STER six years of off-the-uir hassles,
WEFT- [‘M{}‘)O 1, hit the airwaves Sept. 25, Then a balt of
lightning hit buck and the station was off the nir aguin —
23 hours after its first tive production.

According to one WLFT supporter, God was uun.ly
showing the post-hippic gencration who's boss.

WEFT is. Champaign-Urbana's first so-called “‘commu-
nity*” radio station. Fortunately for the station's small
but dedicated group _of followers, it had. a sccond coming
a few days after the Sept. 26 clectrical storm when the
lightning- dnmngcdatrnnsfornmr in the station’s transmit-

.Ling system was replaced. As in an earller but lengthicr

confrontation with another celestinl giant, the Federal
Communications: Commission, WEFT survived.
. But.whether- the-station thrives or dives  may depend

on if WEFT's brand of radic — non-commercial, educa.

tionai and agsionally nonsensical — finds a niche in a
commuanity th t already boasts some 15 local stations on
the radio dial.
- **You're ot ncccssunly golng to Tike us all the time,"
said Bill Thomas, WEFT's station coordinator. He added
that the station will attempt to introduce pmgrumming
“the community hasn't had a chance to listen to before."”
It's a.safe bet much of the community had.not listéned *
1o "“My_Foetus Lived on Ambay_Street-'-before -it--aired -
on WEFT last-week, or the candid interview with Alvin
the Chipmunk the station aired Nov..2. Nor are Bolivian
folk music festivdls or science fiction radio dramas
standard fare on the compétition.. q i
Add to that the reggae, rock, blues, jazz, folk and
ospcl music _station mutmcly plays and WEET can__ i
F - hon ciaim. to the -arca’s—only—cxperimental *

2oy,

radio station. _
“People here are more dedicated to_the idea of pres-
enting music that is more challenging- to the commu--

By John Erickson

nity," said ‘Tim Barwald, an air shifter at WEFT,
“We're playing music the other radin stations don’y
touch."

&
“FT is the latest m a long line of camnu-
nity and public radio stations that have opened up the
airwaves to cultural and diverse programming.

They can afford to. Becsuse the stations are non-
commercial, they are largely responsible onty to their
listeners, und who's to- say who they are. Community
stations have become so daring as to air forums on
feminist and gay rights. And onc station, WBAI-New
York, had the gall to broadcast George Curlln 8 infamous’
“‘Seven.-Dirty-Words" recording.

The tape from that record even was played in the U, .'>
Supremc Court where justices ruled it to be “indecent.’

Indecent or not, community radio survived, even
flourished if you consider a 300 percent gmwth rate in
‘the last six years to be flourishing. The figure‘is a little
misleading-because some stations — like WEFT — had
been stumbling in the FCC basement for years anly to
emerge a new commodity.

._.But.communny radio has dnubtlcssty, ‘come out of the
closet.
. “*Fivc-yecars ago community statiods had a rcputation
of being great when they werc great and lousy when
they were lousy,” said’ Tom Thomas, president of the
Nationat Federation of Cammunlly Broadcasters. "I
“think that's changed somei” =rE

The changes have been gradual. Community radio got
__its atart, if_naoLits name, in 1949 when.radio-halt-of- famer-
Lew Hill formed the Pacifica Foundation and started
KPFA-Berkeley. The new broadcasting alternative was
to be listener-supported, meaning its programming

wouldn’t be ';nﬂucnccd by ‘threats from commercial |

+ Hews Gmpelle B0t 0y Hohert ¥ Tl

sponsors o withdraw accounts i a certain progrum
weren't remaved.

M Jisteners were nuddenly treated to programming
previoualy considered taboo. Some of it was absurd but
acarty all of it was diffecrent, KPEFA and the carly
Pacifica stations would afe twa hours of African music
und follow it with an hourfZreading af Greek poetry.

Interspersed in between might be an-angry-dissertation
on & local politician's unreaponsiveness to the minority
wing of a political party. The high-minded sorts who
struggled through”thuse carly years talked of free and
opent access to the public and First Amendment rights
when defining their new concept.

UT it largely lucked definition, Hill and his
disciples weren't so much giving the public what it
wanted to hear as what it wasn't hearing on commercial

. radio.

Steven Post, of WBIM, wrate a-boak in the early '70s
called “*Playing in the FM Band," in which he suid
Pacifica sougﬁt to build stations that spoke to the minor-
ity.

“Those of us who broudcnul over listener-sponsored,
Pacifica-owned stations say what we want to say, when
and how ‘we want to say it, as long as it's not in dircct
violation of FCC regulations,” Post wrote. *And even
then we have been known to broaden the interpretation
of those regulations,”

Typically, the new outlet for expression ~— of uny kind
— had some difficult years. With (rctdom m brondcu:.t-
ing usually'c

~of community radio udalcsccnce On thc air in l9~l9

KPFA was off the air a year later. In 1951 it weat on the
air ageain. Through it all, the station suffered internal
disruptions that ncarly tare it apart.

In 1952 KPFA reccived a $100,000 grant from the

" '
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Disc - jockey--Marla . Sohwieter, .top - left,.. starts -an-album_ in_ WEFT's.. I8 one thing WEFF'hép’e'sfwill'._mqké,itacu*'.;;f;;z‘i;;al,céﬁmef lal radjo

studlo=That--segment ‘of - ‘alternative’ - programming was - Bolivian folk _stations. : e ce s

# music. A WEFT worker, top right, is editing tape. Orlginal programming

ackeleller —Foundation's -Fund for Adult Education. - -"m'qmu:mmplcths‘.rcadcrshm)rbnmns’r_nﬁrmust?gom——‘ Feiepeapleuxpect e FCT o approvd The proposar
# Though-anchored in financial solvency, KPFA still had ~ the increased interest in listener-supported radio. = would Take the “Moody Bible Instntute one of the mest
Ee .. ol :mhlg__s...lhll wanted to cxpand the station while 5 powerful radio stations in the Midwest:, but the commis-
———- -another-{action-favored using the new money to help pay S ‘ ) sion has a policy of treating pending applicquions as af
back salaries. ) # OMMUNITY radio has had threc major waves  they are aircady on the band when considenng.—sthes
In Jul ‘19§3:rlhll submitted his resignation. Much 1 of development, with WEFT .a belated entry in the most applications
it was accepted. But a year later Lew Hill  recent one. The first, of coyrse,” started with Hili and WEFT wds forced o lower

cxpectations. tu aboul

31 his surpi

) mmvited back o save T flounderning K P FA-and with - KPEA.apd fasted.until 1965, wh ve stations 920 walts — enough to cover most of Champaien County

3 it,"perhaps, community, listencr-supported radio. “ “began to adopt more of & lis ship, sntercul-  Taad the' FCCTstill asn't-acted-nm WMBEFs-request— o ——
= Hilt'returried; but-the_same factions were sull fighfing  ture gave rise -to the next wave, but it was hardly a -

:.____over control of KPFA. In 1957 Hiil fircd iwo employees  Mood.
- —who-ha ed to.be members of the Américan Federa’ = [y comn 10000 Srdic e e 5 . od «rhe
. Rpes e it s \;ﬁ;n r?lamtl l“u 'BiEkLElL:;w ‘.9_( some 10,000 radio stations acress the coimtry in GG\ that delayed proc né%? i,f'r;;gp\,c
G o Sbectirs eviwiind TPy an. 2 WRlY I8 sewre commnupify st the delays were beyond the station's coatrol. the
being the pondervus burcaucract that it is and alternas——

tharity. Burdened by the power struggle, an SIE,000 sta- Thatproved to be a big year for the movement as a
tion deficit and chronic arthritis, Hill cynmuu(-d surcide. aroup of radio enthusiasts — muostly the back-to-earth  tive radic get put un hold.
Typesthat-had-~characterized~listencer-supported  radie fn May 1980 the FCC sent o telegram i the Chum-
paign station saying s pame would be WEFT and

s He was 38.

throughout the years — decided to.form a union.

dars >

; The union became the National Federation of Commu- It would he only 3 matter of manths befare Inc liceie

- - JLL'S. death didn't halt the growth of commu- "H Aonsiona ' AR D Bl == approval Thomas was hired to run the shew and <

nity radio as much as the Victnam War and the brth of "'!’f roudcusters an-organization that has scen some Of  jeers began assembling @ studio at the Staben’s mes
its finest moments in the halls of Congress. NFCB made e 113 N Market St in Downtown Champaign

-— ———the-counterculture-gave-rise-io-it. Pacifica-statists. hud - Ao A e X

- been_ started. in.markets such as Houston and New York, ‘r'"m:;',"'.’"-‘, ”I“_]""'T“"m “5"';"1 -‘°‘C°“3""": ond 10 the . [n. December-1980-the FCC sent another feleran.

— but_the. '60s. proved community radio could flourish m [(m:} dtmnh\“‘“ were supplying arts and humanitics tinid saying a paperwork “logram® would delay proc
places other than the top 50 markets un‘ ing. ing of the application as much as six months Anxicus I
_One_of the carly pioncers, Lorenzo Mi ““That," said NFCB's Thamas, “‘was the rcal break.  get its act wgether, WEFT began pulting out programm:  —

laims as members 60 ing via the Champaign-Urbana Cable TV system.

s organization now
b Originally.viewed as a.compromise..the move became

ommunications nstructor

= o KRAB-Seattle-in. 1962, the first non:Ps

station. Now..

— i < i . a ! rview . s = " A a blessing of sorts because 1t gave the statton’s largely

sity of San-Diego, Milam ';‘CC?_"“{ n a l\"h“gk - WEFT has no illusions about bégoming a KRAB over: mcxpcric:ccd e i Tor fhe Tt Vil Fi

- .r?:e_za.l.g,_mat_!uelpcd open the education band to alterna: by although station coordinator Thomas & Co. are  ould come luter > y ;
ve radio: : secking consistent programming with a hcavy siaat teo - # g i

. - o= g lacach i i . 3 & Finally, on August 10, WEFT recerved the word 3t had .
“You must remember when 1 got involved in all this  j4cal events. The station plans ta air documentarics on long beq’:n wauifg ‘fur courtesy 5?(;” F‘;C ”-\"d‘ ,.:..:\‘

-~ = A i

nofSense American television and radio was very ugly. local topics (its first is scheduled for later this month)

- Milam- said.-+'There were very few non-commercial L= jocgl community affairs programming, local music and (Lx‘r“:s:h(:‘; ;\:’rdrrr.ll‘x:‘.mn,lakxnn e
tioas, and those' that were put some aitwit on the air 10 1 provide open access ta anybadswho cares to be heard gre 8.

talk about calculus and called it good radio.” . on virtually any subject. °
Milam's station took off. In fact, community radio I think we've done a good job for getting the station : 2 :
adap - pickname, The KRAB Nebula™ after the  off the ground,™ Thomas said last week. “But we have @  “ypoe neg r::-ms.mn%::g‘:ﬁexcfg’:gaﬁ‘s:::t;iv:‘:
programming aired In Seattle. KRABWould play IoUrs~lot "t do to build -the-station,” " "~ - e Cheralgn Coitity Aris. sad HUMAmtes Coune md ~~
______._upon_hours_of_Indian_music, Milam's favorite, -obscure (P . : a Yargcr o’:f::grmm 1h? éorpbxtion for Public Broadcast.

—~ing;-but - listeners are being expected (to. pay. §0-10-50

compasifions: Trom the baroque period: chamber—music=" "~ e S
ONICALLY, WEFT has been building the sta- percent of the station’s bills.

and other forms, and support it atl with a healthy dose of

__public affairs programming. tion for six years while waiting on the FCC 1o approve et i H
] -~ “We- thought-the public -had-to-listen to some ()l;l that “first a construction permit thengan approval to sc:pgp its p:;rl:eil;c';:r‘e:u{irl;:an;;szﬂ u;:rt:;r hole :gd {:"‘:ﬁf
D mOw:is +r*-Milam-said;-acknowledging-that -it——ransmitting-system-in-Downtown-Ch i : e 4 4 - _PIOEEARITS i
wasn't atways successful. '‘Most people went 10 Slecp on Unlike newspapers, radio stations must obtain gov< " m;‘; er&l_nlrn[z;—:ecb%l:: m":‘g—m;}'::’ Se:‘uﬁc ;
it," he said, “'but we loved it.” . ) ©  ermnment approval before: sending out their signals to the ;Fo. rss o ‘:‘lfm‘:m: —-—
Milgm said the origina community radio concept  public. It's a process that rarely takes less than a year I?l\VEpn‘g‘ : g" mnk‘, good on its promise of an
T "'”ﬁgﬁ}g HEB vide debmes,“ N, _andh ¢ lgéu n'arhon and sometiges takes forcyer. open ucccsslzds::rlgghi‘:y radio station, it's pgo'mg to have
. arcane. subjects, +an ‘American form-of the -BBC. Then - - WEFT grew-out-of the same convention that produced _to_: _enough_listener support to keep the staton
i ward that end, WEFT's expanding pocl ol vol:

when PBS (tbe Public Bmadbns’tlindg Scn';fc) (“l_'aF fﬁ’r?;:le: NEFCB when Thomas, Roger Diggle and o few other-focal—

_ by the federal government we had to take ofl in @ CW  alternative radio enthusiasts emerged from the confer- | e od e s an saler Tent parties —
detion™ ., . O = ence thinking a listencr-supported station would fly in_ :g;ﬁe:;.t:;;giuaﬁ?_ i'nga'n fncmp(‘m mis‘?mo;ﬂ_

_The.new. direction_was’ often_a_political one. Being - East Central lllinois. = : The future holds much of the same. : '

supported. meant freedom: - -~ The-group held a-public meeting-and- organized 853 ~"ye are going to get mare creative with fundraising.”

-]

~  non-commercial~and- listener-sup ;
st =b°'h-P=¢iﬁ=?--?“d:“"_“=*"°‘f'°ﬂ—§?—‘ﬂ‘l’ls--!‘??.c...l?f. not-for-profit, tax-exempt corporation called Prarie Alr 5 ages Bill Taylor, the grandfather of WEFT, “than this
= ing new ways to experiment with radio. = ~Inc. Originally the group sought a4 kilowart station that: - ' wn has ever seen.” Loy % e e
: ““The listencrs weren't that important, Milam re-  would cover roughly a f{éur-county area surrounding Taylor, a Monticello farmer and one of a handful of
. called, “We saw our role to lead and not t0 fotlow. Champaign. But WEFT ran into a formidable 0pponcal,  WEFT programmers with previous experience, said the
~ - Milam wrote & book i 1971 calléd—Sex-and Broadcast— nameiy-the=Moody-Bible Institute of Chicago. . . —--..: . ..station hopes-eventually to build-armews department-that -~ -
ing. A Handbook' on Starting Community Radio Sta- Known as WMBI-Chicago, the institute CL_lrrcn(l can produce a daily local news show to complement the
~—tions.”. Thaugh he vows to have written it in three days.  proadcasts on the same frequency as WEFT but is safely  seation's wide selection of musical offerings.
it-sold, exhausting the fﬁ-s'r:ffrTﬁﬁhB‘—'ﬂFles!’—"hﬂn-'[hm&‘-“—‘ouruf1hefeh:mignignistadorﬁi:b@adcaiﬁlflnae_a e AQungoattisisto-give—people sas-broad - choice as
E ’ In an application to the FCC in the mid-'70s, WMBl  ,oqjple,” he said. “That may mean playing some things

.moaths, - . - .
————Pgrtof the attraction-can

be attributed A0 7(}{6'.&}10_' .asked to put its transmitter on'top of the Sears Tower, 2 ° 5 majority of the people in the station don't like.
Beulah convinced him'a  move that would carry its programming well into “But,” he added, “we try to do it well.”

laims his Great Aunt d
_éﬁ":n; the word sex in its title would double its sales  WEFT's proposed coverage area.

SR




