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Abstract 
The work of broadcasting information and news across national borders has been changing 
rapidly in recent years, reflecting the impact of constantly shifting events in the world and 
continuing developments in media and information. In the United States, international 
broadcasting is carried out both by private commercial television news stations like CNN and 
government-funded news networks. Government-supported international broadcasting has a 
2015 budget of $721 million (in FY2014 it was $733 million) and a worldwide audience of 
over 200 million people, giving the United States the largest publicly financed international 
broadcast programming in the world.  

 There are five separate international broadcasting entities supported by the U.S. 
government; together they make up a complex system of government-operated broadcasting 
stations on the one hand, and private nonprofit organizations that receive government grants, 
on the other. U.S. international broadcasting began during World War II, and after the war, 
under the Department of State and, for some time influenced by the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA), it was used to air reporting that backed the nation’s foreign policy. Since 1999 
U.S. international broadcasting has operated under the supervision of the Broadcasting Board 
of Governors (BBG), an independent federal organization mandated to provide accurate and 
objective journalism. 

Over the seventy-plus years of its history, U.S. international broadcasting has expanded 
tremendously to become a huge organization that today is striving to continue its mission and 
maintain its effectiveness in the face of a shrinking budget squeezed by increasingly tighter 
government finances. It is now having to deal with many serious issues that have come to 
light, including wasteful duplicated services and shortcomings in the way it is managed. On a 
deeper level, while shifting back and forth in one era to the next between promoting national 
policy and providing reliable journalism, the fundamental character of U.S. international 
broadcasting is under discussion today as never before. Is it primarily an agency for 
journalism, or an arm of American foreign policy? These and other questions are being 
probed as Americans grapple with the task of deciding how to define and execute their 
international broadcasting.  
 
1. Introduction 
Fast-moving developments around the world and the emergence of new global media are 
changing the face of reporting and transmitting information over national boundaries. Exactly 
how is this happening? One change is in the platforms for transmitting information. In the 
past broadcasting overseas relied mainly on short-wave radio, but that was quickly pushed 
into the background with the advent of television and then the Internet. Today international 
broadcasters increasingly are tailoring their technology to target users of the most recent 
devices, tablets and smartphones.  

Other changes taking place stem from the rise in the world of China, Russia, some of 
the Arab countries and others, and the expansion of their influence in international 
broadcasting. At the same time, the advanced countries that once dominated international 
broadcasting are being compelled by ever-tighter finances to retool their services and 
organizations to eliminate waste and increase efficiency.  

 International broadcasting was begun with a variety of objectives. It was intended to 
promote an understanding of one’s country, to promote international goodwill, to send out 
propaganda, to explain and teach, and it also offered reporting from home to citizens living 
abroad. But the world has never stayed still; as conditions in the world changed, the aims of 
international broadcasting have been adjusted. During the four-plus decades after World War 
II, the two opposing camps competed in putting out information and using broadcasting as a 
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propaganda tool, but that emphasis faded in the early 1990s with the end of the Cold War. The 
terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 in the United States, moreover, highlighted the urgency 
of “dialogue among civilizations.” The United States and Europe together redoubled their 
efforts to reach people in the Middle East and the rest of the Islamic world via international 
broadcasting.  

 Just as the United States became the leading Western power during the Cold War 
period, so too its international broadcasting changed and grew. 1  The beginning of U.S. 
government-supported international broadcasting goes back more than 70 years to 1942, in 
the midst of World War II, when it set out to counter Nazi propaganda broadcasts by sending 
out its own reports and information. During the Cold War years, being used to help contain 
communism, American international broadcasting became the poster child of capitalism. 
Today five broadcasting entities with government funding are broadcasting to other regions. 
The sheer size of their budget and numbers of people reached make them, together, one of the 
largest international broadcasting operations in the world.  

In the United States, both commercial international news channels operated by 
broadcasters like CNN International and CNBC as well as government-funded networks carry 
out international broadcasting. While the commercial stations are run purely as business 
enterprises, those supported by federal funds use large chunks of the national budget to 
perform a role in public diplomacy. 

Now, as competition in international broadcasting continues to intensify and media 
conditions continue to change, how is U.S. international broadcasting dealing with those 
changes? Here, using among other sources the results of research and data-gathering in the 
United States, I offer a brief report on the current status of U.S. government international 
broadcasting, one of the world’s largest publicly funded operations of its kind, and the 
problems and challenges it faces.  
 
 
2. Overview of U.S. Government International Broadcasting 
2-1. Scale 

U.S. international broadcasting, as we shall refer to this government-funded activity, in 
fiscal 2013 had a budget of $733 million, a staff of 3,500, and an audience of 206 million 
listeners/viewers. In budget and size of audience, it is the world’s most massive project of its 
kind. Figure 1 lets us compare the fiscal 2012 financial base for international broadcasting 
carried out by four major Western countries and Japan.2 The dollar amounts include expenses 
for all media services provided, including TV, radio, Internet, and others. One fact that stands 
out: the U.S. budget was four times what the Japanese public broadcaster NHK spent that year 
on international broadcasting. 

1 This report is concerned only with non-military civil broadcasting. It does not touch on military broadcasting. 
2 For USA, organizations include BBG and all the international broadcasting organizations that it supervises; for 

UK, everything broadcast by BBC World Service, BBC World News, and BBC.com; For Germany, Deutsche 
Welle; France, the former AEF (Audiovisuel extérieur de la France) which in 2013 changed its name to France 
Médias Monde; for Japan, NHK. 
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2-2. Structure and Organization 

All U.S. government international broadcasting services are placed under the 
supervision of the Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG). BBG is independent from other 
government agencies, and has the authority to decide the basic policy and strategy of matters 
related to international broadcasting.  

Also under the BBG, the International Broadcasting Bureau (IBB) oversees 
international broadcasting as a whole and supports the operations of five broadcasting 
organizations. (See figure 2.)  

The five entities consist of government-run broadcasting networks and privately run 
non-profit news organizations that receive grants from the BBG. The two government-
operated stations are VOA and OCB (which runs Radio and Television Martí). The other three 
are private non-profit organizations. They are Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Inc. 
(RFE/RL), which broadcasts to Eastern Europe, Russia, and Central Asia; Radio Free Asia 
(RFA), which covers East Asia; and Middle East Broadcasting Networks, Inc. (MBN), which 
reaches the Middle East and North Africa.   

The BBG, IBB, and the two government-run stations are financed out of the federal 

Note: Annual budget plus revenues (for UK, total of revenue received by BBC World 
Service and BBC World News sales). UK£=$1.65; €=$1.39; 100¥=$0.90 (Source: 
Websites of international broadcasting organizations in the five countries) 
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budget as government agencies. The non-profits are subsidized by grants from the BBG, 
which must be approved by both houses of Congress. These organizations are called private, 
but their financing comes entirely from federal funds.   
 
2-3. Features of each organization 
Let me mention the most important features of each organization. 
 
Broadcasting Board of Governors 
The BBG, as the supervisory agency that oversees the IBB and the five civil broadcasting 
organizations, ranks above other agencies in its power to determine the objectives and policies 
of U.S. international broadcasting as a whole, and to make decisions on launching new 
services and stopping others, on budgets, and so on. 

The BBG is made up of the board members and supporting organizations that carry out 
the work of the board. There are nine governors, or members of the board. Of these, eight are 
persons with appropriate expertise appointed by the U.S. president and subject to 
congressional confirmation. The secretary of state serves ex officio as the ninth member. 
Board membership is not the main work of any of the governors; they all serve in other posts.  
 
International Broadcasting Bureau (IBB) 
The IBB supports the BBG and the operations of the five broadcasting organizations. It 

provides a wide array of backup 
assistance, including technical support for 
program delivery and technology 
development, as well as guidance on 
financial matters, market research, media 
strategy planning, and so forth.  
 
 
Voice of America (VOA) 
One of the two broadcasters (the other is 
OCB) operated by the federal government, 
VOA has the longest history of all five 
and is definitely the most expansive. 
Using TV, radio, Internet and other media, 
it transmits in 45 languages, targeting 

mainly people in developing countries. Taken together, TV and radio broadcasting time comes 
to 1,800 hours a week, and in 2013, the weekly audience was about 164.6 million (the number 
of people who accessed at least one of its services at least once in a week). It is by far the 
biggest of the five broadcasting organizations. (See Figure 3.) Its staff is more than 1,100, and 
the 2012 budget was $206.2 million. VOA’s Washington D.C. headquarters is located in the 
heart of the capital, occupying offices in the same building as BBG and IBB.  
 
Office of Cuba Broadcasting (OCB) 
Like VOA, OCB is run by the U.S. federal government. From its headquarters in Miami, 
Florida, it broadcasts to Cuba. It is working to reach more people in Cuba, where access to 
news and information is heavily restricted. The station called Radio Martí 3  began 

3 Radio Martí was named after José Martí (1853–1895), Cuban writer and leader of the nineteenth century 
movement for independence from Spain.   

 
The building that houses VOA headquarters as well as 

BBG and IBB, located in the heart of Washington, D.C. 

 

5 
 

                                                   



broadcasting in Spanish in 1985, and in 1990 TV Martí was launched and began airing 
television programs. The budget for both in 2012 was $27.9 million—the smallest of all the 
five broadcasters within the BBG. 

 
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL; private nonprofit, government grantee) 
RFE/RL is a private nonprofit grantee that broadcasts over radio and TV to 21 countries in 28 
languages, including those in Eastern Europe and former Soviet territories, and Central Asia, 
as well as Iran and Iraq. Despite the word “radio” in its name, in some languages it also 
produces and broadcasts TV programs. Its headquarters is in Prague, Czech Republic. It was 
the second of the five broadcasters to start broadcasting, which began in 1950 when the Cold 
War was showing clear signs of intensifying. During its first two decades activities were 
funded by the CIA. In 1981 a terrorist group bombed the former RFE/RL headquarters in 
Munich in what was then West Germany, causing severe damage to the building and its 
vicinity. 

Figure 3. U.S. International Broadcasting Organizations 

Type of 
operation 

Government-operated Nonprofit private (grantee) 

Broadcaster 
Voice of 
America 

The Office of 
Cuba 
Broadcasting 

Radio Free 
Europe/ Radio 
Liberty, Inc. 

Radio Free 
Asia, Inc. 

Middle East 
Broadcasting 
Networks, Inc. 

Name of 
service 

Voice of 
America 

Radio Martí, 
TV Martí 

Radio Free 
Europe/ Radio 
Liberty 

Radio Free 
Asia 

Radio Sawa, 
Alhurra 

First 
broadcast 

1942 
Radio 1985 
TV 1990 

1950 1996 
Radio 2002, 
TV 2004 

Area served 

Africa, Asia, 
Latin America, 
Eastern Europe,  
former USSR 

Cuba 

Eastern 
Europe, 
former USSR, 
Central Asia, 
Iran, Iraq 

China, North 
Korea, 
Southeast 
Asia 

Middle East, 
North Africa 

No. languages 45 1 (Spanish) 28 9 1 (Arabic) 

Broadcasting 
hours per 
week (2012) 

1,817 330 1,170 181 683 

Weekly 
audience (no. 
listeners/ 
viewers 2013) 

164.6 mil. Unknown 17.9 mil. 10.8 mil. 33 mil. 

Budget 
(2012) 

$206.2 mil. $27.9 mil. $95.2 mil, $41.7 mil. $110.3 mil. 

No. staff 
(2012) 

1,152 119 511 268 763 

Headquarters Washington DC Miami Prague 
Washington 
DC 

Springfield, VA 

 
 
Radio Free Asia (RFA, private nonprofit; government grantee) 
RFA s a private nonprofit grantee that distributes programming to East Asia in nine languages. 
The headquarters is in Washington, D.C. It is a relative newcomer, having begun broadcasting 
in 1996. It targets countries where there is little or limited domestic access to what the BBG 
considers reliable news. They include China, North Korea, Vietnam, Myanmar, Cambodia, 
and Laos. Programs for people in China are broadcast in Mandarin, Cantonese, Tibetan, and 

(Source: BBG website)  
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Uyghur.  
 
Middle East Broadcasting Networks (MBN, private 
nonprofit; government grantee) 
This is the youngest of the five—it started broadcasting in 
2002, the year after the September 11 terrorist attacks in the 
United States. Headquarters are in Springfield, Virginia, not 
far from Washington, D.C. MBN broadcasts in Arabic, over 
radio, TV, and Internet. The MBN budget in 2012 was $10.3 
million, an amount second only to VOA, which testifies to the 
high priority placed on broadcasting to Arabic-speaking 
countries. 
 
2-4. Production System 
Each one of the broadcasting agencies under the BBG does its 
own production independently. As for program content, the 
head of each agency has the final say in the content and bears 

final responsibility. Let us look at some concrete aspects of the production system, taking as 
examples VOA, the largest broadcaster, and MBN, which covers the Middle East with its TV 
24-hour news channel. 
 
VOA 
VOA provides service in 45 languages, and 28 of them are used in TV broadcasting. Using 
eight satellites VOA can deliver television programming worldwide. Its radio broadcasts use 
shortwave and medium-wave bands, and also FM, beamed from domestic and external 
transmitters. VOA’s broadcasting reach is made possible by agreements with more than 1,200 
affiliate stations and cable networks that rebroadcast radio and TV programs. 

Altogether VOA has 54 radio broadcasting studios, large and small, and it has seven 
television studios. The newsroom at headquarters takes up a huge space of about 28,000 
square meters.  
Processing news and information coming in from reporters and correspondents based in the 
United States and overseas and from other BBG broadcasters is the core activity that goes on 
in the newsroom. The staffs create original English language news scripts for translation into 
44 other languages. VOA and the other BBG entities have been working to achieve greater 
collaboration among them to allow for sharing of news copy and stronger cooperation in other 
areas.  
William Baum, Director, East Asia & Pacific 
Division says:  
 

We work completely independently. 
And generally in the past, I would say 
there has been very little cooperation. 
But more recently we have tried to share 
our resources and reporting. That’s 
particularly true with RFE/RL. Every 
day we are sharing stories.  

 
Baum’s East Asia & Pacific Division, 

which is comparatively large, provides 
service in 10 languages. Taking into account 

 
VOA newsroom (at its Washington, D.C. headquarters) 

 
William Baum, Director, East 

Asia & Pacific Division 
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VOA radio broadcasting studio 

 

 
the varying conditions in the regions to which they broadcast, VOA uses several media 
platforms to transmit news. For example, in Baum’s words,  
 

For example, in Indonesia, we have over 300 radio affiliates. But that’s a very 
small portion of our Indonesian audience. Most of our Indonesian audience is 
watching on TV. But at the same time, we have a huge Facebook audience. In 
Indonesia, that’s growing rapidly.  

 
Together the five BBG agencies in 2013 had 110 million in the television audience and the 
radio audience was 109 million. For the first time, television viewers outnumbered the radio 
audience.4 Those accessing BBG via the Internet number some 22 million. In Nigeria and 
other parts of Africa, access via cell phone seems to be increasing exponentially. The weekly 
audience for VOA alone increased by more than 30 million over the previous year, for the 
first time rising over the 160 million mark.  
 
MBN 
MBN operates FM Radio Sawa5 and Alhurra television.6 Radio Sawa started broadcasting in 
2002, offering programs that feature American popular music as well as news. It became 
popular and a topic of conversation among young people in countries of the Middle East. 
Alhurra is a 24-hour news channel that began broadcasting in 2004. Relayed by satellites, its 
programs reach regions from the Arabian peninsula in the east to Morocco in the west, 
covering the entire Arabic-speaking world. In April 2004 a new channel called Alhurra-Iraq 
was launched, with programs and domestic news reports geared to the audience in Iraq.  

MBN’s Radio Sawa and Alhurra both place priority on providing an appealing mix of 
information and programming directed to young people. In 2009, Alhurra launched a three-
hour live news program called Al Youm—which means “Today” in Arabic.7 From Monday to 
Friday Al Youm is broadcast live simultaneously during local late afternoon-night prime time 
to 22 countries in different time zones extending from North Africa to the Middle East.8 The 
program is rebroadcast in the morning of the following day. 

4 The BBG global audience was 206 million, which is smaller than the sum obtained by simply adding TV 
and radio audiences; that is because a person who both watched TV and listened to radio is counted as one 
person. 
5  In Arabic, sawa means “together.” 
6  In Arabic, alhurra means “the free one.” 
7  In Arabic, al youm means “today.” 

 
MBN Headquarters 
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Broadcasting at Alhurra 

The program is aired with live reports from different parts of the Middle East. The 
production center in Dubai has two main news anchors, and each of the Beirut, Jerusalem, 
and Cairo bureaus also has a news anchor. In turn, they report on topics of regional and local 
interest. At the top of every hour they report headline news, Middle East and world news. 
They also air stories concerning daily life and significant social issues (such as women and 
the veil, for example, or whether women should be allowed to drive cars) as well as music 
and other forms of entertainment. The program production staff numbers as many as 130 
people, most of whom work in the Middle East and North Africa.  

Fran Mires, executive producer of Al Youm, says about the aim of the program:  
 

Our main audience since we began, has been males in their 
fifties. But we are changing that. We have been trying to 
expand from what originally was very male audience 
because news in the Middle East was for middle-aged men. 
But since the Arab Spring that’s not true anymore. It was the 
18-to-35 who led the Arab Spring. So we are trying to 
broaden the base of our original demographic, which was 
heavily male, to a broader base and trying to get to younger 
people. In the Middle East there are 300 million Arabs and 
half of them under 15. You’d better target them or you are 
going to miss your point. 
 

Apart from news, Al Youm does not generally take up 
political issues. In its reporting on the United States, also, it 
tends to focus on topics about the ways Americans live and 
work.   
Including rebroadcasts, Al Youm is on the air six hours of 
every day, which makes it the star program of Alhurra. And, 

like Radio Sawa, which highlights music, MBN can probably be expected to use a soft 
programming line as it works to increase its audience.  
 
2-5. U.S. International Broadcasting History 
U.S. international broadcasting, whether 
conducted by the government or by private 
nonprofits, is very much a product of 
historical circumstances. The broad 
historical contour begins in 1942.  

February 1942 was about two 
months after the December 1941 Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor, the event that 
sparked the start of war in the Pacific 
between Japan and the United States. At 
that time one of the prime U.S. objectives 
was finding ways to counter propaganda 
sent out by radio broadcasts from Nazi 
Germany. That resulted in the creation of 
the VOA, whose operations were managed by the Office of War Information. After the World 
War II, the Department of State took over management of VOA. Then came the Berlin 
blockade by the Soviet Union in 1948, the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950; these were 
harbingers of tensions between the increasingly antagonistic East and West blocs that 

 
Fran Mires, executive 

producer of Al Youm 
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propelled VOA broadcasts to become more overtly anticommunist in tone as they were 
brought in to be used as an instrument of government policy.8 In 1953 the United States 
Information Agency (USIA) was established as a state department agency for public 
diplomacy, and VOA was placed under its umbrella as an arm of America’s diplomatic 
apparatus. Until 1999, when it was repositioned as an agency supervised by BBG, VOA was 
run as a part of the USIA. 

In 1950 the private anticommunist National Committee for a Free Europe under the 
banner of freeing Europe from communism began radio broadcasting from a network called 
Radio Free Europe. Even before World War II, commercial organizations had been 
broadcasting on short-wave radio to other countries, and so private international broadcasting 
was by no means unusual. The U.S. Department of State and Department of Defense were 
involved in the establishment of RFE.9 Three years later, in 1953, Radio Liberty (RL) started 
broadcasting as a private entity to the Soviet Union. Until 1971 funds were quietly channeled 
into it, and also to RFE, by the CIA. Later, public funding for both broadcasters was approved 
by Congress and they became government grantees. They merged in 1976 to become RFE/RL, 
and in 1999 the BBG took over their supervision. 

U.S. international broadcasting, which began as a two-tier private and government 
system, has been growing and, especially since the 1980s, adding more broadcasting 
organizations, as seen in Figure 4. Radio Martí, which since 1994 has been under the 
supervision of OCB, began to broadcast to Cuba in 1985 as a national broadcaster. Initially it 
used VOA facilities to air its programs. RFA, which began broadcasting to Asia in 1996, 
followed the example of RFE/RL and was established as a government grantee.  

In 1999, the USIA was abolished and the BBG was put in place as an independent 
federal government agency, with the responsibility of overseeing all U.S. international 
broadcasting. MBN, which began broadcasting to the Middle East in 2002, was set up as a 
government grantee by one of the BBG governors.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8 Donald R. Browne, International Radio Broadcasting: The Limits of the Limitless Medium. Praeger, 1982.  
9 Johnson Ross, Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty, Cold War International Project, Wilson Center.  

[http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/radio-free-europe-and-radio-liberty] 

1960ｓ 1970ｓ 1980ｓ 1990ｓ 2000ｓ 2010ｓ
1942
VOA starts
broadcasting

1950
RFE starts
broadcasting

1985
Radio Martí
launched

1990
TV Martí launched

2002
Radio Sawa
launched

1996
RFA launched

Figure 4. Changes over Seventy Years of US International Broadcasting

1950ｓ1940ｓ

1994
U.S. International
Broadcasting Act
enacted

2004
Alhurra
launched

1998
Revision of
International
Broadcasting Act,
BBG becomes
independent from
government
(effective 1999)

1953
RL starts
broadcasting

1953
USIA
established,
takes over
VOA (until
1998)

1976
RFE and RL
merge and start
broadcasting as
RFE/RL

1945
U.S. State
Dept. takes
over VOA
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2-6. Different Roles for Different Broadcasters 
The primary mission of all of the BBG broadcasting entities is to provide news reporting and 
other information in countries and regions where freedom of information and the press is 
restricted, but VOA and the four other agencies have basically different roles. The main VOA 
objective is to send out information and news about the world and about the United States, 
while the other four broadcasters focus on reporting regional news to people in locales where 
their own media do not provide such coverage.  
 Bruce Sherman, IBB’s director of Global Strategy and Development, explains the 
difference in emphasis as one result of the involvement of private nonprofits in international 
broadcasting:   
 

Radio Free Asia today has 58 reporters in Burma. They set up a large bureau there. 
They are able to do that without seeking clearances to US Embassy. They are 
local Burmese managed by Radio Free Asia. So they are reporting on local and 
internal development inside Burma. And that allows them to have a good grasp of 
what’s happening in Burma that we then report back to Burma. And that’s not 
something that typically U.S. government agencies 
will be able to do with well, simply because it requires 
a degree of operational flexibility and latitude, that 
when you are going to be that biggest part of the 
government, the embassy is going to be involved, the 
state department’s going to want to know more about 
what you are doing. There is going to be a much 
higher degree of policy coordination than separate 
entities doing that.  

 
2-7. Legal Status and Relation to Government 
There was a period when U.S. international broadcasting 
was shaped by U.S. anticommunist foreign policy, but today 
it is independent from the government and is charged with 
providing objective, balanced, credible news reporting. Its 
mandate stems from the International Broadcasting Act 
enacted by Congress in 1994 and revised in 1998.10 

In the section titled “Standards and Principles” in the 
International Broadcasting Act, the first item under Broadcasting Standards is to “be 
consistent with the broad foreign policy objectives of the United States,” which, in a wide 
sense, links international broadcasting to public diplomacy. At the same time, the first item 
under Broadcasting Principles states that U.S. international broadcasting “shall include news 
which is consistently reliable and authoritative, accurate, objective, and comprehensive.”  

In defining its relation to the government, the International Broadcasting Act stipulates 
that the BBG is an autonomous federal agency responsible for overseeing the entities it 
governs. The decision to make BBG independent from other federal agencies was taken with 
the express goal of eliminating pressure from the government. Still, the Act provides for 
involvement by the secretary of state, who is a voting member of the Board. The secretary of 
state is required to support the activities of the BBG by offering information related to foreign 
affairs issues and providing guidance on other matters. Further, BBG decisions to cancel 

10 http://www.bbg.gov/wp-content/media/2012/01/BroadcastingAct.pdf 

 
Bruce Sherman, IBB’s 
director of Global Strategy 
and Development 
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language services by any of its broadcasters or inaugurate new ones must be made in 
consultation with the secretary of state.  
 Regarding these rules, Bruce Sherman observes,  
 

The legislation reads that BBG has to consult with the Department of State. Because 
that at the end of the day it’s a national security or a foreign policy issue, if we 
create a new language service for a country. That sends a message to that country 
that we are all the sudden targeting their audiences and their people.  

 
Concerning U.K. international broadcasting by BBC World Service, it is interesting to 

observe that the regulations bearing on the BBG-state department relationship have much in 
common with the rules governing the relation of the BBC and the British government.11 

The U.S. International Broadcasting Act also requires that the independent editorial 
authority of each BBG broadcaster be respected. BBG can address basic principles, for 
example strategy, scale of broadcasting, and so on, but broadcast content must be left to each 
individual organization.  

 
 

3. Current Issues for U.S. International Broadcasting 
BBG submitted its budget request for fiscal 2015 in March 2014. Belt-tightening by the 
government has created strong pressure to decrease expenditures, and the BBG budget 
allocation of $721 million is about $12 million less, in real amounts, than the previous year. 
That situation is behind the decision to reduce short-wave broadcasts, whose effectiveness has 
been rapidly waning in any case, and focusing on the African, East Asiaa, and South Asian 

regions. Measures to reorganize and streamline are also in the planning stage, including 
reducing the number of employees, in order to raise overall efficiency.  

11 http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/WS_Broadcasting_Agreement02FINAL.pdf 
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 Owing to expansion of 
broadcasting to the Middle East, 
among other reasons, the budget for 
international broadcasting was 
increased every year until 2010, and 
after that there was a gradual 
decrease. (See Figure 5.)  The 
international broadcasting endeavor 
using public funds has been 
enormously costly to the nation. 
Now, confronting increasingly 
louder voices calling for better use 
of America’s broadcasting services 
and higher efficiency, BBG is being 
pushed to respond and make 
changes.  
 
3-1. Duplicate Language Services 

The five BBG agencies 
together broadcast in a total of 61 
languages, but in some instances 
two of them broadcast in the same 
language. At a time when pressure 
is mounting to reduce the budget, 
this duplication of language services 
is generating complaints.  

Figure 6 lists the languages 
used by the five networks. In 23 
cases, two networks provide the 
same language service. In the case 
of RFA in particular, out of its nine 
language services, eight of them 
duplicate those operated by VOA.  
(The figure is compiled on the basis 
of information from the BBG 
website.)  

Another area that is being 
questioned critically is the 
institutional division of roles 
between VOA and the other four 
BBG entities. VOA is intended to 
cover news of the world and the 
United States, and the others were 
set up to cover local and domestic 
news related to the regions they  
serve.  
At a House Foreign Affairs 
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Committee hearing in June 201312 S. Enders Wimbush, a BBG governor from 2010 to 2012, 
pointed out that,  
 

The Cold War division of labor between VOA telling America’s story abroad 
and RFE/RL or any of the other grantees as surrogate domestic media no longer 
holds. All the networks cover both developments in the countries to which they 
broadcast and help tell America’s story to the world.13 
 

Congress is also concerned about duplicate language services. At its request, the U.S. 
Government Accountability Office carried out an investigation of BBG and the networks it 
oversees, and submitted its report to Congress in January 2013. One of the recommendations 
it makes for executive action is to “Ensure that BBG’s annual language service review 
includes systematic consideration of the cost and impact of internal overlap among BBG 
entities’ language services, and the impact of U.S. international broadcasting.”14  

It also recommends looking at the activities of CNN and other American commercial 
broadcasters as well as at international broadcasting carried out in other democratic countries 
to ascertain whether and to what extent there is duplication with their services.  

 
3-2. Can BBG Function as Supervisor? 
Another controversy surrounding U.S. international broadcasting is the functioning of BBG as 
supervisor. BBG is being criticized for its failure to identify, address, and solve issues quickly 
although it has overarching authority as the highest decision-making body in international 
broadcasting. It is described as dysfunctional. 

In January 2013 the state department’s Office of Inspector General (OIG) issued a 
report15 of an investigation into the BBG and submitted it to the secretary of state, BBG, and 
Congress. The report concluded that BBG’s dysfunction stems in large part from systemic 
flaws in the way BBG and its broadcasters are set up and operated. 

The report points out, among other problems, that eight of the nine BBG board 
members (governors) are appointed after nomination by the president and confirmation by the 
Senate, but from time to time governors resign part way through their term. When, as often 
happens, the Senate fails to promptly confirm new nominees, there arise chronic vacancies on 
the board. Being part-time, board members concurrently hold full-time positions elsewhere 
and have various other professional activities. They are frequently absent or late for meetings, 
and without the required quorum, items before the body cannot be decided. Because of this, it 
often happens that decisions cannot be taken on important items. Also, because they are not 
full-time, board members are not always familiar with what is actually going on at BBG. The 
OIG report concluded that in its present state, BBG is not equipped to oversee multiple 
agencies that consume $750 million of the annual federal budget.  
 
3-3. BBG’s Response 
Confronted by doubts, criticism, and challenges, BBG is moving to respond. The BBG 
strategic plan for 2012–201616 acknowledges the wastefulness of duplicate language services 

12 Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, June 26, 2013. 
13 Text of hearing, “Broadcasting Board of Governors: An Agency “Defunct,” 26 June 2013. 
14 Additional Steps Needed to Address Overlap in International Broadcasting. January 29, 2013 

[http://www.gao.gov/products/gao-13-172] 
15 Inspection of the Broadcasting Board of Governors. January 2013. 

[http://oig.state.gov/documents/organization/203193.pdf] 
16 Impact through Innovation and Integration. BBG Strategic Plan 2012–2016.  

 [http://www.bbg.gov/wp-content/media/2012/02/BBGStrategicPlan_2012-2016_OMB_Final.pdf] 
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and the need to streamline the organization for higher efficiency and greater impact. Its 
budget request for fiscal 2015 issued at the end of March 2014 states that in four cases where 
VOA and RFE/RL duplicate language services, VOA service will cease. That will mean 
cancelling VOA services in four Balkan languages—Albanian, Bosnian, Macedonian, and 
Serbian.   

To deal with the problems of BGG’s supervisory functions, plans are being made to 
integrate the five broadcasting agencies and IBB and create a unified organization headed by 
a CEO. The CEO will be involved full time with day-to-day operations and, as the chief 
executive will have considerable authority in running the organization. Bruce Sherman of IBB 
gave his opinion that even after the CEO is installed BBG will continue, but its character so 
far as an supervisory body will change to that of an advisory agency body, and instead of the 
BBG, much of the decision-making power will go to the CEO.  

BBG is a huge and complex organization, and the regulations pertaining to it are 
equally complex and multifarious. Revamping it is going to be difficult, which is why in 2012 
a draft of the legislation needed to make changes, called the International Broadcasting 
Innovation Act, was drawn up.  

One proposed organizational change is to merge the three nonprofit grantee 
broadcasters. Integrated, it is expected that they will form a leaner entity that can be managed 
more efficiently.  

Another area being explored is the feasibility of de-federalizing BBG and IBB, 
changing them as well as VOA and OCB from federal-government-run entities to non-
governmental organizations (NGOs). This would move the federal BBG and its components 
out of the sphere of government management, taking into account the possibility that it may 
be merged with other nonprofit grantee broadcasters in the future.  

Also under consideration are ways to restructure the overseas affiliates. Currently, each 
BBG broadcaster maintains its own independent branches overseas, but the advantages of 
merging them into a single system are being explored; integrated, they could share facilities, 
resources, and content. As for VOA, there is discussion about changing the way news is 
produced. Now, production is centered in Washington, D.C., but, it is argued, if 
newsgathering, production, and delivery were all shifted to the regions that air the programs, 
their broadcasting would be more efficient and effective. The idea is to expand the overseas 
affiliates and make them into strategic bases from which developments in any given region 
can be covered in a timely and comprehensive way.  
 
4. Conclusion 
America’s international broadcasting began 72 years ago, and since then its character and 
organization have continued to change. Different eras have had different concerns. Over the 
years, the government and Congress considered matters of national security and watched the 
situation in other parts of the world, and when it seemed necessary changes were made in the 
system and content of international broadcasting. When they could say “mission 
accomplished,” a service was ended, like VOA Japanese, which ceased its broadcasts in 
1970. 17  Other broadcasting took on new forms and faces. But while U.S. international 
broadcasting under BBG expanded and its impact grew, problems inherent in its 
organizational structure became more pronounced and more complex.  

17 Ikawa Mitsuo, “Reisenki ni okeru VOA no risuna chōosa: Nihongo hoso o rei ni” [A Study of VOA Listeners 
during the Cold War Years: The Case of Japanese Language Broadcasting], Oyo shakaigaku kenkyu, No. 51, 
2009. Rikkyo Daigaku Shakaigakubu. 
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In June 2013, when BBG’s problems had been under scrutiny for some time, the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee held a public hearing related to the organization.18  

A raft of items came up at the hearing, among them arguments that the International 
Broadcasting Act itself is contradictory. James K. Glassman, who headed the BBG governors 
in 2007–2008 during the George W. Bush administration, offered the opinion that, 
 

The confusion is this: Is the BBG a journalistic organization, like CNN or 
PBS, or is it a foreign policy agency, like, for example, the U.S. embassy in 
Ankara or the former U.S. Information Agency? The law is confusing and 
contradictory. On the one hand, it says that ‘international broadcasting is, and 
should remain, an essential instrument of United States foreign policy’, but on the 
other it establishes an organization steeped in the values of independent 
journalism.19  

 
Glassman stated later in his testimony,  
 

My own view is that the BBG must be fully integrated into the foreign policy 
apparatus of the United States Government. . . . The best way to remove any 
confusion about the BBG’s mission is to put it back into the State Department. 20  
 
On the conservative side, opinion generally sides with Glassman on the basic identity 

of U.S. international broadcasting. In an April 2012 report on national security and foreign 
relations21 the conservative think-tank Hudson Institute pushes for a stronger BBG, arguing 
that the BBG and its broadcasters should be clearly presented as public agencies and part of 
America’s diplomatic policy team. Rooted in the conviction that international broadcasting 
should contribute directly to the national interests of the United States, the report urges close 
collaboration and orchestration with the nation’s diplomatic activities, strategies, and 
objectives.  

The other side argues that broadcasting following the government line lacks credibility, 
and if its reporting is not credible, international broadcasting might as well cease. D. Jeffrey 
Hirschberg, who served as a BBG governor for eight years beginning in 2002, testified as 
follows at the June 2013 public hearing: 
  

The only way for U.S. government-funded broadcasters to have success is to 
retain credibility with audiences. And the only way to ensure credibility is to play 
the news straight up—to report the facts as they are, and let audiences make up 
their own minds about what the facts mean. . . . VOA, RFE/RL, RFA, MBN, and 
OCB are all news organizations. They practice objective journalism. They don’t do 
advocacy (beyond the VOA editorials, which are clearly labeled as such) or act to 
bias coverage towards pre-set desired outcomes. Either of these activities would 
jeopardize their credibility with audiences and nullify any long-term benefit they 

18 Hearing before the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, June 26, 2013.     
[http://docs.house.gov/meetings/FA/FA00/20130626/101050/HHRG-113-FA00-20130626-SD002.pdf] 

19 James K. Glassman testimony, “Beyond Tinkering: Reform of the Broadcasting Board of Governors Requires 
Full Integration into the U.S. Foreign Policy Apparatus.”  Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of 
Representatives, “The Broadcasting Board of Governors: An Agency Defunct,” June 26, 2013, p. 2.  

20 Glassman, “Beyond Tinkering,” p. 6.  
21 “Organizing for a Strategic Ideas Campaign to Counter Ideological Challenges to U.S. National Security.” 

Hudson Institute Report, April 2012. 
[http://www.dougfeith.com/docs/2012_04_Feith_Galston_Shulsky_Paper.pdf] 
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can have. . . . Congress wisely incorporated VOA and the other broadcasters into 
the independent BBG in 1998 . .  . 22  

  
When international broadcasting becomes an arm of public diplomacy, not just in 

America, inevitably the question arises of how much influence the government has on the 
slant of its reporting. Even now, American international broadcasting, with its beginnings in 
the anti-Nazi crusade during World War II, is still sandwiched between journalism that tells 
the truth and promoting national policy. This giant enterprise, one of the biggest in the 
world—which way will U.S. international broadcasting go in a world fraught with security 
challenges and pressured by economic strictures? One thing is certain: it will be closely 
watched.  
 

22 House Foreign Affairs Committee Hearing on the BBG, June 26, 2013, “Broadcasting Board of Governors: An 
Agency ‘Defunct,’” Testimony by D. Jeffrey Hirschberg, p. 4. 
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