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CD archiving training at Radio Salankoloto

Radio Salankoloto is a community type radio station located in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso. It is typical of community stations in the region. It has 3 administrative staff and approximately 10 journalists and presenters. The station has one personal computer for station personnel use.

Archiving is very difficult in such stations. They often work with very limited budgets. The current mediums used are reel tape and cassette. CDs are used but only pre-recorded music or program CDs, not writable CDs. The problems of archiving both on reel tapes and cassette tapes are manifold. 

Reel tapes

Reel tapes are very expensive to purchase. Being an old technology, it is rapidly being replaced by digital technologies. Many manufacturers do not make reel tapes anymore. With each new announcement of production halts, reel tape prices rise even further. In stations like Salankoloto, purchasing new tapes is not a possibility. Existing tapes are therefore recycled until they are completely used. No archiving can take place, as the value of a tape is much higher than the perceived value of an archived program. Some stations even subscribe to program distribution services only to re-use the tapes for their own productions! Furthermore, even if the tape does end up on a shelf, the quality of the remaining recording is very low because of over-use.

Cassette tapes

Cassette tapes, although not as expensive, suffer from some of the same problems. They are re-used many times in countries like Burkina Faso, and remain relatively expensive. Their quality is also much lower to begin with. Stations often use consumer quality equipment, calculating that this is cheaper in the long run than professional quality equipment. The level of maintenance or maintainability of equipment also affects recording quality. Dirty and misaligned heads, sand and dust in the cassette deck contribute to poorer quality recordings.

Compact Disc

To a station like Radio Salankoloto, CD archiving offers advantages over cassette and reel tape. First of all, CDs offer higher quality than cassette tapes and quality somewhat equivalent to reel tapes. The inexpensive type of CDs purchased by stations such as Salankoloto can only be written once, which means that the problem of over-usage is virtually non-existent.

Price wise, CDs are more expensive than cassettes. Although CDs in other countries can be had for much less than the price of a cassette, import taxes keep the price high in Burkina. Often, consumers of CDs in Burkina request travellers to outside countries to purchase very inexpensive CDs on their behalf. Even if bought on the local market, CDs can make economic sense.

When CDs are recorded to be played back in a regular (non-computer) CD player, their content duration is comparable to that of cassette or reel tapes. But when they are recorded using compressed sound files, their capacity is tenfold, definitively more economical than either previously mentioned mediums.

CD archiving training 

A CD archiving training session was organized at Radio Salankoloto. Five journalists were trained in digital production as well as CD archiving. Overall, everyone at the station was very excited by the idea. We found that success at post-training usage of archiving techniques to be directly dependent on previous computer experience. Those with experience were able to appropriate the technology and use it in daily work. Those still struggling to master the computer were more pre-occupied with polishing simpler skills like file management and regular program operations.

Current usage of archiving varies from archival of fully digital productions to simple CD transcription of analog produced programs. Of course this has a large impact on the quality of recordings. Most field recordings are still done using analog cassettes and this shows in the quality of productions. The weakest link in the production chain limits final quality. Overall, there is a slight to large improvement in quality when CD archiving is used. Although there are other obstacles, the CD is not a limiting factor as are over-used tapes.

Another problem - not related to the technology itself, but rather to the conditions - is that there is only one computer available at the station. Although some level of archiving can now take place, a much more complex set-up would be needed for the whole of the station programming to be archived on CD.

Finally, we noticed the fragility of CDs. A CD need only be put right side down on a table for a few minutes to render parts or the whole of it unusable. This unfortunately is the fate of many a CD in the station. A full-fledged CD manipulation campaign, involving everyone remotely related to manipulating recordings, would be necessary to avoid this problem.

Conclusions

· CDs can be much less expensive than even cassette tapes - even when there is a supply problem.

· Training success is dependent on previous computer experience. A certain level of skill is required for effective mastery of archiving techniques.

· Staff are generally enthusiastic about the technology and no particular resistance was observed.

· Overall CD program quality is improved compared to recordings on cassette or reel tape.

· Mishandling of CDs is a serious problem that requires attention from not only trainees but also all personnel involved in manipulating recordings.
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