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Background: Within research and teaching concerning broadcasting policy-
making, there are evident gaps in Canadian communication studies that mar-
ginalize the self-determination of people who are Indigenous, racialized, or 
living with disAbilities. 

Analysis: The scholar-activism of the Community Media Advocacy Centre 
(CMAC) seeks to expand the canon of Canadian communications scholar-
ship, especially in the area of broadcasting policy, to include Canada’s history 
of colonialism and discrimination against racialized people. 
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settler colonialism and oppression in the media. 
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416 Gretchen King & Felix Odartey-Wellington 

Résumé 

Contexte : Dans la recherche et l’enseignement sur les politiques de radiodif-
fusion ainsi que dans les études canadiennes en communication en général, 
il existe des lacunes évidentes dans la mesure où on y néglige de reconnaître 
l’autodétermination des personnes indigènes, racialisées ou vivant avec des 
handicaps. 

Analyse : Par leur activisme, les chercheurs du Centre communautaire d’ap-
pui aux médias (CCAM) visent à élargir la portée des études canadiennes en 
communication, surtout dans le domaine des politiques de radiodiffusion, 
afn d’y reconnaître les pratiques historiques canadiennes de colonialisme et 
de discrimination envers les personnes racialisées. 

Conclusion et implications : Cet article résume les leçons sur le plaidoyer, la 
recherche et l’éducation en matière de politiques de radiodiffusion au Canada 
que le CCAM a apprises lors de ses efforts pour développer une approche 
critique et intersectionnelle qui puisse servir à remettre en question les ins-
tances dans les médias de colonialisme et d’oppression par les colons. 

Mots clés : radiodiffusion, politique de radiodiffusion, réglementation/CRTC, 
intersectionnalité, apartheid 

Introduction 

In his revision of the “canonic economy of communication studies,” 
Amin Alhassan (2007) suggests that the discipline (encompassing the 
study of communications policy) has historically been monopolized 
by currents that push subjects such as critical race to the margins 
while eliding colonialist and exploitative roots. The Community 
Media Advocacy Centre (CMAC) is a registered nonprofit organiza-
tion founded by women, BIPOC, and disAbility1 activists and scholars 
in 2015 to engage in research, relationship building, advocacy, and 
learning with the goal of disrupting settler colonialism and oppres-
sion in the media. Surveying the field of broadcasting policy advo-
cacy in Canada, CMAC’s founders noted little work was being done 
at the time from the perspectives of BIPOC and disAbility communi-
ties. Indeed, few broadcasting lawyers and media advocacy organi-
zations have the “intersectional expertise” required to advance the 
communication rights of the diverse groups that CMAC represents 
(King & CMAC, 2020). CMAC’s work also recognizes evident gaps in 
Canadian communication studies, specifically research and teaching 
concerning broadcasting policymaking, which marginalizes the 
self-determination of people who are Indigenous, racialized, or living 
with disAbilities. The authors of this article are professors teaching 
about broadcasting policy in Canada who also work with CMAC in 

doi:10.3138/cjc.2022.0046 
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417 Challenging “Apartheid” on the Canadian Airwaves 

research and policy advocacy. This contribution to the conversation about 
#CommunicationSoWhite (Chakravartty, Kuo, Grubbs, & McIlwain, 
2018; Hirji, Jiwani, & McAllister, 2020) aims to illuminate the lessons 
being learned through work with CMAC and demonstrates the ad-
vancement of decolonial, anti-racist, and anti-oppressive perspec-
tives in the communication studies classroom and policy/regulatory 
spaces. 

Motivated by the agenda concerning media and reconciliation 
outlined in the Calls to Action made by the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada (TRC, 2015), drawing on the Right to Commu-
nicate as a concept that places obligations on the postmodern state 
to ensure technological communication opportunities for its diverse 
communities (d’Arcy, 1977b), and building on previous academic re-
search that demonstrates how broadcasting policies and practices 
in Canadian media have marginalized, siloed, and instrumentalized 
diverse communities, this article draws on participant observations 
made from the communications classroom and broadcasting poli-
cymaking spaces to provide a case study of CMAC’s work to centre 
intersectionality in broadcasting policy with the goal of disrupting 
settler colonialism and oppression in the media. The literature on 
Canadian communications policy advances a thesis whereby policy-
making is driven by concerns about American cultural imperialism 
and a need to foster Canadian nationhood, so geography, population 
dispersal, contiguity to the United States, and linguistic and cultur-
al “duality” within a multicultural context are deemed key factors 
motivating Canadian communications policy (Charlesworth, 1935; 
Dunton, 1976; Meisel, 2001; Mulcahy, 2000; Siegel, 1996). 

Indeed, at the dawn of broadcasting, the Royal Commission on 
Broadcasting concluded in 1929 that regulation was required to 
safeguard Canadian cultural sovereignty from American cultural he-
gemony (Charlesworth, 1935). As John Meisel (2001) argues, “broad-
casting and telecommunications are the contemporary equivalents 
of the railway and play equally critical nation-building (or nation-
defending) roles” (p. 218). This potentially has a bearing on how com-
munications policy is understood. But, drawing on Alhassan (2007), 
such an approach creates gaps with respect to the extent to which 
communications policy is overdetermined by Canada’s colonial his-
tory, and it does not address the implications of policymaking in 
the marginalization of diverse communities. For example, as Gail 
Valaskakis (1992) points out, the initial deployment of radio facili-
tated the projection of colonial political and corporate power over 

doi:10.3138/cjc.2022.0046 
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418 Gretchen King & Felix Odartey-Wellington 

remote Arctic Indigenous areas and the marginalization of Indige-
nous Peoples who were not consulted in broadcasting policymaking. 
CMAC’s scholar-activism, therefore, seeks to engage communications 
scholarship, teaching, and policy advocacy by expanding the domi-
nant construct of Canadian communications policy scholarship be-
yond the lens of whiteness (Chakravartty, Kuo, Grubbs, & McIlwain, 
2018; Hirji, Jiwani, & McAllister, 2020) to critically include Canada’s 
history and ongoing practices of colonialism, racism, and discrimi-
nation against Indigenous Peoples, racialized people, and other mar-
ginalized populations. 

This article builds a case study to summarize the lessons CMAC is 
learning about broadcasting policymaking and regulation in Canada 
while advancing its critical and intersectional approach to policy ad-
vocacy with the goal of disrupting settler colonialism and oppression 
in the media. First, it reviews how broadcasting policy in Canada 
is theorized, taught, and facilitated through the lens of whiteness. 
Then, it details how communications policy can be taught through 
the frames of intersectionality and apartheid to emphasize how co-
lonialism and racism structure the Canadian broadcasting system. It 
concludes by showing how CMAC disrupts apartheid and whiteness 
in Canadian broadcasting through mobilizing a critical and intersec-
tional approach to policy advocacy, research, and teaching. 

The choice of a case study approach in this article is informed 
by its effectiveness in engaging with the implications of lived pol-
icy realities. Policy has the potential to be fetishized and regarded 
as a bureaucratic, abstract concept without regard to its genealogies 
and impacts on lived experience. As has been noted: “Case study re-
search calls for researchers to systematically investigate a problem 
within a real-life context and answer questions of ‘How?’ and ‘Why?’ 
instead of simply ‘What?’ This approach pushes the study beyond 
description alone” (Smith-Maddox & Solórzano, 2002, p. 71). Simi-
larly, it has been noted that: “Case study is an in-depth exploration 
from multiple perspectives of the complexity and uniqueness of a 
particular project, policy, institution, programme or system in a ‘real 
life’ context” (Simons, 2009, p. 21). Writing about the case study ap-
proach, James Walker (1997) notes that its value lies in its explicatory 
potential. As he puts it: 

From a historical perspective, “race relations” in Canada have 
not produced an abundance of personalized records or sta-
tistics for convenient analysis, so that some Canadians deny 

doi:10.3138/cjc.2022.0046 
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419 Challenging “Apartheid” on the Canadian Airwaves 

that there is any history of ‘race’ or ‘racism’ in this country. 
To employ the device of the ‘singled out case’ on the analysis 
of court cases ... , therefore emerges not only as legitimate but 
especially appropriate in the circumstances. (p. 49) 

For Walker and CMAC, employing a case study methodology provides 
an understanding of the impact of structures—and their policies and 
procedures—on lived realities. 

This approach implicates our subjectivity (see Simons, 2009). We 
write as scholar-activists engaged in policy advocacy. We recognize, 
as do other scholars, that objectivity might be a positivist myth that 
fails to acknowledge the subjective dimension present in policy re-
search, and thus, fetishizes “scientific” knowledge production (Fis-
cher, 2003; Hastings, 1998; Simons, 2009). In this context, “Subjec-
tivity is not something we can avoid whatever methods we adopt, 
though it is more visible in qualitative inquiry, where people, includ-
ing the researcher, are an inherent part of the case” (Simons, 2009, 
p. 162). The #CommunicationSoWhite current is an attempt to chal-
lenge privilege and reposition the discipline to focus on marginal-
ized areas, but it is also provocative to think: “Communication is so 
White, so what?” The “so what?” represents the lived reality implica-
tions in which CMAC has an advocacy interest. 

#CRTCSoWhite2 

Since 2015, CMAC has participated in over a dozen public processes at 
the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission 
(CRTC), including seven public hearings during which we present-
ed oral comments and directly engaged the policymaking space 
facilitated by the Commission. Canadian broadcasting policy and 
regulation revolves around the Broadcasting Act, which, among 
other things, spells out the strategic goals and objectives of Canadian 
broadcasting policy and regulation. The Act exclusively vests the 
CRTC with jurisdiction to manage and regulate the broadcasting 
system in the public interest in order to realize these goals and ob-
jectives. In scholarship and the communications studies classroom, 
public policy is understood as a roadmap for structuring the appli-
cation of state power to matters of public interest, be they problems 
or opportunities (Aucoin, 1979; Brooks & Miljan, 2003; Colebatch, 
2009; Doern & Phidd, 1992; Dye, 1998; Pal, 2005; Raboy, 1990). This 
explains, for example, why and how the Canadian state has inter-

doi:10.3138/cjc.2022.0046 
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420 Gretchen King & Felix Odartey-Wellington 

vened in the communications marketplace through regulations 
and support for media industries (Armstrong, 2018; Jäckel, 2007; 
Kozolanka & Orlwoski, 2018; Odartey-Wellington, 2013; Osler, 2001; 
Raboy, 1990; Salter, Odartey-Wellington, & Pavri-Garcia, 2008). 

It is within this context that Canadian communications poli-
cymaking and teaching has been conceptualized, in an Innisian 
sense: communications policy must respond to threats to Canadian 
nationhood in the form of “geographic factors, population distribu-
tion, the proximity to the United States, and, linguistic and cultural 
duality in a multicultural setting” (Siegel, 1996, p. 2). However, is 
this construct complete? 

CMAC recognizes that broadcasting policy studies and policy-
making processes in Canada are theorized, taught, and facilitated 
through the lens of whiteness. The focus on policy seeks to build on 
previous discussions concerning the pervasive whiteness of commu-
nication scholarship in the United States and Canada (Chakravartty 
et al., 2018; Hirji et al., 2020). The CRTC licenses and authorizes 
broadcast operations in Canada, which makes it possible for the 
Commission to function as the gatekeeper of Canada’s airwaves and, 
therefore, operate within a legal system that underpins colonial 
and racist structures of Canadian society. It is also the gatekeeper 
of Canadian telecommunications and broadcasting discourse, espe-
cially in its functions as a quasi-judicial body that holds hearings 
on telecommunications and broadcast licence applications, as well 
as respective sector regulation generally. Through the lens of white-
ness, echoing the concerns of the founding “fathers” of Canadian 
communication studies such as Harold Innis and George Grant, Ca-
nadian broadcasting policy is theorized and taught as responding 
to the threat of American cultural and media imperialism (Kroker, 
1984). Policymakers, educators, and scholars appear oblivious to 
cultural and media imperialism constituted by the predominance 
of mainstream media transmissions into Indigenous communi-
ties, which was a cause for concern regarding sovereignty and 
self-determination within those communities (Crey, 2016; MacLennan, 
2011; Manuel, 2010; Roth, 2005; Rupert, 1983; Valaskakis, 1992). 
As well, the marginalization of racialized communities by broad-
cast media in Canada (Cho & Luka, 2011; Conway, 2017; King & 
Bonin-Labelle, 2021; Yu, 2016) remains understudied and rarely 
taught in the communications classroom. 

Communication educators and scholars also need to interro-
gate the pervasive whiteness that dominates the senior leadership 

doi:10.3138/cjc.2022.0046 
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421 Challenging “Apartheid” on the Canadian Airwaves 

at the CRTC, which, since its inception in 1968, has never included 
a chairperson or vice-chairperson who identifies as Indigenous or 
racialized, and only a handful of BIPOC Commissioners have been 
appointed over the years (Forum for Research and Policy in Com-
munications, 2016). As observed in multiple letters sent by CMAC 
(2018a, 2018b) to the CRTC chair and the minister of Canadian Her-
itage and Multiculturalism, “The Commission’s lack of diverse rep-
resentation creates the perception of an echo-chamber, where only 
culturally dominant voices are reflected and amplified by decisions” 
(paragraph 4, point 1). CMAC believes that where the CRTC is em-
powered under the Broadcasting Act as an administrative tribunal, 
the Commission is the source of dominant policy and regulatory dis-
course on broadcasting in Canada. Yet, the lack of diversity at the 
CRTC means that white, able-bodied cultural worldviews gate-keep 
what elements are mobilized, articulated, or disarticulated in policy 
and regulatory decisions. Structural changes are needed at the CRTC 
because the inclusion of BIPOC and differently abled Commissioners 
does not guarantee subsequent policymaking will address the needs 
of diverse communities. Thus, the pervasive whiteness of the Com-
mission upholds colonial, racist, and ableist procedures producing 
decision-making that marginalizes the experiences of BIPOC and dif-
ferently abled communities in broadcasting policymaking. 

For example, in 2017, CMAC participated in a hearing for Broad-
casting Notice of Consultation CRTC 2017-1, which would issue radio 
licences to serve urban Indigenous communities in Ottawa, Toronto, 
Calgary, Edmonton, and Vancouver. The posture of the Commission, 
particularly the chairperson at that time, during the hearing rein-
forced CMAC’s observations concerning systemic and overt racism 
as well as the colonial mentality at the Commission. The chairperson 
opened the hearing by praising colonialist Samuel de Champlain in 
a statement that failed to acknowledge Champlain’s historic actions 
as the murderer of Haudenosaunee chiefs (Potts, 2017). Emphasiz-
ing his admiration of Champlain, the chairperson said, “Champlain 
was not one of the many European mercenaries that wanted to 
take Indigenous lands and exploit them. He was rather a human-
ist who was welcoming and inclusive” (translation by CMAC from 
CRTC, 2017a, Line 37). This revisionist history told through the lens 
of whiteness is one of the ways that the discursive policy space at the 
CRTC reinforces colonial ideologies and erases race by privileging 
the cultural duality of the descendants of white colonialist “found-
ers.” Furthermore, the chairperson presenting this “humanist” view 

doi:10.3138/cjc.2022.0046 
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of Canada’s colonial past in his opening comments erases the pres-
ent-day colonial and racist policies of the CRTC. This includes the fi-
nal decision made by the Commission for CRTC 2017-1, which pri-
oritized financial viability through advertising income proposed in 
the business plans submitted by the applicants above assessing the 
applicant’s commitment to air a significant amount of Indigenous 
language programming (CRTC, 2017b). 

In addition, CMAC, among others, has noted that public partici-
pation within the policy spaces facilitated by the CRTC centres white 
voices. Based on its engagement in CRTC hearings, CMAC is one of 
the few and sometimes the only panel made up of a majority of wit-
nesses who are BIPOC Canadians and who also advance the concerns 
of BIPOC communities. On January 20, 2021, mostly BIPOC media 
guests, producers, consultants, directors, and citizens signed an open 
letter published as “Absence of racialized voices at CRTC public hear-
ings” (CMAC, 2021a; Ricochet, 2021). The letter addressed the largely 
absent voices of BIPOC participants and organizations in the public 
hearing for the renewal of licences for the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation (CRTC 2019-379) due to “complicated” and “bureaucratic 
procedures.” The open letter also noted that in the absence of diverse 
Canadians, the CRTC hearing on the CBC licence renewal represent-
ed an “institutional failure” that motivates the need for change at the 
Commission in order to achieve diversity within the broadcasting 
system as a whole and specifically within the CBC as the national 
broadcaster funded by Canadian taxpayers. Making five procedural 
requests3 throughout the public process that started in November 
2019, participating in the oral hearing held in January 2021, and sub-
mitting final comments, CMAC’s policy advocacy under CRTC 2019-
379 focused on the issues of access, representation, and employment 
for BIPOC Canadians. This included raising the above-mentioned 
open letter for discussion during a public presentation at the CRTC 
hearing (CMAC, 2021b), submitting the open letter as part of CMAC’s 
fifth procedural request for CRTC 2019-379 to the Commission on 
January 26, 2021, and requesting that the document be published in 
the public record for the hearing. 

CMAC’s procedural request was eventually denied in a letter 
issued by the Commission on April 9, 2021. The CRTC’s letter was 
accompanied by the dissenting opinion of Commissioner Claire 
Anderson, who spoke against the decision to not publish the open 
letter. The contrasting opinions illustrate how colonialism, racism, 
and white dominance continue to shape public engagement in 

doi:10.3138/cjc.2022.0046 
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423 Challenging “Apartheid” on the Canadian Airwaves 

broadcasting policymaking in Canada. Throughout the pre-hearing 
process for the 2019-379 proceeding, the CRTC was gatekeeping the 
public record by rejecting CMAC’s multiple requests to collect data 
from the CBC and publish more information concerning the employ-
ment status of “diversity groups” at the national broadcaster as well 
as “access, reflection, on-air presence, and the fair portrayal” (CMAC, 
2020a, paragraph 3; 2020b, paragraphs 19-22). Two months after the 
public hearing ended, the CRTC issued a letter denying CMAC’s fi-
nal two procedural requests. The first presented data assessing the 
lack of reflection for BIPOC Canadians in CBC television program-
ming, and the second (mentioned above) requested the Commission 
publish the open letter from BIPOC community members about the 
lack of racialized voices in CBC programming and during the Com-
mission’s proceedings to renew CBC’s licence (CMAC, 2021a, 2021c). 
While the majority of Commissioners raised questions of “proce-
dural fairness” that “could be prejudicial to the CBC” (CRTC, 2021, 
paragraphs 4 & 12), Commissioner Anderson offered a dissenting 
opinion as the first Indigenous woman newly appointed to the CRTC 
to represent Yukon and the Northwest Territories. She argued that 
CMAC’s requests aimed to provide more information concerning di-
versity in programming and employment than was available on the 
public record (CRTC, 2021). In the absence of this data, Commission-
er Anderson concluded, it is in the public interest to include addi-
tional information concerning diversity in the record for 2019-379. 
Similarly, she asserted, CMAC’s request to publish on the record the 
above-mentioned open letter from BIPOC Canadians should also be 
honoured. 

Explaining her dissenting opinion, Commissioner Anderson wrote, 
“in refusing to include the Open Letter on the record, I am concerned 
that the Commission may be seen as expressing an unwillingness to 
allow our procedures and processes to be more inclusive of groups 
who historically may have felt excluded” (CRTC, 2021, paragraph 27). 
Commissioner Anderson added: 

We are living in an unprecedented time of honesty about how 
deep the trenches of systemic racism run in our institutions 
and levels of government. I understand and support that as 
an administrative tribunal, the Commission must strive to en-
sure that a high degree of procedural fairness is afforded to all 
parties. However, in my view,  there is room to examine wheth-
er ‘fair’ or ‘neutral’ policies or processes mistakenly assume 
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424 Gretchen King & Felix Odartey-Wellington 

that all groups are starting from the same playing field, while 
ensuring that administrative law principles are respected. 
This may entail asking ourselves some truly challenging 
questions about fairness. Is our current understanding truly 
equitable—or does a commitment to colour-blindness amount to 
a commitment to upholding systems that perpetuate inequality? 
If we are not challenging inequality, or at least acknowledging 
that it exists, we are contributing to it (emphasis added). (CRTC, 
2021, paragraphs 28–29) 

Disrupting settler colonialism and oppression in media necessi-
tates centring the marginalized experiences of BIPOC communities 
in policymaking spaces. This can include eliminating “complicated” 
and “bureaucratic procedures” as well as appointing racialized and 
Indigenous Canadians to serve as chairperson, vice chairperson, and 
more often as Commissioners or decision-makers at the CRTC. Finally, 
CMAC believes that the curriculum in communications courses in col-
leges, Cégeps, and universities should include the experiences and/or 
absences of diverse publics within policymaking spaces to problem-
atize the “fair” or “neutral” rules and procedures often cited by the 
CRTC in decisions that potentially marginalize BIPOC communities. 

Moving from the margins to the centre 

Building on the Right to Communicate concept, CMAC’s critical ap-
proach mobilizes the framework of intersectionality in broad casting 
policy by bringing the margins to the centre (Alhassan, 2007; hooks, 
1984) in advocacy, scholarship, and education. This section details 
how broadcasting policy can be taught through the frame of apart-
heid to emphasize the colonial and racial segregationist history and 
current reality on the airwaves in Canada. Through an overview of 
CMAC’s scholar-activism that mobilizes intersectional analysis to 
disrupt the complex and interlocking systems of power (Crenshaw, 
1991; Davis, 2008; Hill Collins, 2015) underpinning gender oppres-
sion, racism, colonialism, and ableism in the media, this section 
illustrates the ways in which CMAC works to engage and expand 
the canon of communications scholarship as well as to support the 
self-determination of Indigenous, racialized, and disAbled peoples in 
the media by centring their diverse experiences in the communica-
tions classroom. 

From a critical scholarship standpoint, Sara Bannerman’s book on 
Canadian communication policy and law poses the question: “Who 
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425 Challenging “Apartheid” on the Canadian Airwaves 

does Canadian communication policy serve?” (2020, p. 2). She notes 
that Canadian broadcasting policy and the system it undergirds, were 
established “to foster a sense of Canadian identity and nationalism 
that privileged white voices and legitimized a Canadian colonial state 
that treated non-European immigrants as resources and worked to 
erase Indigenous Peoples and culture” (2020, p. 214). Significantly, 
“In areas of communication policy and law, there is little recognition 
of Indigenous legal traditions in Canada” (Bannerman, 2020, p. 44). 
CMAC’s scholar-activism begins with acknowledging Canada’s history 
of colonialism, racism, and discrimination against Indigenous and 
racialized people as well as other marginalized demographic pop-
ulations. In doing so, it focuses on broadcasting policy as the most 
elaborate piece of Canadian communications policy. Despite decades 
of the evolution of this policy area, the Canadian state has failed to 
achieve its obligations under the Broadcasting Act (1991) to maintain 
a broadcasting system that provides reflection and employment to 
diverse Canadians by representing the “multicultural and multiracial 
nature of Canadian society” and “the special place of aboriginal [sic] 
peoples” as outlined in Section 3(1)(d)(iii). This is in spite of scholarship 
calling for “the actual implementation” of policies that ensure more 
“colour balanced” media (Roth, 1998, paragraph 48). Research contin-
uously provides evidence of direct linkages between media govern-
ance, ownership, employment, and representation, “noting that lack 
of diversity on air corresponds to lack of diversity within broadcasting 
organizations” (King & Bonin-Labelle, 2021, (p. 4). The Act, along with 
international commitments ratified by Canada, designates groups 
who identify as women, Indigenous, racialized, or living with disAbili-
ties as protected, obligating the CRTC as the broadcast regulatory body, 
and broadcasters, to uphold their communication rights. 

In reconfiguring the advocacy and education environment of 
Canadian communications policy, CMAC is motivated by the agenda 
concerning media and reconciliation outlined in the Calls to Action 
made by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada when 
it released its final report in 2015. The Commission was established 
in 2008 to address the impacts of the residential school system that 
spanned three centuries, lasting until 1996, as part of a genocidal as-
similationist policy agenda targeting Indigenous culture “to kill the 
Indian in the child” (Canada, 2008, paragraph 2). The Commission’s 
Calls for Action were made “In order to redress the legacy of resi-
dential schools and advance the process of Canadian reconciliation” 
(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, (p. 5). The 
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426 Gretchen King & Felix Odartey-Wellington 

inclusion of a section on media and reconciliation was an acknowl-
edgement of the function of the media in contemporary colonial so-
cialization and media’s potential to combat the deleterious structures 
and effects of colonialism, racism, and oppression. CMAC believes 
reviewing and discussing the implications of the Commission’s Calls 
for Action in communications courses in Canada is essential. 

In engaging the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s 
Calls to Action, CMAC acknowledges the fact that a meaningful and eq-
uitable broadcasting space cannot be achieved without also accounting 
for the communication rights of First Peoples. In that regard, the Right 
to Communicate concept in relation to the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission is useful as both place obligations on contemporary institu-
tions of governance to uphold technological and communication rights 
for diverse communities (d’Arcy, 1977a, 1977b; Birdsall, 2008; Hindley, 
1977; Rasmussen, 2002; Richstad & Harms, 1977; Richstad, Harms, & 
Kie, 1977). It has been noted that a right to communicate implies a need 
to facilitate media production capabilities within “groups of people 
such as ‘Indigenous’ peoples or ‘the disabled,’ who are systematically 
excluded from communication processes” (Hamelink & Hoffman, 2008, 
p. 13). CMAC’s scholar-activism uses intersectional analysis to problem-
atize which publics account for the “public interest” to illuminate the 
ongoing realities of segregation and underrepresentation on the air-
waves. CMAC also mobilizes the Right to Communicate and binding 
international agreements made at the United Nations and ratified by 
Canada (see United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
People , 2007; United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities, 2007; United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization, 2005) to critique the lack of relevant policies and sustain-
able resources for marginalized groups. 

For example, in submissions to the CRTC and in communications 
courses taught at the University of Ottawa and McGill University in 
2017 and Cape Breton University in 2020, CMAC mobilizes the term 
“protected groups” to refer to women, Indigenous and racialized peo-
ple, and people with disAbilities by emphasizing that these groups’ 
communication rights, though granted protections under the law, have 
been denied. CMAC further acknowledges that these rights are also out-
lined in multiple laws in Canada, including the Broadcasting Act, the 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, and the Multiculturalism Act, 
that guarantee protected groups access, reflection, and employment in 
the broadcasting system. In its advocacy role, CMAC routinely submits 
detailed interventions in CRTC hearings so as to articulate marginal-
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427 Challenging “Apartheid” on the Canadian Airwaves 

ized voices in broadcasting policy and regulatory discourse, thereby 
interrupting the pervasive colonial whiteness of the Commission. 

CMAC also uses the term  apartheid to recognize segregationist 
broadcasting policy and media practices rooted in racism and colo-
nialism. In addition, the term functions as a useful figurative device 
to conceptualize the location of Indigenous and other marginalized 
groups within Canadian broadcasting policy and media spheres. 
Apartheid refers to the colonial public policy of institutionalized ra-
cial segregation and marginalization between 1948 and the 1990s in 
South Africa, a policy that also segregated the broadcasting sphere 
as part of a system of government that enshrined white supremacy 
and racial marginalization in all aspects of the society (Bosch, 2006; 
Cros, 1996; Odine, 2013). It has been recognized that policy regimes of 
Indigenous apartheid in Canada preceded and inspired the institution-
alization of apartheid in South Africa (Bélanger & Yoon, 2018). Using 
the lens of apartheid in teaching broadcasting policy and engaging in 
policy advocacy, CMAC’s point of departure recognizes the Canadian 
state’s colonial history and ongoing system of governance, built on 
the unceded territories of Indigenous nations and Inuit Peoples. 

Indeed, CMAC argues that well before the emergence of the Right 
to Communicate concept or the passing of broadcasting legislation or 
even the establishment of the CRTC, the origin of colonial communi-
cation policy in Canada was enshrined in the Indian Act, first passed 
in 1876 and still in effect today (King & CMAC, 2020). Under this law, 
a system of segregation was created and legitimized. Indigenous Peo-
ples were no longer recognized as nations, as declared in the Royal 
Proclamation of 1763, but rather became wards of a settler colonial 
regime that aimed to assimilate them by imposing news systems of 
control over every aspect of Indigenous life, from land to language 
to community, culminating in “the regulation of Native identity” 
(Lawrence, 2003, p. 3). After the North-West Resistance in 1885 led 
by the Métis people and Louis Riel, Canada expanded the  Indian Act 
by instituting a pass system that denied Indigenous Peoples the right 
to move, thereby regulating communication between reserves. The 
pass system lasted for over sixty years (Williams, 2015), and during 
this time, Indigenous Peoples resisted the isolation imposed by the 
Canadian state by installing trail radios (Rupert, 1983) and effective-
ly using broadcasting to link together communities segregated by co-
lonial policies. In a presentation called “Broadcasting the Laws of the 
Lands and Waters,” Mike Metatawabin (2017) from Wawatay Com-
munications Society noted that the newspaper and radio network 
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428 Gretchen King & Felix Odartey-Wellington 

built up by the Nishnawbe Aski Nation in the 1960s–1980s is one of the 
reasons why “95% of the communities, 95% of the population, they 
still speak the language” or Oji-Cree and Cree today (from 02:42:15 
to 02:42:35). Metatawabin observed that the Indian Act disrupted the 
flow of Indigenous knowledge from one generation to the next, add-
ing that the founders of Wawatay “saw a need to continue the flow 
of old knowledge … and so they started Wawatay” (from 02:57:35 
to 02:58:07). Today, the  Indian Act has been amended to eliminate 
the pass system, but the segregationist and paternalistic control of 
Indigenous Peoples persists as represented in the band council sys-
tem that potentially undermines Indigenous governance practices 
(Alfred & Lowe, 2005; Riley & Keefer with Commandant, 2022). 

The colonialist posture of Canadian jurisprudence is entrenched 
not only in the Indian Act but is also evident in contemporary Canadian 
broadcasting policies. For example, Canada’s 1968  Broadcasting Act 
(Clemens & CMAC, 2017), which has since been amended, made no 
mention of Indigenous Peoples. The  Act was designed to “safeguard, 
enrich and strengthen the nation of Canada from sea to sea” (Ansari, 
2015, paragraph 1). As has been observed by Kristiana Clemens and 
CMAC (2017), it established the CRTC, which was granted authority 
and responsibility to ensure that Canada retained control and own-
ership over the broadcasting system. The Act was established shortly 
after Lester B. Pearson announced his retirement and one year be-
fore Pierre Trudeau presented the White Paper proposing to elimi-
nate the Indian Act with the goal of Indigenous assimilation (Clem-
ens & CMAC, 2017). In both its content and timing, the Broadcasting 
Act served an assimilationist objective with the potential to erase the 
identities and histories and rights of Indigenous Peoples living in 
what had become Canada. For example, even after the amendment 
of the 1991 Broadcasting Act to enshrine the reflection of “the special 
place” of Indigenous Peoples, the amended law goes on to state that 
“programming that reflects the aboriginal cultures of Canada should 
be provided within the Canadian broadcasting system as resources 
become available for the purpose” (§3(1)(0)). This means reflection 
for Indigenous Peoples in the broadcasting system is not guaranteed. 
Indeed, the Hamelin line applied in broadcasting policy arbitrarily 
cuts off most Indigenous broadcasters from receiving any funds that 
are allocated solely to so-called northern Indigenous broadcasters 
(Fairchild, 1998). Thus, Indigenous broadcasters within reach of 
white audiences will not benefit from the small amount of funds re-
stricted to broadcasters in northern, remote, and isolated commu-
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429 Challenging “Apartheid” on the Canadian Airwaves 

nities. For Gary Farmer (2016), the founder of the Aboriginal Voices 
Radio Network, the Hamelin line is the best example of the assimila-
tionist goals of Indigenous broadcasting policy in Canada because it 
forces southern Indigenous broadcasters to program more popular 
music formats and produce commercial content to survive. Teach-
ing the evolution of the Broadcasting Act and, indeed, the subject of 
Canadian broadcasting policy and regulation of which the Act is a 
centrepiece, should include the context of Canadian apartheid that 
shaped the origins and revisions of the Act over time. 

Broadcasting today in Canada is structured by the history and on-
going realities of colonialism and racism in communications policy-
making. The “multicultural and multiracial” objectives outlined in the 
Broadcasting Act (1991) are fractured across different policies, includ-
ing the Ethnic Broadcast Policy (CRTC, 1999), the Native Broadcasting 
Policy (CRTC, 1990), and the policies for campus and community radio 
and community television. Community radio in Canada includes non-
profit Indigenous and community radio stations in Canada that are 
recognized in the current Broadcasting Act as a distinct element of 
the media system under section 3(1)(b). However, there are hundreds 
of Indigenous radio stations operating over the airwaves without 
CRTC licensing. These stations operate outside of the CRTC framework 
because the policies are not relevant or representative of their needs. 
While the Commission later recognized that stations in remote com-
munities can be exempted from holding a licence (CRTC, 1998), this 
status is contingent on whether they register and whether the Com-
mission determines that they qualify for exemption. Yet, for many 
unlicensed Indigenous broadcasters, broadcasting without a licence 
or an exemption is an act of resistance—they see no need to seek 
approval from the Canadian state for using radio spectrum, a nat-
urally occurring environmental resource that they consider part of 
unceded territory (Manuel, 2010; Szwarc, 2018). Still, around fifty In-
digenous-owned stations operate with a licence from the CRTC (2019b) 
for a “Type B Native Radio Undertaking.” These stations are obligated 
to adhere to the policy requirements determined by the Commission 
over thirty years ago (CRTC 1990). Julia Szwarc (2018) found that near-
ly 70 percent of licensed Indigenous broadcasters are in non-com-
pliance with conditions of licence set by the CRTC according to the 
Native Broadcasting Policy (CRTC, 1990) and risk losing their broad-
casting privileges granted by the Commission. Licensed Indigenous 
broadcasters, according to Szwarc (2018), point to limited financial re-
sources and difficulties retaining staff who can navigate bureaucratic 
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430 Gretchen King & Felix Odartey-Wellington 

procedures as the causes for non-compliance. High rates of non-com-
pliance provide evidence that CRTC policies create instability within 
community media—such as Indigenous radio stations—and might be 
inconsistent with the lived realities of those who operate these broad-
casting undertakings. 

In teaching policy studies, CMAC also recognizes that CRTC reg-
ulations segregate community media across different policies. For 
example, the Native Broadcasting Policy (CRTC, 1990) is separate 
from the Ethnic Broadcasting Policy (CRTC, 1999) and the Campus 
and Community Radio Policy (CRTC, 2010). While all of these licence 
categories aim to serve BIPOC communities, CMAC argues that the 
regulator has effectively segregated racial diversity in media, ghet-
toizing “natives” and “ethnics” into their own stations and also 
whitewashing campus and community radio by, for example, limit-
ing their “third-language programming” (CRTC, 2010, paragraph 82) 
or content not broadcast in one of the two official languages. These 
three policies further segregate community media into different me-
dia economies or nonprofit and commercial broadcasting. Under 
the Commission’s policies, Indigenous and community radio stations 
must be nonprofit and ethnic radio stations must be commercial. 
These policies regulate that nonprofit stations cannot encroach on 
the profit margins of commercial broadcasters, and programming 
on ethnic stations targeting racialized communities can be instru-
mentalized for profit (King & Rahemtullah, 2019; Yu, 2016). 

Where CMAC has had the opportunity to facilitate learning about 
broadcasting policy in educational settings or through relationship 
building, CMAC has prioritized moving the margins to the centre. This 
has included teaching about the colonial and apartheid communica-
tion history of policymaking in the state of Canada in universities. 
Examples of such lectures begin with presenting the poster of Alex 
Williams’ 2015 film The Pass System and asking students to trace the 
development of colonial and apartheid communications in Canada 
to the history of the Royal Proclamation in 1763, the  Indian Act and 
residential school system in 1876, and the pass system after the 
Northwest Rebellion in 1885. Conferences are also an important site 
for education. Even within media activist conferences, CMAC (2016) 
has presented on the “boring” topic of broadcasting policy (Lentz, 
2009) to position policy advocacy within the toolbox that media activ-
ists mobilize to dismantle colonialism and racism in Canada. CMAC 
also actively pursues relationship building, such as co-organizing the 
“Future of First Nations, Inuit and Métis Broadcasting” (University 
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431 Challenging “Apartheid” on the Canadian Airwaves 

of Ottawa, 2017) events and facilitating the “Building an Anti-Racism 
Strategy for Canadian Broadcasting” events in collaboration with 
Heritage Canada (Antiracism.media, 2022), all of which convened a 
series of gatherings with BIPOC communities across Canada. 

CMAC recognizes that the promise of engaging Indigenous voices 
in the broadcast policy process as envisaged in the Northern Native 
Broadcasting policy of 1983 (Clemens & CMAC, 2017; Szwarc, 2018) 
has not been realized because participation within the broadcast-
ing policymaking and regulatory space requires resources, including 
funding, legal, and research expertise. While historically the broad-
cast policy regime has been informed by a technocratic consultative 
process that is often contested, the hegemonic process is dominat-
ed by expert or elite voices (Odartey-Wellington, 2013; Raboy, 1990, 
1995). Awareness created by CMAC’s work motivated the need to 
bring to that process marginalized voices, in particular marginalized 
BIPOC voices. CMAC has thus worked to appropriate the policy dis-
cursive space by facilitating opportunities outside of the Commission 
to think about and act on policy problems. Such activities extend 
pedagogical and research practices into relationship building. 

One example is CMAC’s participation in organizing the 2017 
“Future of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis Broadcasting” events that 
brought together hundreds of Indigenous broadcasters, media mak-
ers, academics, experts, and other participants in a series of gath-
erings to rethink the outdated Native Broadcasting Policy (King & 
CMAC, 2020). During the final conference event, which was funded 
in part by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council and 
organized at the University of Ottawa, Clemens, CMAC co-founder 
and vice-president, presented a paper titled “Centering Sovereign-
ty in CRTC Policy-Making.” In the paper, Clemens and CMAC (2017) 
addressed the long history of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis broad-
casters taking to the airwaves to empower their sovereignty in re-
sistance to colonial communication practices in the Canadian state. 
This presentation became part of the convergence archive that gath-
ered 47 hours of data from six public events that were published 
in an open access archive online in video and audio formats, sum-
marized in report form in English and French, and later present-
ed in over 40 final recommendations prepared by the conference 
committee with participants (Albinati, Bonin-Labelle, Buddle, Gag-
non, King, & Szwarc, 2019). After the events, the conference archive 
was also mobilized for a class project in a course on media govern-
ance at McGill University. Under CMAC’s supervision, 17 under-
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432 Gretchen King & Felix Odartey-Wellington 

graduate students combed through the conference archive to draft 
a new Indigenous broadcasting policy based on the outcomes of the 
gatherings (Awada, Balsara, Bogdani, Charon, Delchop, Dobrea, 
Farley, Genest, Guo, Hindieh, Huebener, Mccann, Peets, Point, Thi-
olat, van Abbema, & Wolfe, 2017). This preceded the CRTC’s (2019c) 
Co-Development of the Indigenous Broadcasting Policy, which, refer-
encing the reconciliation ethos, seeks broadcasting policy co-devel-
opment with “First Nations, Métis, and Inuit broadcasters, content 
creators, and audiences” as “The process will enable all of us to bet-
ter understand what these broadcasting needs are, now and in the 
future” (paragraph 3). In this regard, CMAC recognizes the need for 
capacity-building research and policy advocacy as well as the need 
to mobilize and transfer knowledge and practices from the margins 
to the co-development process, if it is to be meaningful. 

This is reinforced by observations from the “Building an Anti-
Racism Strategy for Canadian Broadcasting” events thus far, after 
gatherings in Montréal, Vancouver and Halifax. While participation 
interest within the broadcast space exists at the grassroots level, ca-
pacity to engage in policy discourse is limited. As well, as a partici-
pant emphasised during the Halifax event in June 2022, Indigenous 
voices are critical to the legitimization of communications policy dis-
course. Based on experience gained through learning and relation-
ship building, CMAC is also working toward developing an open ac-
cess course and a summer studies institute that mobilizes the lens of 
intersectionality, apartheid, and the Right to Communicate to teach 
broadcasting policy history and advocacy. 

Conclusion: Challenging “apartheid” on the Canadian airwaves 

Ultimately CMAC recognizes that broadcasting policymaking spaces 
and, too often, communication classrooms in Canada centre white 
voices that reinforce colonial narratives rooted in cultural genocide and 
racism. CMAC acknowledges that the policy regimes implemented 
by the Canadian state are shaped by colonial and racist policies that 
disregard the state’s legal obligations and privilege well-resourced, 
and mostly white, voices in broadcasting policy advocacy. CMAC was 
founded to disrupt colonialism and oppression in the media and in 
policymaking spaces (King & CMAC, 2020). To be successful in these 
spheres, CMAC acknowledges the value of learning, teaching, and re-
lationship building alongside policy research and advocacy. CMAC 
recognizes the importance of expanding Canadian communications 
policy canon to account for Canada’s history of colonialism, racism, 
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and discrimination against Indigenous Peoples, racialized people, 
and other marginalized demographic populations. 

The aim of this article, therefore, is to account for the diverse 
and innovative lessons CMAC is learning while advancing its crit-
ical and intersectional approach to broadcasting policy advocacy, 
scholarship, and education. CMAC also seeks to inspire critical ed-
ucators to teach communication policy studies through the lens of 
colonialism and racism by drawing on the frames of intersectionali-
ty, apartheid, and the Right to Communicate to challenge the perva-
sive whiteness that dominates policymaking spaces and broadcast 
media in Canada. Thus, this article positions the importance of de-
colonial and anti-racist policy studies in teaching and advocacy as 
one form of scholar-activism that can contribute to the interrogation 
and the disruption of the pervasive whiteness found within Canadi-
an communication studies. CMAC also recognizes and welcomes the 
resurgence of the Black anti-racism movements and the resilience 
of Indigenous land defenders who continue to shine a light on and 
challenge racism and colonial structures in Canadian society and the 
media. CMAC believes it is incumbent on critical communications 
scholar-activists to challenge inequality and oppression in every ac-
cessible forum, from classrooms to the public policy processes facil-
itated by the CRTC. 

Notes 
1. BIPOC is an acronym for Black, Indigenous, and people of colour. The term  racial-

ized is also used to identify BIPOC communities in Canada that have distinct and 
intersecting experiences with white supremacy and colonialism. Also, CMAC takes 
up the anti-oppressive practice used by community media practitioners and dis-
Ability activists to foreground the abilities of people who live with disAbilitites by 
capitalizing the A in disAbility, disAbilities, and disAbled. 

2. This heading builds on the articles by Paula Chakravartty, Rachel Kuo, Victoria 
Grubbs, and Charlton McIlwain (2018) and Faiza Hirji, Yasmin Jiwani, and Kirsten 
Emiko McAllister (2020) that expand the hashtag and title #CommunicationSoWhite. 

3. CMAC’s procedural letters for the CRTC’s (2019a) Broadcasting Notice of Consulta-
tion presented data and raised concerns about equity for BIPOC and differently 
abled Canadians in the accessibility of content, the representativeness of program-
ming, and employment-related practices at the CBC. 

Data Accessibility: All data will not be made publicly available. Researchers who require 
access to the study data can contact the corresponding author for further information. 

Gretchen King is an Assistant Professor of Communication and Multimedia Journal-
ism at the Lebanese American University. Email: gretchen.king@lau.edu.lb. Gretchen 
King is a Consultant with the Community Media Advocacy Centre (CMAC) and one of 
its co-founders. 
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Felix Odartey-Wellington is Associate Professor of Communication at Cape Breton 
University. Email: felix_odartey@cbu.ca. Felix Odartey-Wellington was a Consultant 
with Community Media Advocacy Centre (CMAC) and is no longer involved with the 
organization. 
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