
f its regulatory and assistance strategies, 
"he consumer would benefit from both a 
uantitative and qualitative increase in pro­
ram choice as well as from greater precision 
i program pricing. (4)

Measured against this sort of scenario 
-ie ABC’s resistance to structural and func- 
onal change has been quaindy anachronis- 
c. Its position has been to seek to maintain, 
nhance or expand the output of its existing 
eivices. Nowhere does ittackle the question 
f its future role nor its likely relative position 
i the totality of Australian media, concen- 
rating instead on achieving improved effi- 
iency.

Not that the need for streamlining should 
>e understated. Operational and administra- 
ive sloppiness have, more than anything 
rise, been responsible over the past decade 
or the declining quality of the ABC's output 
."he problem is that by the time this new, 
ean, efficient ABC is achieved (and its own 
proposed reforms will take, on the ABC’s 
jest estimate, at least five years) the rest of 
he industry will have changed so radically 
hat the ABC will, in relative terms, have all 
out stood still.

Unfortunately, in their various attempts 
:o restructure or revitalise the Australian elec- 
ronic media, successive Governments have 
ended to approach the problem on a sectoral 
oasis. Seldom have policies or changes ade­
quately reflected the complex interrelation­
ships between public and private sectors or 
he sub-componentry of each.

The latest Department Review is consis­
tent with that approach. At the time of its 
preparation Government assistance to the 
film industry was being reviewed by another 
Department Television constitutes far and 
away the most important single market for 
Australian film- itself heavily assisted through 
State and Federal budgets. The issue ap­
pears to have counted for little in the develop­
ment of policies for the National Broadcast­
ers.

Similarly, the development of Public 
(Community) Broadcasting is virtually ig­
nored in the Departmental Review papers 
released so far. Yet test transmissions are 
now being undertaken in Melbourne and 
Sydney by Public TV groups and a substan­
tial number of radio licences have already 
been granted to local community-based 
operators. Is it seriously assumed that there 
is no potential policy conflict between these 
sectors?

The point is that publicly-funded broad­
casting (i-e. the ABC and SBS) can only ever 
be justified on the basis of its usefulness to 
the society that bears its cost. When any of its 
rolesandfunctionsarefulfilledbyotherbroad- 
casters its level of usefulness is correspond­
ingly diminished. As new technology, shifts 
in markets and changes in culture generate a 
proliferation of new electronic media outlets,

the public sector will need to find new and 
very specific roles to survive. If, as seems to 
be its intention, it clings, however efficiently, 
to the status quo, it will effectively engineer 
its own irrelevance and demise.

Notes:
(1) Department of Transport & Communi­

cations. Review of National Broadcast­
ing Policy Discussion Papers: Austra­
lian Broadcasting Service; Consultants' 
Reports - SBS Television 1988

(2) Castles, Stephen “A New Agenda in 
Multiculturalism”, Clearing House on

T
he main proposal in the recent Re­
view of National Broadcasting 
Policy by Gareth Evans is to drasti­
cally reduce the size of the ABC and 
to make it a ‘complementaiy broadcaster’. 

That is, a broadcaster providing only those 
types of programs which other broadcasters 
do not provide and limiting its broadcasting 
to certain carefully defined types of program. 
This policy goes completely against the 65 
year histoiy of the ABC.

Funding of the ABC has always been pre­
dominantly by the Commonwealth Govern­
ment Funds have been cut since 1976, with 
considerable staff losses, and 9000 more are 
to go in the next five years. At the same time 
the ABC will pay about $30m from its funding 
for the satellite. Funding in 1986/7 was 
$325.6m and the total revenue was $43.6m.

Senator Evans, in an address ‘Guarantee­
ing the ABC’s Future’ describes its Charter 
as containing ‘confusion and general lack of 
direction’ and claims that The Charter should 
be an explicit contract with the Parliament1 
but instead is ‘a mixture of high sounding 
rhetoric and generalised directives which 
between them, give little or no guidance to 
the ABC as to what it should be actually 
doing..,’

Migration Issues, Melbourne, June 
1987, p.4

(3) Sheldrake, Peter. Multiculturalism - 
Policy Considerations; address to 
Committee of Review, Migrant and 
Multicultural Programs and Services 
Seminar, 1986

(4) H.M.S.O, London. Report on the 
Committee on Financing the BBC July 
1986

Hum Evans is a Sydney-based broadcaster 
and media consultant

Concern about the need for clear inter­
pretation of the Charter had already been ex­
pressed by the previous Board of Directors 
and in 1985 they published The Role of a 
National Broadcaster in Contemporary 
Australiagiving such an interpretation.They 
added a warning, however, that ‘An appropri­
ate philosophy for a public service broad­
caster such as the ABC must not be didactic 
in ways that unduly restrict the passions, 
artistic freedom or creativity of its staff and '... 
the ABC’s philosophy must also provide an 
ethos - an atmosphere or sense of purpose - to 
encapsulate the organisation’s commitment 
to the community it serves’.

The proposals in more detail

Under the new Evans Policy the pro­
grams to which the ABC would be confined 
are defined narrowly so as to allow only one 
interpretation and would be the ABC’s Char­
ter responsibilities - the things it must do. 
These include news and current affairs as a 
priority, drama, thearts,children, educational, 
information and political matter.These areas 
would be funded primarily from the Budget 
within thecontext of‘agreed multi-year Plans’

Friends of the ABC

Our culture and 
national identity:

The ABC of it
Long-time friend of the ABC, Leila Cumming considers the 

Review of National Broadcasting Policy has dire 
consequences for the future of the public service 

broadcaster
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but would be ‘capable of supplementation’. 
The new charter would be ‘an explicit con­
tract with the Parliament*. There might also 
be non-charter programs such as light enter­
tainment, sports, family activities and relig­
ious matter, whose funding might be negoti- 
atedyear-to-yearbutmightbesupplemented 
by other means, for example, sponsorship. 
The rest of the ABC’s present activities are 
classed as ‘peripheral’ and bear ‘no clear-cut 
or direct relationship to the ABC’s main pur­
pose’. They include Radio Australia, the or­
chestras, public concerts, parliamentary 
broadcasting, transmitting stations and earth 
stations and they would be either transferred 
to other organisations or wound up. Even 
marketing might be ‘contracted out*.

The possible drawbacks

Some of die proposals resemble those 
beingadvocated by HuwEvans.For example, 
in the March 1986 Quadrant he wrote, The 
orchestras should be hived off and separately 
administered. Radio Australialikewise should 
become a separate, efficient utility.’ Evans, 
however, went much further, recommending 
that national (nationwide) broadcasting 
should be abandoned too. ‘I believe the ABC 
is destined to become our ... regional and 
community broadcaster ... Nothing need 
prevent the new ABC from pooling some of 
its resources to maintain a national news and 
information service. But its essential role 
should be to provide a distinctive and specific 
service, communicating imaginatively re­
gional and local affairs and culture...’ How 
crippling this could be is indicated by the 
ABC’s own reminder in the 1976 Green Re­
port that. The single importance of the Aus­
tralian Broadcasting Commission in Austra­
lian life is that it is the one national informa­
tion service.’

Implications of the Evans Policy for the 
quality of broadcasting in Australia are not 
very good. For 65 years the ABC has been an 
expression of our national culture which all 
the people in the cities, the towns, the coun­
trysides and the remote outback, have been 
able to share. In addition, it has set high 
standards which those competing with it for 
audiences could not disregard and it has 
been the training school from which other 
broadcasters have recruited much of their 
staff in all categories. For audiences, it has 
been a strong counter to consumerism.

Implications are serious too, in the case 
of Radio Australia. There has been a sugges­
tion, for example, that it be put under the 
Department of Foreign Affairs; an act which 
could turn an independent broadcaster into a 
mouthpieceforAustralian foreign affairs. Last 
April the comment was made in the Sydney 
Morning Herald that, ‘For radio Australia to 
be seen as simply pushing the Australian line

would be disastrous. There are hundreds of 
millions of people out there, and they're not 
stupid.’

The notion of a contract, too, if it is meant 
to be taken seriously, introduces a radical 
change. The ABC was first a Commission, 
with Commissioners appointed by the Gov- 
emor-General and a General Manager ap­
pointed by the Commissioners, with a Char­
ter of powers and functions and a flexible 
management structure. In 1983 it became a 
Corporation, with much the same charter but 
with a Board of Directors and Managing 
Director and a non-flexible management 
structure. Evans now proposes the ABC 
become contractor, carrying out certain speci­
fied tasks for an agreed payment This could 
be a threat to its independence and its ability 
to broadcast‘without fear orfavour', because 
of th e Evans provisi on that The broadcaster’s 
performance would be judged by Us charter’. 
The ABC is expected to be innovative, but 
the Evans charter programs are so narrowly 
specified that a genuine innovation could 
mean a program which did not fit fee specifi­
cations, and this mightbe judged as a breach 
of the contract

The reasons for change

There are claims that many of the ABC's 
services are superfluous and a waste of pub­
lic funds because may of them are now sup­
plied by feeSBSandsomecommerrial broad­
casters, It is also claimed that the ABC is no 
Iongertheonly national broadcaster, because 
the SBS is also national and some of the 
commercials arebroadcastirgnationallytoo. 
These things make it necessary to determine 
the special, ‘essential’ role of the ABC which 
its present Charter fails to specify. Ifthe exact 
types of programs it was responsible for, 
were to be strictly defined so as to allow only 
one interpretation, then they would consti­
tute and limit its essential and enforceable 
duties, and the strictness of definition would 
also facilitate forward-funding estimates and 
ensure the ABC’s independence.

The Evans argumentcontains many weak­
nesses. The argument that SBS and some 
commercials are also national equivocates 
‘national’ as belonging to fee nation and as 
broadcasting nationwide. Although the SBS 
and some commercials have similar programs 
to the ABC, the SBS has a narrow reach and 
the quality of commercial programs is weak­
ened by cuts for advertisements. The argu­
ment in the Review of National Broadcasting 
Policy for a complementary role uses a mis­
quotation of a statement by the Australian 
Broadcasting Commission in the 1976 Green 
Report The statement reads:

The National Service should take due
account of the special needs of people

living in rural areas. It should also 
contribute to the development of na­
tional unity and provide for a continu­
ing expression of Australian identity 
The Commission interprets this em­
phasis of its national responsibilities as 
requiring it to operate stations serving 
particular community needs not ful­
filled by other types of stations...
This is a misquote where the vague ‘needs’ 

is substituted for the specific expression, 
‘particular community needs'. The resulting 
phrase, 'satisfying needs not met by other 
broadcasters’, is explained like this in Evans’ 
Review:

In a metropolitan environment, 
the ABC would be under some obliga­
tion to provide programming of a kind 
not offered by the mainstream commer­
cial network channels and stations; 
whereas in a regional, rural or remote 
environment where there is not yet a 
comprehensive spread of commercial 
broadcasting, theABCsprogrammtng 
responsibilities would be correspond­
ingly broader.

It is hard to imagine a valid argu­
ment for something with such poten­
tially harmful consequences as the 
reduction of the national broadcaster 
to a merely complementary role.
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