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Efficiency Review

ABC invites Government Interference

The Federal Government is in the process of
establishing an efficiency review into the ABC.

There is considerable risk in having a government
with a demonstrated hostility to the ABC’s
independence set the terms for and conduct
areview into the broadcaster’s efficiency.

This is a government whose actions concerning

the ABC seem more closely related to stifling
independent broadcasting than achieving financial
efficiencies. It has cut ABC funding out of proportion
to any other major area of government expenditure.
In years of record surplus budgets, it has failed

to restore the broadcaster’s funds.

The ABC submitted to the Government, with its
2003 funding submission, a report prepared by the
Macquarie Bank, at considerable expense to the
ABC, on the ABC’s funding relative to its commercial
peers and other international public broadcasters.
The Coalition Government already ignored the
findings of this conservative body which concluded
that the ABC is significantly under-funded to meet
its commitments. So it comes as quite a surprise

to find that the ABC Board has actually invited the
Government to review its efficiency.

When interviewed by Margaret Simons for her article
in The Monthly (May 2005) ABC Chairman Donald
McDonald said, “the review was requested because
the Board was totally confident it could lead only

to the conclusion that the ABC needs and deserves
more money.”
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It is unclear if the ABC Board requested this review
into the ABC prior to or after the Coalition parties
mentioned in their 2004 election policy that “to
ensure the ABC is using its funding to its greatest
potential, the Coalition in conjunction with the ABC,
will undertake a review of the adequacy and
efficiency of the ABC’s use of its funding.”

The ABC looks to have little to gain, with
Communications Minister Senator Helen Coonan
guaranteeing only that “any savings identified by the
efficiency review can be kept by the ABC.” And it
has its independence to lose to a government

which has cut the ABC’s triennial funding and

is increasingly seeking to control the ABC through
the use of targeted funds. Friends of the ABC is yet
to hear how much yet another review into the ABC
will cost, and who will pay!

Friends of the ABC wishes Mr McDonald well. The
healthy future of Australia’s independent national
broadcaster will be resting on the success of his
risky strategy. The Board will have acted contrary to
its responsibility to protect the ABC’s independence
from government if the review results in the provision
of funds in a manner that enables the government

to influence the ABC’s programming priorities.

[Continued on page 2]
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Viewpoint

June Factor (Past President of Friends of the ABC (Vic) Inc.)

Sometimes | can almost feel sorry for
those members of the Federal Govern-
ment, and a few media commentators,
whose antipathy towards the ABC is like
an iliness, a terrible itch they endlessly
scratch. These tormented creatures crave
fellow sufferers. Instead, they are
confronted again and again with evidence
that their bete noir, the national public
broadcaster, is widely respected, admired,
even loved. It must be painful.

In the early years of the ABC, hostile
politicians were wonderfully frank. In 1938,
A.G. Cameron became Postmaster-
General — the man in charge of the ABC.
The historian Ken Inglis, from whose
expansive history of the public broad-
caster this story comes, describes him as
‘a Country Party man from South Australia,
Scottish-born, with military experience
and a belligerent manner.’” At his first
meeting with the Chairman and two
members of the ABC Board, he declared:

I know nothing about broadcasting. | am
not interested in it. If | had my way | would
stop all broadcasting. No time for these
mechanical things. Don’t know anything
about music. As for people who give talks
and commentaries over the air, if | had my
way | would poison the blanks blanks —
would bring them under the Vermin Act.
(This is the ABC, M.U.P.,1983, p.69)

Senator Alston is probably not related to
Mr Cameron — he was certainly a much
smoother politician. But during his recent,
lamentable period in charge of the ABC
as Minister for Communications, his
persistent attempts to silence or at least
enfeeble certain ABC programs and broad-
casters brings to mind the Vermin Act.
Perhaps the respected Fairfax journalist
Michelle Grattan had something similar in
mind when she commented on Senator
Alston in her recent Alfred Deakin lecture:

Electronic media (apart from the ABC and
SBS) are obsessed by ratings. The ABC

is in a class apart but always the butt of
whatever government’s in power. Richard
Alston’s feral pursuit of the ABC over its
(mostly good) coverage of the Iraq war was
one of the more unpleasant witchhunts

in recent media experience. (Gatekeepers
and Gatecrashers, 2 May 2005)

Mr Alston — no longer a senator — is now
comfortably ensconced in London as
Australia’s High Commissioner. His
position may be a reward for loyalty,

but certainly not for achievement. If he
is reading the Australian newspapers
he must have grimaced when The Age
editorial of March 4 noted:

That the ABC has maintained its standards
in the face of budget cuts, a conservative
board and the Alston allegations says a
great deal about its commitment to
fulfilling its proper role as an independent
broadcaster in a democracy.

Alas, it is arguable that the ABC has
managed to maintain its standards — but
that’s a discussion for another News &
Views. Best to end with some comments
from the journalist Margaret Simons, taken
from a long, thoughtful article on the ABC
published in the first issue of the new
magazine The Monthly:

Broadcasting services provided by an arm
of government have proved more durable
than banks, airlines, telephone companies
and medical insurance. Some say this
makes the ABC a dinosaur, in the throes of
extinction. But the reason why it survives,
and why politicians are cautious in dealing
with it, is its massive public support. At
every turn of its history, the public has
shown that it values what the ABC provides.

[continued from page 1]

At this time, the scope of the Government’s
ABC efficiency review is unknown.
However, when interviewed by a journalist
from The Australian about the review,
Senator Coonan revealed that she was
reviewing the position of the staff-elected
director on the ABC Board.

(The Australian, 21 March 05)

Page 2 News & Views

The staff-elected position on the Board
provides valuable input from people with
public broadcasting experience who
directly produce the programs and run the
ABC. Importantly, it is one small counter
to board-stacking by governments of any
political persuasion.

Senator Coonan’s reported comment (“/
think staff representation is important, but
then the question is: how do you do that?”)
is concerning in the context of the hostility
expressed by both of Senator Coonan’s
predecessors to there being a staff position
onthe ABC Board. Any efforts to restructure
the position should be regarded warily.



FABC meets Labor’'s Shadow
Minister — Senator Stephen Conroy

During this meeting, Senator Conroy
reassured FABC that he and the Labor
Party remain firmly committed to the ABC
being maintained as an independent and
comprehensive national public broad-
caster, with advertising and sponsorship
being prohibited on all ABC services. He
believes the ABC plays an important role
in Australian life and it must be resourced
to participate equally with commercial
broadcasters in a media environment in
which technology is rapidly changing, with
its broadcasting and online services being
accessible to the community without
direct cost.

Prior to the next election, Labor will review
its 2004 election policies. ABC policies
that Senator Conroy will be working for
Labor to recommit to, include:

—the restoration of adequate funding.
Labor will announce specific
funding figures;

—the introduction of a new board appoint-
ments system. Labor’s model involves
an assessment process which is merit-
based, transparent and independent,
and provides for the maintenance of the
staff-elected director position;

—areview of the ABC’s commercial
activities to ensure that they are
appropriate and in keeping with the spirit
of the ABC Act; and

—the provision of the resources to rebuild
Radio Australia.

Senator Conroy expressed dismay at what
is happening to the ABC. Government
interference in the ABC’s independence,
intimidation and the misuse of funding to
control the ABC — by starving the
broadcaster of base funding and by
targeting funds - is resulting in the ABC
self-censoring and being diverted to
chasing ratings.

Under the Government’s digital rules, the
ABC and SBS are able to multi-channel
subject to genre restrictions which prevent
them from broadcasting the full range

of programs, such as sporting and national
news and current affairs programs. The
ABC has recently introduced a digital
television channel, ABC 2. Senator Conroy
has stated recently that the genre
restrictions should be lifted and financial
resources provided to enable the ABC

and SBS to more fully utilise the digital
technology they have invested in.

On the matter of media ownership,
Senator Conroy said that promoting
diversity must be a key objective of media
regulation. Labor has recommitted to
retaining the cross-ownership laws but
liberalising foreign-ownership restrictions.

Keep an ear out: Senator Conroy has
promised FABC he will use all avenues
open to him to defend independent
broadcasting and speak out in the
ABC'’s interests.

Senator Stephen Conroy, Deputy Leader of the Opposition in the Senate and Shadow Minister
for Communications and Information, greets FABC Vic representatives Judith Rodriguez, President
and Glenys Stradijot, Campaign Manager.

Thanks to
John Millard

Independent public broadcasting has
lost a great defender with the departure
of John Millard from the ABC last March.
In the mid 1990s when the ABC dabbled
in infotainment programming, John
Millard exposed the ABC'’s involvement
in backdoor sponsorship. Corporate
sponsorship was making its way into
programs which were entirely or partially
outsourced (i.e., produced outside

the ABC).

Anything from individual lawyers to

a phone company gained promotion on
the ABC, and cheap promotion at that
when you compare what it would have
cost them to advertise on commercial
television. The junk food industry
indirectly provided funds for a health and
lifestyle program. The Australian Tourism
Industry Association urged its members
to extend hospitality to crews working on
a regular holiday program. A caller to the
ABC expressed concern the ABC may
not cover her story about a grievance
she had with a builder often used as

a commentator on a home show.

This backdoor sponsorship compromised
the ABC’s independence and
contravened the ABC Act that prohibits
the public broadcaster engaging in
advertising and sponsorship. It was
occurring with the knowledge of some
senior ABC executives, and growing.

Revelations of John Millard and other
staff led to a series of inquiries into ABC
editorial corruption, some senior
resignations, and the victimisation of
Millard by ABC management. He was
sacked and then reinstated.

In December 1998, Millard went on to
win a Walkley Award, one of Australian
journalism’s highest honours for one of
his Australian Story reports. He stead-
fastly continued to strive for the ABC’s
independence.

John’s efforts did not come without
considerable personal cost. Friends of the
ABC is grateful to John and to other ABC
staff who supported and defended him.
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Over recent weeks there has been a flurry of interest in the ABC in magazines and
newspapers. One of these articles appeared in the first issue (May 2005) of the
Schwarz publication, The Monthly. It was titled Fear and Loathing at the ABC: Bullying,
gossiping, corner-cutting: portrait of a beloved National Institution and was written after
careful investigation by Margaret Simons. Simons captured the mood of fear and
uncertainty within the organisation with a kindliness and a perception that are, to say
the least, unusual. Also, she didn’t shrink from seeing that mood as but one part of

a much wider infliction on the whole nation. Reprinted with permission. Other extracts,
also reprinted with permission, are from Michelle Grattan’s Deakin Lecture and Trish
Bolton’s paper presented to the National Conference of Friends of the ABC.

To begin, Margaret Simons:

‘Public broadcasting, a former ABC
executive comments, is a thing built on
intellect and emotion. This makes it
precious but hard to manage. The people
are easy to love, but they can drive

you mad.’

‘There are two ways of telling the story
of the ABC at the beginning of the 21st
century. One is a success story, a story
of excellence, resilience and hope. The
other is about what happens to a cultural
institution, and perhaps also to a society,
subjected to constant change, pressure,
criticism and lack of sustenance. This
second story is about wearing things
down, about people withdrawing and
pulling down the blinds, about feeling
threatened and desiring protection.’

Almost an echo of Wilfred Owen’s poem,
Anthem for Doomed Youth,’and each slow
dusk, a drawing down of blinds’.

Chairman McDonald is reported as saying:
‘The ABC board is important... but no
more so than the bench of the High Court,
or the Governor-General, or the heads of
government departments, all of whom are
appointed by the democratically elected
government of the day. | don’t think
anybody can point to an example in the
last nearly nine years that I've been
chairman where the Board has behaved
in a way that has indicated it is captive to
government policy.’

The last sentence needs examining
separately because the first is something
of an explosive mix. Read the sub-text and
you might believe that the Chairman hardly
believes in the separation of powers.

‘Rumours and bitterness don’t die at the
ABC. They live on over the cappuccino.
Sometimes it seems as though everyone
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envies everyone else. Everyone thinks
their own patch deserves more of the
money and is the real ABC. This is the
National broadcaster at its least lovable,
and at its weakest...It would be wrong to
say that the ABC is united. And this, in the
end, must be a question of leadership.’

Is it the Executive Committee — people like
Sue Howard, Lynley Marshall, Sandra Levy
—oris it Balding? Or is it just the most
persuasive voice?

Michael Whitehead and The Age, 23 April, 2005

‘Digital TV would seem the natural future
for public broadcasting. Unlike commercial
stations, the ABC and SBS do not have

to deliver mass audiences to advertisers...
but in 1998 the Government passed
legislation that all but closed the door on
public broadcasters. They were allowed

to multi-channel but would be limited by
heavy ‘genre restrictions’ to prevent them
from competing with pay-TV.’

Funny how competition is sometimes
the lifeblood of the capitalist cause but
sometimes really gets in the way.

Michelle Grattan:

‘When | arrived in Canberra in the 1970s,
if you were armed with a Commonwealth
Directory it wasn’t hard to get to know

a lot of bureaucrats and obtain basic
background. Now, although some
bureaucrats, especially senior ones, will
talk to some journalists whom they trust,
the majority will run a mile from the most
innocuous media call. Most departments
have strict rules that officers should report
media contacts to the minister’s office.
Even the bureaucrats who will take the
calls feel more constrained.’
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‘Today’s problem is not so much that the
bureaucracy has been politicised, though
there’s that, but that it’s had the fear of
God put into it. Many professional men
and women have been turned into mice,
afraid of what should be a useful and non-
controversial role in helping inform what
the media convey.’

Michelle Grattan, Deakin Lecture
(Gatekeepers and Gatecrashers),
University of Melbourne, 2 May 2005



Trish Bolton:

‘The ABC is part of our national conscious-
ness. It helps to foster that imagined
community that, according to social
historian Benedict Anderson (/Imagined
Communities), evokes the feeling of
belonging to a nation. But unfortunately,

it is not so much the public broadcaster’s
qualities | intend to focus on but the darker
forces undermining what my grandfather,
my father and now my children treasure
about their ABC. One of those forces has
been the demonising of the ABC by an
ideologically driven government.’

‘Public service broadcasting is not about
delivering audiences to advertisers, it is
about programming of the highest quality.
Keeping it commercial-free means there
are no sponsors to offend and less
demand to produce programs with the
widest appeal. The ABC is a commercial-
free zone in the Australian media
landscape but it is being compromised
by aggressive promotion across its entire
network, and by commercial deals
intended to market ABC products.’

‘The ABC has never been immune to
ratings, but now ratings are increasingly
talked of as justifying the national
broadcaster’s existence. Ratings are not
mentioned in the ABC’s charter, and for
good reason. Public interest, long
protected by the charter, is at risk of being
subsumed to private interests, once
bums-on-seats become a priority.’

‘Tony Moore, a program-maker at ABC
television from 1988 to 1997 has said
(Arena, Oct/Nov 2004) that if the ABC is to
survive it cannot cling sentimentally to the
status-quo. He does not advocate a low
culture free-for-all but a bridge between
high art and popular culture. He sees this
intermingling as having the potential to
produce something new. His very good
example of this is Eat Carpet on SBS.’

Margaret Simons, Writer and Journalist

Michelle Grattan, Senior Political
Correspondent, The Age

Trish Bolton, Lecturer in Media Studies,
Swinburne University

Selection and Comment - JC

Independence, not balance,

IS under threat

Recent findings of the Australian Broadcasting Association
conclude the saga of former Communications Minister
Richard Alston’s claim of the ABC being biased and ‘anti-
American’ in its Iraq war coverage. Or do they?

A brief history.

In May 083, Senator Alston lodged 68
complaints of bias, acting upon what he
claimed were public complaints he had
received about the AM program.

A Freedom of Information request revealed
that Senator Alston had received only one
complaint about AM, a letter from the
Federal Director of the Liberal Party.

On investigating the complaints, the
Independent Complaints Review Panel
(ICRP) reported: The Panel finds no
evidence, overall, of biased and anti-
Coalition coverage as alleged by the
Minister. Nor does [the panel] uphold
[Senator Alston’s] view that the program
was characterised by one-sided and
tendentious commentary by program
presenters and reporters: the analysis and
interpretive reporting, the program’s raison
d’etre, which allowed the listener to grasp
what was happening on the battlefields.

The Australian Broadcasting Association
(ABA) found that AM’s coverage of the
war in Irag was balanced.

Yet the IRCP found 17 complaints
(including two already upheld by the ABC)
to be valid. The ABA found four breaches
of the 43 ICRP-rejected complaints
Senator Alston took to the Authority.

These findings against the ABC relate to a
few minutes out of many hours coverage
of the war. Dr David Nolan, Lecturer on
Media and Communications at the
University of Melbourne, believes that
many of the allegations upheld are
seriously flawed.

He believes the outcome tells us much
about how the current government is
working to transform the ABC, and should
concern those who value democratic
journalism. He says that the Australian
Broadcasting Authority’s finding in favour
of four further charges of bias may have
important consequences for both the ABC
and the quality of journalism in Australia.

In an Opinion piece of The Age
(8 March 2005), Dr Nolan wrote:

Take the ABA report, for example. If one
follows its logic, journalists should present
information from press briefings, but
should not question the motivations
behind them. ‘Spin’, so central to modern
warfare, can only be presented as
information, even in a current affairs
program — if, that is, it comes from our side.

Presenters cannot, it appears, ask probing
critical questions to elicit information and
analysis from those ‘on the scene’,
whether guests or journalists. Rather they
must ask them to simply describe what
they see, without touching on critical
issues at stake.

This stands as a victory for the Government.
Although the ABA rejected Alston’s overall
charge of bias against AM, about a third of
his complaints are now upheld. Simple
arithmetic would suggest that, with close to
athird of Alston’s complaints now partially
orfullyupheld, his case had strong grounds.
However, in this case ‘simple arithmetic’is
insufficient for several reasons.

The most obvious of these is the nature
of the complainant, who was not an
ordinary member of the public, but the
Federal Minister to whom both the ABC
and ABA must answer. While Alston’s
intervention has been painted as crude
interference, it has produced a more
subtle (and more worrying) outcome.
Placing the ABC and the national
regulator at loggerheads has served to
publicly undermine the broadcaster’s
legitimacy, such that urgent intervention
now appeatrs justified.

The ABC’s January 2005 submission to
the ABA is available at http:/ABC.net.au/
corp/pubs/ABA_Submission.pdf

Issue 19/ Winter 2005 Page 5




Cross-media Ownership

Diversity of media ownership is important
to our democracy and to our culture, as
is a strong independent national public
broadcaster in that mix. Greater concen-
tration of media ownership results in less
diversity of news, opinions and infor-
mation. It leads to the loss of genuinely
local media as information and enter-
tainment delivered to us through a range
of apparently ‘local’ outlets comes from a
shrinking number of central sources.

Australia already has a high concentration
of media ownership. Present cross-media
ownership rules, contained in the Broad-
casting Services Act, were introduced in
an effort to prevent even further media
monopolisation.

Australian laws presently ban majority
foreign ownership of any of Australia’s
media. Cross-media ownership rules
constrain commercial media ownership,
preventing the one company from
controlling the market in a single city or
regional area. A company cannot own
more than one television station, radio

station or daily newspaper in a single
licence area, except that it can own two
commercial radio licences in a single
market. The Act also limits any one
television network reaching more than
75% of the Australian population.

Prior to the federal election, the Howard
Government unsuccessfully attempted to
weaken Australia’s cross-media ownership
rules. The Government argued that the
operation of the internet and other new
media sources had made the rules
redundant. It also argued that diversity of
content could be protected by editorial
separation between media outlets with
shared ownership and that the public
interest is protected by laws requiring the
public disclosure of ownership where a
media outlet is promoting another of its
owner’s outlets, and by oversight by the
ACCC (Australian Competition and
Consumer Council).

A briefing paper prepared by the
Communications Law Centre for
FABC (Vic) advises first that the online

From the President

Dear Friends,

We all have a personal image of the ABC,
indeed, a relationship. The companion of
childhood for many of us, she also fulfils
demanding professional responsibilities,
setting the standard for unbiased, wide-
ranging news broadcasting to Australia
and its region. She’s a great sampler and
presenter of knowledge, has a well-honed
sense of humour, and —remember? —
sponsored a whole genre, radio drama,
which fired the creativity of Australian
playwrights and listeners alike.

| remember once, driving back from the
airport, stopping the car in a sidestreet so
as not to arrive and interrupt a radio play
by Barry Hill. It was a dialogue between
the different powers of Mao Tse Tung and
the Dalai Lama. It was a contribution to
political thinking, it was innovative art -
of course, the ABC —who else? ABC-TV
too, to the extent that funding is
available, has developed as a quality act.

A playmate, a noble citizen, a generous
cultivator of talent — an Aunty worth
having. Yet we’ve all watched for years
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now as the ABC has lived an anxious life.
There are those who want to let her fine
talents out to make quick money; if she
won’t be a slave, they think of the
meatworks.

In March | viewed a little-advertised but
splendid exhibition, Through Australian
Eyes — ABC foreign correspondents over
70 years, followed through stills, screen
clips, and reporters’ equipment. At RMIT,
it was attended by few after the opening
speeches had ceased to resound in the
ears of ambassadors, high commissioners
and broadcasting top brass. A potent
reminder of the ABC’s role in informing the
public, it was perhaps also part of the
accounting and self-justifying and vying
for percentage points in the cut-up of
tighter funding, that uses up the energies
of many at the ABC.

I am honoured to be President of the
Victorian Friends of the ABC. | could also
be apprehensive. The next year looks like a
fight on several fronts. We’ll be vigilant with
regard to cross-media legislation and the

news being accessed by the public

is overwhelmingly that of the existing
traditional off-line media outlets: that
secondly, editorial separation from
ownership is unlikely to work in practice;
and that thirdly disclosures of business
interests does not address the need for
a range of views, which arises from there
being a larger number of media owners
with competing commercial interests.
CLC has serious questions about the
ACCC'’s capacity to meaningfully predict
the outcome for content diversity that
could result from specific business
arrangements.

With the Coalition Government about
to gain control of the Senate from 1 July,
Prime Minister Howard has announced
that changes to cross-media ownership
are back on its legislative agenda.

Cross-Media Ownership Rules,
by Communications Law Centre
is available on FABC’s website:
www.fabc.org.au

creeping incidence of commercialisation,
we’ll be insisting on the ABC’s
independence from government, merit as
the basis for appointments to the ABC
Board, and restoration of funding as well
as adequate means to participate fully in
the technologically changing media
environment. On all these scenarios, we
must work to influence the scriptwriting
and direction. Death by a thousand cuts is
not an acceptable curtain!

I’'m buoyed up when | look at the photo of
your FABC Committee and Campaign
Organiser — smiling, each personally
determined - and think of the wonderful
people, ditto, who did the last mail-out.
Yes, we are Friends: thinking caring people
with a vision of our public broadcaster,
people not uncritical but resolved to see
the ABC’s charter values carried forward.

And the good and bad news is — there’s
plenty to do.

Judith Rodriguez



XV

Here is the second issue of our
new-look Vic News.

We were pleased to get

a variety of positive comments from
members for the last issue but we would
like to receive more letters for publication.
We can cope with both email and post
(and your letter doesn’t have to be typed,
just legible!).

Our addresses again:
GPO Box 4065, Melbourne VIC 3001
fabcvic@vicnet.net.au

Delegates from FABCs around Australia
gathered in Sydney for the FABC
National Conference over 16-17 April.

Errol Simper (longtime journalist
specialising in the media with

The Australian) gave the conference
opening address. He was followed by Trish
Bolton (Lecturer in Media Studies at
Swinburne University), whose address
was published in the Review section of
The Age (23 April 2005) and is available on
the FABC website, www.fabc.org.au

The conference then got down to the work
of exchanging important information,
discussing how FABCs in the different
states and territories can operate
efficiently together, refining policies and
evaluating and planning strategies for the
forthcoming two years. In between
conferences, communication continues
by email and telephone link-ups.

»L»ZAA)-M%K auriralion ol

Renew and Recruit NOW!

Most FABC memberships will expire on
1 July this year. Your membership runs
out on the date of your newletter mailing
address label.

The Coalition Government came into
office planning to ‘refine’ the ABC’s
Charter. While the ABC'’s operations have
been seriously eroded through funding
cuts, Australia’s independent national
broadcaster has survived, thanks to the
loud and loyal support of Friends of the
ABC and the protection of the Senate.

From July 1, the Government will control
both Houses of Parliament and the Senate
will cease to be a house of review able to
safeguard the ABC.

Friends of the ABC needs thousands upon
thousands of new members if it is to
convince the Government that the
community will not accept the dismantling
of its independent broadcaster.

We need you to renew your membership
and we need your help to recruit new
members.

Don’t forget that Friends of the ABC
always needs more volunteers so if you
have both the time and the inclination
we’d be very glad to hear from you.

The phone number to ring is 9682 0073.

This was the illustration on the front of a card advertising an exhibition of photos, audio and video
memorabilia from ABC Correspondents around the world which was held at RMIT University 21 March
to 19 April. The correspondent pictured was Chester Wilmot recording the sounds of an air raid in
Tobruk in 1941. These were the days long before the advent of CNN and sundry other sources which
today tend to give us a view of the world through other eyes.

Starvation of the
ABC continues

May 2005 Federal Budget

The May 2005 Budget provides no
indication the Government has changed
its attitude towards independent public
broadcasting.

Figures available after last year’s Budget
revealed that since 1985-86 (the high
point of ABC funding), the ABC’s
operational funding had declined by
almost 30% in real terms. Compared

to 1996, when the Howard Coalition
Government came to office, the level of
funds available for programme-making
was down around $35m per annum.

The May 2005 Budget contains no
increase in ABC funding. There were no
steps to address the ABC’s dire financial
situation and reverse the damage of
earlier cuts. With an indexation system
that fails to maintain ABC funds in line
with real cost increases in the broad-
caster’s operations, the ABC’s capacity
to produce and broadcast programmes
of excellence can only get worse.

While the ABC is funded on a triennial
basis and the May 2005 Budget is not
one in which ABC funding would usually
be addressed, it would have been an
appropriate time to rebuild the ABC.

The ABC'’s pitiful levels of quality
Australian drama and its reliance largely
on imported documentary and history
programs are a tragedy and a national
disgrace. ABC funding has declined out
of proportion to any other major area

of government expenditure, and this has
occurred despite the government having
collected record levels of revenue in
recent years through taxation and the
sale of public assets.

Cooking with
Friends

FABC is planning to publish a Cookbook
aimed at young people leaving home.

We hope to capture the Christmas market!
If you have a great recipe please email
georgiesimmonds@internode.on.net.au
or write to Georgina Simmonds,

48 William Street, Balaclava, 3183.
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Tied ANZAC Funds Undermine ABC Independence

On 3. May 2005, FABC President, Judith
Rodriguez wrote to The Australian:

An item in Amanda Meade’s Diary column
(Media April 21) rightfully alerted the public
to the significance of the Government
having provided one-off funds for the ABC
to broadcast Anzac Day services: the risk
of tied funding compromising the national
broadcaster’s independence from
government.

The ABC’s response (Michael Ward, Head
of ABC Television Policy & Administration,
Weekend Australian, April 23-24.) does
not satisfactorily address the important
issue Meade’s report raises.

Dressed with a touch of rhetoric about the
significance of Anzac Day, Ward reassures
the public that the funds came with
guaranteed ABC editorial independence
on the perspective and focus.

But editorial independence begins at the
point of deciding what will and what will
not be broadcast.

Aunty’s Child Exploitation

Remember when ABC TV was a haven to
which you directed your kids? Those days
are disappearing.

Friends has complained to the ABC about
a range of commercial activities that run
contrary to the ABC’s existence as an
independent, non-commercial
broadcaster. We have questioned the
appropriateness of ABC Enterprises, the
commercial sales and marketing arm of
the ABC, being involved in programming
decisions, particularly with regard

to children.

At a Senate Estimates Committee hearing
on 14 February 2005, Labor Senator Kerry
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O’Brien questioned ABC Managing
Director, Russell Balding about one of
those activities, revealed last year in an
advertisement of ABC Enterprises which
requested expressions of interest in
developing a program for children which
would be ‘commercially saleable’ and
have potential for ‘ancillary rights
exploitation’ [in other words, spin-off
products, such as videos, DVDs, books,
toys and other merchandise].

Throughout Senator O’Brien’s questioning,
Mr Balding insisted the driving factor in
determining children’s program selection
is editorial content. But the questioning
concluded:

The issue is not whether Anzac Day
activities are important to Australian life and
should be broadcast by the ABC. ltis, that
the national broadcaster should be funded
by the government to a level that enables it
to fulfilits charter obligations and broadcast
all matters of national significance.

Australians don’t want their public
broadcaster to become a propaganda
tool. We move into dangerous territory
when any government, through the
granting and withholding of funds can
determine what is, and what is not, in the
public interest for the ABC to broadcast.

O’Brien: ... The point I’'m seeking to make,
and | think you are confirming it, is if two
programs are potentially good quality
programs and one has better ancillary rights
exploitation potential then the one with the
ancillary rights exploitation will get up.

Balding: Most probably, yes.

The community would not (knowingly)
accept our independent national
broadcaster determining adult
programming on the basis of its capacity
to raise revenue. So why are we allowing
the ABC to treat our children, who have
even less capacity than adults to
understand insidious commercial
promotion, as consumers?



