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KBAC (98FM Radio Free Santa Fe) makes the right 
moves to stay local 

with all the talk about consolidation taking away the local aspect of radio, KBAC /Santa Fe, 
NM - which happens to be owned by Clear Channel Communications - has gone out of 

its way to remain the voice of its community. 

With over 40 stations 
booming in from nearby Al- 
buquerque, focusing on the 
needs and concerns of Santa 
Fe seems like an obvious stra- 
tegic move. But KBAC GM/ 
PD Ira Gordon and the rest 
of his staff also feet a genuine 
connection to the audience 
they serve. 

Whatever the motivation, 
the station garnered the high- 
est numbers of any Triple A 
station in the country in the fall 2001 
Arbitron ratings, pulling in an 8.4 12 +, 

making it No. 2 overall in its market. 

Experience As A Guide 

Gordon's years of experience have 
helped him in guiding the station to its 
recent accomplishment. After toiling a 

few years in smaller markets, he came 
to Denver in 1976 to work at AOR gi- 
ant KAZY. He then went to similarly 
formatted crosstown KFML in 1978, 
first as MD, and eventually working his 
way up to PD. 

He joined Triple A stalwart KBCO/ 
Denver for the first time in 1983 and 
actually did four tours of duty at that 
station in various positions, including 
mornings, Production Director, Cre- 
ative Services Director and late -night 
air personality. 

In between those stints he signed on 
KDHT in Denver, which was one of 
the first Americana stations in the coun- 
try, although they called it "Acoustic 
Rock' at the time. 

"From 1991 to 1995 I did my last 
stint at 'BCO, replacing Dennis Con- 
stantine in the mornings," Gordon says. 
"From there, I headed down to Santa 
Fe to run KBAC in late 1995, first as 
PD, and later as GM/PD. 

"When we first started, we actually 
had a competitor here in `The Moun- 
tain' [KZMT], which was programmed 
by Rich Robinson. I1 had been a Clas- 
sic Rock station, but when they heard 
we were coming, they switched over 
to a heritage -based Triple A a couple 
months before we signed on. 

"They were very male -oriented, and, 
at the time, we were very female -ori- 
ented. They were still Classic Rock - 
based, and we decided to play newer 
music than they were. We played mu- 
sic from as far back as 1977, but keep 
in mind this was before the '80s-based 
formats were developed. 

Ira G ordon 

"When The Mountain went 
away, we remained more 
modern-leaning, but we did 
plug artists like the Stones and 
Beatles back into the library." 

Although the station has 
had a strong presence in San- 
ta Fe for most of its six -year 
life, this last book finally paid 
off for KBAC. In addition to 
the aforementioned 12+ num- 
ber, it ranked No. 1 18-49 and 
35 -64 and had a respectable 

No. 3 ranking with the younger 18 -34 
cell. 

"Because we're only a two- book -a- 
year market, we don't live and die by 
Arbitron," Gordon says. "We have al- 
ways noticed that in the spring we have 
all these men listening to us, and in the 
fall all :he women tune us in. We don't 
realty do anything differently from 
book to book, so we always knew that 
if we ever got the men and women to- 
gether, we'd have a monster book. This 
time around, that finally happened." 

If It Ain't Broke 

Cllear Channel, which has owned 
KBAC since September 2000, took 
notice of the station's accomplish- 
ments, and Gordon is grateful for that. 
"They've been very proud of us since 
the beg nning," he says. "We've never 
had a problem with upper management. 

"We're overseen by the Albuquerque 
cluster, and my boss down there, Cindy 
Schloss made it clear from the first time 
we met that they were not here to inter- 
fere with what we do. They felt that 
we're a very successful radio station and 
they'd be idiots to mess with us." 

When the KBAC staff were first told 
that the station was going to be bought 
by Clear Channel, roughly half were 
ready to walk out. Gordon gathered 
everyone together and said, "Hey, let's 
at least meet these people first, before 
we walk out." It's safe to say that, at 
this point, everyone is glad they stayed. 

"Part of it is because of Cindy's sup- 
port, as I mentioned earlier, but it is also 
because we have always run a very 
tight ship here at KBAC," Gordon says. 
"We've always operated with a staff of 
about 12 to 13 people, and everyone 
wears several hats here. Because of 
that, Clear Channel feel they get their 
money's worth out of us. 

"We were always the flagship sta- 
tion for Roberts Radio, our previous 

owners. They had 25 stations, and we 
were the crown jewel in the group - 
at least that's what they always used to 
tell us." 

Community Commitment 
Even though KBAC's signal reach- 

es Albuquerque, it's very much a San- 
ta Fe radio station. Even in the early 
days, the staff knew that if they tried to 
go into that market and compete seri- 
ously, they would get their lunch hand- 
ed to them. 

"We've always felt that Santa Fe was 
the city that we needed to concentrate 
on," Gordon says. "The market already 
had a great history of progressive radio 
with KLSK and KYOT, so we knew 
we had something to build upon. It was 
just a matter of capturing the hearts of 
that audience and building on that. 

"In the first year we dealt with a 
wait -and -see attitude from the audi- 
ence, because they had been burned so 
many times by stations that either 
changed format or moved to Albuquer- 
que. They wanted to see if we were 
serious about our commitment to the 
market." 

That audience attitude made it even 
more important for KBAC to position 
itself specifically as a Santa Fe radio 
station. From the time it signed on, it 

tied into every event in town. With the 
strong arts and cultural aspects of San- 
ta Fe, there were many opportunities 
for the station. The staff also instituted 
a policy of making sure that all the non- 
profits in town - and there are plenty 
of them - got a voice on the station. 
That had a big impact. 

"We created this thing called `The 
Community Voice, - Gordon says. 
"Any nonprofit organization can come 
in and record a 45- second commercial 
for airplay. They have to do it them- 
selves -they write the script and voice 
the thing. This way, we've given the 
community a real voice. 

"We run about six of these a day in 
prime time. This has helped in build- 
ing our audience in ways not usually 
associated with programming. Keep in 
mind, this is a very tight community 
that takes itself very seriously. It all 
factors into our image as 98FM Radio 
Free Santa Fe." 

An Enchanted Land 
On a broader level, the Triple A for- 

mat is a perfect fit for Santa Fe. A large 

KBAC Sample Hours 
March 28, 2002 

GOO GOO DOLLS Black Balloon 

WALLFLOWERS Sleepwalker 
EURYTHMICS Love Is A Stranger 
PETE YORN Strange Condition 

BOB DYLAN Summer Days 

EVERYTHING BUT THE GIRL Missing 

U2 Angel Of Harlem 

TRAIN She's On Fire 

BONNIE RAITT I Can't Help You Now 

BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN Brilliant Disguise 

BARENAKED LADIES Pinch Me 

STING The Lazarus Heart 

SANTANA Smooth 

CAKE Short Skirt Long Jacket 
MARSHALL CFBIENSHAW Our Town 

TODD RUNDGREN Bang The Drum All Day 

ELVIS COSTELLO Tear Off Your Own Head 

BE GOOD TANYAS Light Enough To Travel 

PRETENDERS Human 

THOMAS DOLBY Hyperactive 

GOO GOO DOLLS Name 

JAMIE O' HARA That Ain't The Way I Heard It 

BONNIE RAITT Real Man 

POLICE Invisible Sun 

segment of the population moved to the 
area for a lifestyle change. In fact, Gor- 
don says that local residents like to say 
that Santa Fe is where all the old hip- 
pies come to retire. Because of that, 
there is a sizable contingent of people 
who grew up on progressive FM radio 
in the '60s. 

"To them, we're the only listenable 
thing on the dial, despite the fact that 
we don't play very much classic rock," 
Gordon says. "If it weren't for us, they 
would probably not listen to the radio 
at all. I think that has a lot to do with 
the old progressive Rock station atti- 
tude that we convey." 

When the station signed on, its sound 
was more of a mix of Triple A and New 
Age music. Even though KBAC has 
moved away from most of it, the New 
Age aspect is still part of what it does. 
After all, New Mexico is an enchanted 
land. 

"Astrology is very big here," Gor- 
don says. "We run an astroiogical fore- 
cast twice a day, and, boy., Hour astrol- 
oger forgets to call in, the phones ring 
off the hook. We also have a show 
called Transitions Magazine that's been 
on the air in the market for many years. 
It runs for three hours on Sunday morn- 
ings. It's very Santa Fe- oriented, with 
topics covering crystals, pyramid pow- 
er, channeling and so on. 

"We are also sensitive to the His- 
panic community here, which consti- 
tutes roughly 50% of Santa Fe's pop- 
ulation. We deal with spice music that 
appeals to them. We'll even play fla- 
menco instrumentals. Another ele- 
ment that gives us a unique sound is 
world music, which is huge in Santa 
Fe. You can bring acts in that I've 
never even heard of and draw 1,000 
to 2,000 people. Electronica and tech - 
no also work well for us -" 

Broad Appeal 

As you can see from the Arbitron 
numbers quoted above, KBAC is cer- 
tainly very popular 35 -64, but since it 
is driven more by modern music, it can 
also draw 18 -34s who are bored with 
what the other stations have to offer. 

"We play current music probably 
about one -third of the time," Gordon 
says. "The big misconception is that we 
play everything and that we are all over 
the map. Sure, we have about 40 cur- 
rents on the playlist every week, some 
of which are eclectic choices, but we 
don't sound obscure. 

"We keep in mind that we do not want 
to be too hip for the room. We can edu- 
cate the audience about new music, but 
every 10 minutes they' II hear a core art- 
ist like Peter Gabriel, Bonnie Raitt or 
U2. You need to hear us to understand 
how well it works for us." 

Certainly, KBAC takes a fresh ap- 
proach to radio, but Gordon feels 
that what the station does could 
work in most markets if executed 
properly. "Our station took a while 
to build the audience that we have 
today, as do most stations in this for- 
mat," he says. "Unfortunately, the 
situation in most markets these days 
is the desire for a station to make an 
immediate impact. 

"But you know what? Most of those 
formats also burn out very quickly. 
Owners would do well to consider 
building some stations that will have 
longevity in the market, and Triple A 
is one that would do well in just about 
every market where there isn't one 
right now." 

You can reach Ira Gordon at 505- 
989 -3338, ore -mail him at irag @kbac. 
corn. Be sure to check out KBAC 's web - 
site at www.kbac.com. 
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