Agenda for ABC’s New MD

I want to underline...that we are an independent broadcasting organisation and we have had to retain our
independence and work closely to our own Act as a non-commercial broadcaster during the 1980s when major political
parties and certainly governments appeared to emphasise commercial values and practices. As a board we welcome
the fact that they are moving back to a more balanced set of public values, within which the ABC can comfortably

operate.

Now that the tumult and shouting
over the appointment of an ABC
Managing Director to replace
David Hill have died down, there
is time to reflect on the task ahead
for incoming MD Brian Johns.
Despite its limited, piecemeal and
inadequate terms of reference, the
sittings of the current Senate Select
Committee on ABC Management and
Operations have offered a useful pub-
lic airing of the key issues facing the

Corporation as it nears the end of the.

millennium. Some of these - for exam-
ple, the ludicrous situation whereby
the ABC still does not control or main-
tain its own transmitters, can only be
tackled by government and/or by the
ABC board. Others - such as those
listed below - seem to deserve a promi-
nent position on the agenda for the
new Managing Director.

Note: page numbers given in the text
refer to Hansards of the Senate in-

quiry.
¢ Relations With Canberra

Whatever the truth of the wide specu-
lation that Johns was the Govern-
ment’s preferred choice to head the
ABC, the strength of Johns’s influ-
ence and contacts in Canberrais likely
to be sorely tested, whether by the
current Labor or a Coalition Govern-
ment. History has demonstrated that
the job of running the ABC inevitably,
sooner or later, puts the incumbent in
asituation of conflict with the Govern-
ment. It is worth remembering that
Hill was initially seen as an ALP man,
yethis strenuouslobbyingonthe ABC’s
behalf, his criticism of funding cut-
backs and his refusal to bow to the
Government on such issues as the
ABC’s coverage of the Gulf War made
himunpopular in Canberrato the point
where it seemed to some observers
that the board had little option but to
get rid of him.

Mark Armstrong. ABC chair, in evidence to the Senate Committee

There is no doubt that the ABC has
lost standing in Canberra. The Aus-
tralia Council, rather than the ABC,
seems (at least in the mind of Prime
Minister Keating) to be in the ascend-
ancy as our premier cultural organisa-
tion. The perceived independence of
the ABC has taken a couple of severe
knocks - such as the Government’s
high handed announcement that the
Sydney Symphony Orchestra is to be
removed from the ABC, and the linger-
ing impression that the board was
under real, or at least psychological,
pressure from the Government to ap-
point its favoured candidate.

¢ Changing the Culture

The ABC’s response to a society vastly
different from that which prevailed in
its formative years remains patchy.
Token gestures, like employing ‘ethnic
affairs’ reporters, are insufficient to
redressover 50 years ofan overwhelm-
ingly Anglo-Celtic ethos in both pro-
grams and employment. Concern that
the ABC should adequately reflect the
society in which it operates is a recur-
ring motif in the advice offered by the
National Advisory Council, the ABC'’s
public consultative mechanism.

The appointment of a number of
women at middle management level
marks a significant improvement from
the dire days of the 1970s, but the top
management jobs remain dominated
by men. Overall, women now make up
41 per cent of the staff, up from 37 per
cent in 1990 but still below the na-
tional labour force average of 43 per
cent (ABS Nov 1994).

The later Hill years were charac-
terised by a gung-ho obsession with
new technological playthings. There
needs to be a reassessment of priori-
ties and a renewed emphasis on serv-
ing the interests of the variety of peo-
ple who make up the ABC’s many
audiences.

¢ Program Policy

David Hill was keenly aware that the
ABC’sperceived strength among audi-
ences was its news/information/cur-
rent affairs output, and during his
incumbency there was a major shift of
emphasis in both radio and television
towards these areas - an emphasis
which may also have reflected his own
preferences. Toillustrate: in 1984-85,
there was a total of 454 hours of news
and current affairs on television, rep-
resenting 9 per cent of all transmis-
sion;in 1993-94, the hours of news and
current affairs totalled 1315, or 15 per
cent, while another 176 hours (2 per
cent) were devoted to Australian docu-
mentaries (equivalent figure for 84-85
not available).

During the Hill era, there was a
widespread perception that a kind of
conscious anti-intellectualism, a sus-
picion of the Arts and Culture, pre-
vailed among top management. This
perception was reflected in what many
saw as the inadequate support and
resources given to Radio National, the
ABC’sintellectual flagship; though its
listeners, according to research noted
inthe ABC’s latest annual report, over-
whelmingly believe that it provides a
stimulating and entertaining mix over
a wide range of subjects, and the best
in-depth analysis of important events
around the world. It was also reflected
in the trend to lightweight
infotainment programs on television
at the expense of more demanding, if
possibly less ratings-attracting, pro-
grams.

A review of the overall program
emphasis in both radio and television
would appear timely, along with a rec-
ognition that while Radio National’s
audience may be relatively small in
numerical terms, it is a highly influen-
tial and important audience.

Continued on page 5...
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... Continued from page 4

Such a review would best be con-
ducted in the context of preparing a
majorre-interpretation of purpose and
program philosophy for the ABC as it
nears its eighth decade, based on its
charter but taking fresh perspectives
suited to a rapidly changing communi-
cations environment.

Continued vigilance needs to be
exercised to ensure that the commend-
able levels of Australian content on
television which were reached under
Hill do not slip back to the pathetic
levels of the 1970s. Since adequate
funding is necessary to achieve this, it
should be the main plank in the ABC’s
case for additional funding.

e Commercialisation

One part of the fundamental char-
acter of the ABC as an important
nationalinstitution is its essentially
non-commercial nature. Asthe com-
mercial revenue grew at the margin
from being a useful contribution to
cost recovery of some activities to
being a driving force, then essen-
tially you undermine the difference
in broadcasting policy terms be-
tween the commercial sector of
broadcasting and the public sector,
you eat into that policy of sectoral
diversity.....

Michael Hutchinson, Acting Secretary,
DOCA, p.481

In my opinion the challenge of ever
tightening funds can be met by the
proper utilisation of independently
funded programs like ours. In this
way the ABC could have access to
the highest quality production made
by reputable producers, utilising
funding from a combination of pri-
vate and public sources. This is
balanced so as to give no control to
any specific investors and gives the
ABC total control of what it puts to
air.

David Flatman, independent producer,
p.140.

The very presence of a commercial
investor in an infotainment pro-
gram gives rise to an irreconcilable
conflict between preserving the ab-

solute independence and integrity
of the ABC from even the suggestion
of commercial influence on the one
hand, and on the other hand recog-
nising and giving at least some sat-
isfaction to the valid expectations
that a commercial investor has in
investing in such a program.
Clearly, if investors’ every conceiv-
able expectation of commercial ben-
efit were thwarted, funds for co-
productions would very quickly dry

up.

The Palmer Report (quoted by David
Hill), p.52

Evidenceto the committee suggests
that, at the very least, ABC television
management did not maintain suffi-
cient oversight of the rapidly growing
practice of sponsorship by outside or-
ganisations, whether in funds or in
kind, of TV ‘infotainment’ programs
where these organisations had a spe-
cial interest in the subject matter.

Itisunfair that producerslike David
Flatman have been scapegoated sim-
ply for using an accepted commercial
approach to raising program funds,
apparently with full ABC approval.
Any fault lies with the ABC itself,
where management failed to recog-
nise (or admit) that this issue was a
time-bomb.

Johns is already on record as say-
ing that he would not countenance
advertising on the ABC (though of
course there is no impediment - other
than opposition in the Parliament - to
a future Government bringing in leg-
islation to permit advertising, as hap-
pened with the SBS). Regrettably, the
ABC is already touched by the poten-
tial for insidious influence, from major
sponsors/advertisers on its Australia
TV service as well as those involved in
infotainment programs.

Moreover, moves towards an ABC
partnership with the Fairfax organi-
sationin the pay TV news service raise
further serious concerns about possi-
ble pressure from outside, and about
the ABC'’s overall program independ-
ence.

* New Services

[Australia TV] has been hampered
by consistently non-commercial
management, by generally well-
meaning people.....[T]here has been
a real culture clash. Those people
who are non-commercial and our-
selves have, unfortunately, clashed
badly. The general mores, values
and attitudes inherent in running
it have been so non-commercial that
the initial atmosphere of the entire
enterprise was one of inconsistency,
confusion and what a business per-
son would call lack of proper man-
agement.

John Keeney, consultant, Australia
Television Sales, p.114.

The Australia TV service was hastily
put to air on a minimal budget (a gift
horse from the government whose
mouth was never properly looked at).
Insufficient consideration and re-
sources were given to crucial issues
like audience research and marketing
the service to sponsors.

The ABC’s performance in this area
does not inspire confidence about its
forthcoming venture into pay TV; in-
deed it has a long history of business
transactions marred by naiveté and
limited commercial nous.

Ifthe ABC provides news to its pay
TV subsidiary that does and
should and will involve a financial
payment. The ABC is not allowed,
under the terms of the approval, to
provide resourcesfromthe core ABC
toits pay TV subsidiary, other than
on a fully commercial basis.

......

Michael Hutchinson, A/Secretary,
DOCA, evidence p.481

No ABC representative has given con-
vincing evidence to the Committee of
how the structural separation of the
ABC'’s pay TV entity from the rest of
the organisation will work, particu-
larly in areas like news where over-
seas bureaus would inevitably be serv-
ing both free to air and pay services.

Continued on page 6 ...
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A fresh perspective is needed on
the implications for the ABC’s pri-
mary, free to air services and audi-
ences of the Corporation’s headlong
rush to establish new services. Itisto
be hoped that Brian Johns’s stint as
chair of the Broadband Services Ex-
pert Group will have given him a ra-
tional perspective and an ability to
sort out reality from hype.

¢ Funding

We believe that there has been a very
significant stretching and thinning of
resources throughout the organisation
which has put in severe jeopardy the
qualityoftheoutput and hasalsoplaced
amazing stress on the staff in the or-
-ganisation.  [Expansion of services] is
being done largely on the goodwill and
unpaid overtime....of the staff. There
are increasing rates of workers com-
pensation in relation to stress-related
illnesses and there is very low morale.

Vivienne Colmer, ABC National Officer,
CPSU, p.93.

In recent years the ABC’s cry of insuf-
ficient funds has sounded increasingly
hollow: not because it is untrue, but
because, while it is repeated like a
mantra, the ABC has failed to argue
its case effectively with the Govern-
ment - and with the public. Adropin
staff from a peak of over 6,700 in 1985
to 5,500 today could mean two things:
either the ABC was too fat to start
with, or the place is indeed staggering
under the burden of staff losses. Un-
fortunately for the ABC, audiences
will remain unconvinced unless the
Corporation’s services actually fade to
black.

What is needed is a comprehensive
review of the organisation which would
elicit detailed case studies of the ef-
fects of funding stringencies, and chap-
ter and verse on where resources and
staff have been lost and where addi-
tional funds could productively be de-
ployed. It would answer such ques-
tions as whether the television service
is maintained at the expense of radio;
whether the ABC’s best program staff
been among those who have taken

redundancy; whether the system of
having everyone on contract is still
working, or whether there isnow room
for a compromise approach which
would once again allow the best talent
an assured career within the ABC.

The Government and the public
deserve full information about the
ABC’s plight so that they can judge for
themselves whether the ABC has a
genuine case for more funds to restore
lost or run-down capacity whether of
people or equipment.

* The Orchestras

The Government has made a miscal-
culation in proposing the removal of
one orchestra - the SSO - from the
ABC. The ABC’s responsibility for
orchestrasis ahistorical accident aris-
ing from the need for the broadcaster
when it began operating in the 1930s

‘to have access to live performances of

music, because of the limited avail-
ability and quality of recorded music .
This rationale has long since ceased to
prevail. Both the Dix and the Tribe
inquiries recommended divestment of
the ABC orchestras. Dix also recog-
nised, however, the vital importance
of retaining control of orchestras within
one national organisation to ensure,
for example, the co-ordination and
planning of concert programs, co-op-
erative use of visiting artists, and effi-
cient dispersal of Commonwealth
funds.

The National Advisory Council has
expressed its concern to Minister Lee
that thismajor decision ‘could be made
without seeking community views’ and
that other such major decisions about
the ABC’s future could be made in
isolation and without adequate con-
sultation.

A piecemeal approach to the or-
chestras question is not the answer,
and the Government needs to be per-
suaded accordingly, though not neces-
sarily with the outcome of retention
within the ABC.

e Community Input

It is now some years since the ABC
disbanded its State Advisory Coun-
cils. The National Advisory Council
remains the only formal conduit for
comment and advice tothe Board from

the viewing and listening public,
though its advice is limited to program
matters. This Council comprises 12
members appointed by the Board ‘to
reflect a broad representation of the
community’ - a herculean task by any
standard for a body meeting two or
three times a year.

While systems for complaints han-
dling have greatly improved in recent
years, audience feedback programs
such as TV’s Backchat cannot be con-
sidered a serious form of community
input given that the ABC itself selects
the comments, which are often treated
in a patronising or trivialising way.
Consideration ought to be given to a
higher profile for top ABC manage-
ment and the board, for example,
through ‘meet the audience’ public fo-
rums - in regional centres as well as
major cities.

¢ Lines of Communication

....the board never got to debate the
philosophical substance of those
threshold issues of pay TV. The
debate was constantly kept at the
level of technical minutiae; if we do
not do this, we will be dead.....
Former board member
John Cleary, p.576.

Evidence put to the Senate Committee
suggests that in recent years major
policy decisions on such matters as the
ABC’s role in pay TV have been made
by the Board on the basis of less than
adequate briefingand debate. A policy
secretariat established in the 1980s on
Dix’s recommendation to provide in-
dependent policy advice to the board
gave way to a Corporate Policy and
Planning Division which, during the
Hill era, has been closely associated
with management and management
initiatives. Consideration needs to be
given toimproving the lines of commu-
nication so asto ensure that the board
is fully informed of all options pertain-
ing to major policy decisions. O
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