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EFFICIENCY REVIEW

ABC and SBS
to defend
‘core’ content

Jennifer Duke, Fergus Hunter

The ABC and SBS are gearing up
to defend their programming in
light of a new review that has sug-
gested some content is not “core”
to the charter responsibilities of
the public broadcasters.

The 100-plus page outcome of an
efficiency review, headed by former
Foxtel boss Peter Tonagh and for-
mer media regulator Richard Bean,
was handed to management teams
of the ABC and SBS on Monday.

Sources said the review sug-
gests the public broad-
casters refocus activities
to ensure they are more
aligned to their charter
obligations. In particu-
lar, ABC Life and SBS
Food were referenced as
being “further away”
from the core duties of
the two broadeasters.

The declaration has
already frustrated some
public broadcasting executives
who believe considering whether
content is “charter-aligned" falls
outside the scope of the review,
which was ordered by the Turnbull
government in 2018,

A separate review into whether
the public broadeasters compete
unfairly with commercial media
companies recently cleared the SBS
and ABC of claims their taxpayer-
funded status put rivals at a compet-
itive disadvantage. Television lobby
groups argued some programming,
like SBS Foed, was outside charter

requirements.

Other recommendations of the ef-
ficiency review include mere back-
office collaboration between the
ABC and SBS, which is not seenasa
controversial suggestion given the
two already share some operations.
The review was not allowed under
its terms of reference to suggest
merging the two broadeasters.

From July 2019, the ABC's fund-
ing indexation will be frozen for

three years, representing a reduc-
tion in overall funding of $84 mil-
lion. The broadcaster, which re-
ceives more than &1 billion in fund-
ing each year, says services will be
affected by the squeeze.

The efficiency review's findings
landed as the ABC’s board, acting
managing director, head of news
and triple J content director fron-
ted a Senate inquiry into political
interference.

In the hearing yesterday, it was
revealed the ABC has dropped an
internal investigation into allega-

tions former chairman
Justin Milne tried to in-
terfere with editorial mat-
ters for political purposes.

According to the evid-
ence given to the com-
mittee, sacked managing
director Michelle Cuth-
rie decided not to parti-
cipate so the investiga-
tion could not go ahead.

Ms Guthrie was fired

from the 8800,000-a-year role late
last year and took the ABC to court
over claims her dismissal was in
retaliation for raising complaints
against Mr Milne.

Deputy chair Kirstin Ferguson
gaid the board decided on Septem-
ber 23 to appoint an independent
expert to investigate allegations
Ms Guthrie made about Mr Milne.

There were then “protracted”
discussions over the process terms
of reference of the investigation
and it never actually commenced.

“Ms Guthrie advised in January
of this year that in light of Federal
Court proceedings she was not
willing to participate and the board
resolved it was not able to pro-
gress,” Dr Ferguson said.

Ms Guthrie’s Federal Court ac-
tion ended on Friday in a confiden-
tial settlement with the board.

While The Australion Financial
Review reported the fipure was
$500,000, sources close to the ABC
say the true figure is “higher”.

Peter Tonagh.

35



