Fi;ee-f()_rmL leftist KPFA radio

embroiled in fight for its life

By Sam Whiting

After nearly o years on the
air and an the brink, Berkeley-
based KPFA-FM could be
Facing the end of its run as a
pianeering, proudly left-wing
radio outlet,

There is some irony in the
fact that after labor disputes,
strikes and other conlroversies
in the years since its founding
in 19449, the station whase

B

motlo is “Vigilant as Always
taces demise because of the
financial woes of a radio sta-
tion in New York City.

A New York judge has ruled
that KPFA' sister station,
WEBAL is liable for $1.8 million
in back rent for its transmis-
sion tower atop the Empire
State Building. The judge also
ruled that the landlord, Em-
pire State Realty Trust, may
pursue seizure of the assets of

WBALl's parent, Pacifica Foun-
dation; of which KPFA is the
Nagship station.

Pacifica does not have $1.8
million, and as soon as Mon-
day, Empire State could begin
procedures toseize the compa-
ny's bank accounts along with
the sprawling downtown
Berkeley complex owned by

- Pacifica and housing KPFA,

Empire State has not indicated
KPEA confinues on Ag

Michanl Macar /£ The Chionicly

Aileen Alfandary, news department co-director at Berkeley's
embattled KPFA, at the microphone on Thursday.




KPFA from poge Al

that it will pursue a seizure,
but it has filed with the state
to do'so and the 30-day wait-
ing period ends Monday, Fa-
cifica management is hoping
its landlord will agree ta leave
the propercty alone while a
splution is explored. Empire
State Realty Trust did not
respond toa request for com-
ment,

"Until we can get a written
agreerient from Empive State,

we are at their merey,” said : . i N - o - o B
Bill Crosier, interim execulive i ILSHH sic - b MIENIENE N mmﬂ“ : -j
director of the Pacifica Foun- W o Ll § T
diation, in an interview Thors- o TAaY, . ri S (S | / %‘ .

day an the KPFA program B8 ' : B o s P L N &l
"Up Front." T ' |

“The imminent danger is a
judement against KPFA's par-
ent company, the Pacifica
Foundation, that could drain
KPFA of its operating funds
and ke the Bay Area’s anly
truly progressive radio station
off the air” read a Tuesday
posting, signed by KPFA man-
agement and aliributed to
General Manager Quincy Me-
Coy, on the KPFA web site.

Crosier said he and his statf
had recommended that Pacifi-
ca file for Chapter 11 banl-

ruptey in order to stave off the
a1l le TPaciFioa e o «




seizure while Pacifica reorga-
nizes. Bul the notorioushy
acrimonious Pacifica national
board has thus Far rejected
that strategy, and has not au-
thorized staff to even begin
bankruptey preparations.

“The governance structuse
af Pacifica, our historic calture
of the usual political infighting
has led to disagreement and
paralysis,” McCoy wrote. “Lin-
less action 15 taken pretiy
immediately we may ceage Lo
exisl.”

Bankrupleies are comimon
in commercial radio these
days. The nation's largest con-
slomerate, iHeartMedia, is
Facing Chapter 1t any day now,
buried under a $15 hillion
debt. Its rival, Cumulus Me-
dia, which owns KGO-AM
radic, among other Bay Avrea
statians, filed for Chapter 11 in
Movember, with a $2.4 hillion
debt,

But bankruptey is rare for a
public radio station, and a
Chapter 11 filing would be the
first in the long, death-delying
history of listener-funded

Macifica, which operates sta;
tions in Berkeley: Loz Angeles;
New Yorle Washington, D.C,;
and Houslon,

“There is a stigma to bank-
ruptey,” Crosier said in an
earlier on-air interview, There
is also a cost of up to $1 mil-
lion, hut a Chapter 11 liling
would halt the action by Em-
pire State.

The Mew York tower lease,
which dates to 2005, costs
abaul 60,000 per month and
runs through 2020 with annp-
al inereases of o percent. In
bankruptey court, the judg-
ment could be reduced and
increases capped, Crosier told
the host, Pacitica could also be
put into receivership,

“We owe them a lot of mon-
ey, and we have to pay it, and
we plan to pay it," said Cro-
sier, “We hope they will be
patient while we [gure oul
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John Rieger lets his radio do the talking during a half-hour of listener access to KPFA rvadio in October 1964,

“Unless action is taken
pretty immediately we

| may cease to exist.”
Stistement siened by KPFA Geseral

Marager Quincy MeCay

ny gag rale for speaking on air
againat Sawaya's Aring.

Same 10,000 people took to
the streets in protesk A
planned 5oth anniversary
celebration was canceled,
people were arrested and the
station was seized by Pacilica,
which aired syndicated pro-
sramming for about a month,
The conp was overcome, buit
some =ay the spirit wis lost,
along with Bensky's position
as national affairs correspon-
dent.

"There has been diminished
and now nonexistent national
programming since then,” said
Bensky, who had to sue Pacifi-
ca to get back his job, which
he hield until 2607,

Ten years later; he sees the
station as “a ghost of its for-
mer self and a sad remmnant
angl relic of what once was,
KPFA is much wealter; and the
Pacilica national network is
nonexistent.”

Crosier said the board
“spends too much time fight-
ing and not enough lrying o

¢ | et listeners.” He has been

warned that some board mem-
bers plan to sue the board if it
caves to Empire State.

Bul the mnsic shiows contin-
ue in the evenings and week-
ends, year after year and de-
cade after decade, There is
“Dead to the Wordd,” formerly
“I'he Grateful Dead Hour,"
hosted by Tim Lyneh on Wed-
nesdays at & pom., and “The
Bonnie Simmons Show" at &
p.m. Thursdays followed by
Deil Richardson with “The
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HABBConn opnon — one
tavored by the board bul op-
posed by management — isdo
take oul a 32 million loan to
pay off the judgment. Pacifica
has assets of approximately
$10 million in real eslate and
licenses worth Stoo million.
But cash flow is negative. Pa-
cifica 15 $8 million in debt and
has aperated at a deficit for 15
conseculive years. It also has
acerued three years in unpaid
penision obligations,

“Tt has been a toxic brew of
bad management, poor in-
ternal political mechanisms
for selecting the boards and
exclusion of listener participa-
tion that has led to this low
point,” said former general
manager and retired national
correspondent Larry Bensky,

Another option is to sell
assels or swap signals with
another slation in arder to
raise capital. This could wealk-
en KPEA, which i= probably
the most solvent of the five
stations, thanks o the gener-
osity of its listeners who sup-
port fund drives.

“It's’been a consistent pro-
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The offices of stroggling KPFA radio are on Marctin Luther King Jr. Way in Berkeley — one of
the real estate assets of the parent operation, Pacifica Foundation.

aressive vaice and bulletin
board for just short of 7o
vears,” said Ben Fong-Torres,
who wiiles the Radio Waves
colummn for The Chronicle,
“Although it's never gotlen
sizable ratings, it's got o pas-
sionate audience,”

According to'its unandited
financial statement, KPFA
toak in $3,237.510 in income
arainst operaling expenses of
$2064,073 in 2016, the most
recent year available.

But those numbers hide the
fact that listener suppoct has
been eroding over the years,
aceording (o Bensloy, Recently,
pledge drives have seemed
mare frequent and the situa-
tion more dire. To make it
worse, hecause of its gover-
nance structure, KPEA has to
ELﬂﬁjl'l its sister stations, as
made evident by the siluation
i Mew York:

“KPFA has been bled dry to
pay for the olther stations,
| especially New York, which
has been sucking away money
for vears,” Bensky said, “It has
| no listeners.”
KPFA business manager
| Maria Negret said Pacifica
| should not be saddled with an
i additional loan, which station
| WBAI has no abality to pay.
“Many of us feel that Chap-
ter 11 is the best way Lo go, It
would zive us a chance to
breathe and re-organize the
network,” she said in an email.
“All I can be sure of is thal
KPFA is strong, We are here,
ready to keep poing," she
wrote. “In this national politi-
cal climate, we negd KPFA and
Pacifica more than ever be-
fore”
KPFA wenton the air at 3
pom. April 15,1949, when o
group of Berkelev anarchic

pacifists led by Lewis Hill
commandeered an unused

| frequency. Because nobody

had heard of FM, they distrib:
uted shoehoz-size tube radios
with the dial sel to 94.1 to
patential listeners, Hill was
seen as too conteolling and
was dumped by his own board
i o political coup in 1953, A
vear later, Hill slaged his own
coup, reclaimed power and
drove out the board.

It has been thal way ever
sinee, only with additional
stations and a national govern-
ing board atop the KPFA
board, increasing the ever-
present potential of infighting.

This vwas made clear at the
soth anniversary in 19949,
marked by Pacifica’s fiving of
popular KPFA general manag-
er Nicole Sawaya. That was
tollowed by the liring of Ben-

I sky, who had broken a compa-

sSaturday mornings hring
"Blaes by the Bay,” with Tom
Mazzolini. Sunday alterncons
have the double-header of
“America’s Back 40," hosted
by Mary ‘Tilson, and "Pan-
handle Country” with Tom
| Diamant.
[ “The program hosts have
| given us as close to free-form
| radio as we can get on lerres-
trial radio,” said Fong-Torres.

Listen now. By next week-
end they could all be off the
air, though legal delavs are a
passibility.

Stll, General Manager Me-
Coy is acting as if the locks
will be changed on Monday.
According (oo staff member,
le sent employees an email
warning: "We will ceaze
broadeasting because we will
be unable to operate the sta-
tion. At that point, our build-
ing and our bank account will
o longer be under our con-
tral.”
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