JR: Send an e-mail to prw@marketplace.org and put the word
“info” in the subject header, and they will get e-mailed back to
theminfoincluding theway inwhich you submitideasto us. There's
an intellectual-property waiver, like everybody uses. Just because
you suggest we do a program on science and someone else sug-
gests we do a program on science doesn’t mean you own science.
And obviously we want to see ideas, and we want to see as many
ideas as we can. One of the things that | think we' re going to end
up doing isthese production consultants. Basically, we' regoing to
be hiring some folks, probably from those who attended these
meetings, to help us corral resources, to help us work with groups
of producers.

TO: 75 percent of the attendees at these meetings were inde-
pendent producers.

JR: | thought, gee, it would be nice to have someindependent
producers. We did. We had some, we had 75 percent.

TO: Andthe bulk of peoplein that room, they were producers,
even if they were producing for the network.

JR: Oneof thethings, by the way, about those meetings— Jay
Kernis called me and asked how they went, and | said, somebody
at the very end observed that we don’t have craft meetingsin our
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business — maybe you guys do in AIR — where people sit around and talk about, at a
very highlevel, production ideas and how to solve problems and worthwhile problemsto

direct your attention resources at.

TO: And enthusiasm. That’sthe other thing that came out of this meeting wasjust the
passion people have for radio and creating for radio. It wasin the room, which | think is
one reason people emerged from theretreat with asmile on their faces. Therewere others

there sharing the same passion.§
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