
7 January 2021 

Economics Legislation Committee 

Treasury Laws Amendment (News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining 
Code) Bill 2020: Inquiry Submission 

Introduction 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide input into the inquiry into the Treasury Laws 
Amendment (News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code) Bill 2020, as 
referred to your committee on 10 December 2020. 

I’ve been following the code since the direction for its development was first announced by 
the government in April 2020. I was also alert to previous attempts at developing a voluntary 
code, and along with it the history of policy in this space at a local and global level. This my 
second submission to the process, the first of which was to the ACCC in regards to their 
exposure draft of this code. You can find my first submission in full on my personal website​1​. 

I am writing as a concerned citizen, and the views outlined in this submission are entirely my 
own and not that of my employer. I’ve had an avid interest in technology and the internet 
since growing up as a child in the 90s, and this passion has led to a career in technology. I 
comprehensively understand both the abilities and limitations of what technology can deliver 
currently, as well as prospects for innovation in the future. I am also interested in public 
policy, and am a strong believer in the power of innovation and competition to improve the 
lives of humans - driving them, their governments, and companies to be better. 

The idea that a mandatory code of the kind proposed is even considered for implementation 
in Australia is completely abhorrent, and counter to the fundamental principles of innovation 
and competition for which the Australian Government should be protecting. 

There’s no more democratic invention than the Internet, and this code is regressive in the 
extreme. It breaks core aspects of what makes the free and open Internet work, all simply to 
entrench and protect legacy monopolies in media distribution from competition. 

The code also places a barrier to Australia becoming a true 21st century economy by 
sending a signal globally that fruits of innovation will be reclaimed through bad, 
technology-illiterate legislation lobbied for by those disrupted by it. 

My submission draws attention to these and many other significant points of concern with 
the proposed legislation. For ease of reading I offer summaries of the concerns in bold, and 
explanation and evidence supporting those concerns underneath. I also make 
recommendations for how those concerns can be addressed at the end of the submission. 

I call on you to reject this code in its entirety, as is absolutely fitting. 

1 ​https://www.dylanlindgren.com/2020/08/16/accc-submission-draft-media-bargaining-code/ 
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c. the cost of monetising any benefit that is gained by digital platforms having 
news content on their platform 

 
● Whether the use of the covered news content could be considered “fair use”. 

This is “fair use” as defined in the Australian Law Reform Commission’s final 
recommendations regarding a fair use exception in Australia, and further 
recommended in the Productivity Commission's final report on Australia's Intellectual 
Property Arrangements. 

 
● The degree to which “content” is used. 

For example, verbatim reproduction of an article should cost more to digital platforms 
than the simple act of hyperlinking. 

 
Failing to list as matters for consideration all positives and negatives of a deal occurring for 
both parties will result in the code failing to achieve its stated goal of resolving unfairness in 
the value exchange and bargaining process between digital platforms and news 
organisations. 
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Concern 3: Journalism should not be perpetually funded by 
advertising profits 
Advertising and journalism are not the same thing. Just because historically 
journalism was funded by advertising profits due to news media organisations 
monopoly on content distribution, it does not mean that those advertising profits are 
attributable to journalism, or should perpetually fund it. 
 
The advertising market of old has been revolutionised since the invention of the internet. 
Media businesses used to be the best way to get a message delivered to an audience, 
however ad-tech companies (such as Google) can now provide this in a much more effective 
way due to extensive tracking of users and their: 
 

● Internet browsing habits 
● Private messages 
● Email content 
● Location 
● Interests 
● Social circle 
● Purchasing habits 
● Ambitions and desires 
● Personal traits such as age, gender, nationality, race 

 
This list is in no way exhaustive, and there would be many other things that ad-tech 
companies know about their users which could be added to the list above. Knowledge of 
users, combined with the technology to do so, has allowed ad-tech companies to offer much 
enhanced targeting of ads to users who (in the view of the advertiser) are perhaps more 
likely to be receptive to the message being advertised. 
 
Targeted advertising benefits not only the user in that they see relevant ads, but also the 
advertiser as they’re not spending money advertising to people unreceptive to their 
message. It also benefits the ad-tech company as they can sell more advertising space. For 
example, instead of selling a single ad and displaying it to everyone (in the case of a 
traditional news business operating a newspaper), an ad-tech company can sell many ads. 
By splitting ads and targeting those ads to just interested users, the advertiser is more likely 
to achieve the desired outcome from their ad, and thus ads are individually now more 
valuable than they were. This is competition at its very best, as through innovation all parties 
benefit. 
 
Research shows that the average Australian uses their smartphone 2.5 hours a day​9​, and so 
not only are the advertising methods more effective, but as almost the entire society uses 
digital platforms, which can leverage ad-tech companies, they have replaced traditional 
media businesses as providers of advertising space at the local, state, national, and 
international level. 
 

9 ​https://www.averageaussie.com.au/smartphone-use-in-australia/ 
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Changes to the advertising market have been the absolutely normal result of innovation in a 
functioning competitive market and something that the Government should be welcoming. 
 
The market for journalism has been similarly affected by the internet. While no more than 25 
years ago it required a printing press, radio, or tv station to distribute journalistic content 
(especially on a mass-scale), this can now be done completely free via sites like Twitter, 
Medium, Wordpress, YouTube, and Facebook amongst others. 
 
I run my own blog which costs around $10 per month to maintain, and lets me distribute 
content globally, instantly. While this in no way offers journalistic content, sites like 
michaelwest.com.au and johnmenadue.com.au having the traction that they do in Australia 
would not be possible prior to the internet. 
 
The surge of new content sources has led to a rebalance in the equation of supply & 
demand, with an increased supply of content. This has driven down the amount that 
consumers of journalistic content need to pay for that content. This is also accentuated by 
the fact that most journalistic content on the internet is offered free of charge and it is of 
sufficient quality for consumers thirst for information to be satiated. 
 
Traditional media businesses relied on interplay between the advertising market, and the 
journalism market to make the profits they used to. They had a monopoly on the supply of 
journalistic content due to the high barriers of entry, which led to large numbers of people 
obtaining their product as their only source of journalistic content. 
 
Media businesses would then on-sell access to these sometimes millions of people to 
advertisers who also had no more effective method to advertise to such a large number of 
people. Due to the low amount that could be charged for their product, journalistic content 
was married up with the advertising market for significant profits for the media business to be 
achieved. 
 
The marriage of the advertising and journalistic market is no longer possible as media 
businesses cannot provide the same value to advertisers that ad-tech companies can, and 
they no longer control the supply of content. The business models that media businesses 
operated upon have been disrupted; the clock cannot be wound back. 
 
The journalism market must not be perpetually linked to the advertising market as this code 
attempts to do. 
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Concern 4: Bargaining power imbalances cannot be used to 
justify the introduction of this code 
Any lack of bargaining power for news media businesses is due to the glut of free 
content available on the Internet, which has made content worth less now than ever. 
 
News media businesses should make better, more valuable content which would fix 
the imbalance naturally, rather than introduce a biased bargaining system that 
artificially inflates the value of specific content for which the free-market economics 
of the Internet have already set a fair value for. 
 
Even MP’s within the Government itself find it laughable that a bargaining power imbalance 
exists, let alone requires action. A recent Sydney Morning Herald​10​ article described 
Government MP’s reactions to this when the final legislation was explained to them: 
 

“There’s a view [among committee members] of ‘What problem are we trying to fix 
here?’ To that end, we were told there’s a power imbalance – and people were just 
laughing. People were saying ‘Are you really trying to say there’s a power imbalance 
between News Corp and Google?’,” the MP said. 

 
Assuming a bargaining power imbalance does exist, why does this specific one require 
intervention but not others? And if it's to support a particular industry like journalism, why is it 
this bargaining power imbalance that gets attention rather than - for example - that between 
commercial real estate and news media organisations? 
 
When I visit my local supermarket, if I’m of the opinion that a litre of milk isn’t worth the one 
dollar it’s listed at, and instead I offer twenty cents, the supermarket simply isn’t going to sell 
me the milk. This relationship between me and the supermarket is a bargaining power 
imbalance, however it is absolutely just that it exists. Bargaining power imbalances are 
completely normal in a market-driven society and do NOT warrant market intervention such 
as forcing the supermarket to sell me milk for twenty cents, or even eighty cents. 
 
The value digital platforms provide to news organisations through hyperlinking to their 
services is extremely large; so large in fact that news organisations frequently pay digital 
platforms to advertise hyperlinks to their news articles, as does any business big or small 
that runs a website. Hyperlinks are extremely valuable. 
 
What is important is not whether a bargaining power imbalance exists, but rather whether 
the value transfer is fair. The fact that news organisations pay to have hyperlinks put on 
digital platforms perhaps suggests that the value transfer and prominence given to news 
organisations for free on digital platforms may be overweight and perhaps digital platforms 
need to charge news organisations! 
 
Some examples of these advertisements are shown below, which were run by The 
Australian on Facebook’s News Feed in December 2020. 

10 
https://www.theage.com.au/politics/federal/abc-sbs-included-in-news-media-code-as-tech-giants-win-some-concessions-20201
207-p56l7h.html 
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The fact that this law is even being proposed is indicative of the power that news media 
businesses have over our political process. By allowing the Treasurer to designate new 
platforms as being included in the code, through a combination of surreptitious lobbying by 
news media businesses as well as a broad definition of a “bargaining power imbalance”, it is 
extremely likely this code will eventually expand to apply broadly to many digital platforms 
such as YouTube, TikTok, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, LinkedIn, Gmail, and Slack. 
 
This should be obvious, as if it can be claimed there's a "bargaining power imbalance" 
between Google Search and news media organisations via the simple act of hyperlinking, 
that same claim can easily be made about almost every website on the Internet and news 
businesses. 
 
Significant backlash against this code has been from so-called “YouTube creators”, who are 
individuals, groups, and organisations that post content to YouTube. Some YouTube 
creators’ livelihood revolves around their content being discovered and seen, and thus 
revenue from ads being shown on their content and shared with them. 
 
YouTube creators rightfully fear that this code will grant news organisations special 
privileges on YouTube, above what they have access to; to things such as knowledge about 
ranking and suggestion algorithms used by the platform, as well as increased payments. 
 
The passing of this code, and the subsequent inclusion of YouTube as a designated digital 
platform will likely result in content from news organisations being more successful on 
YouTube (due to better targeting of the algorithms with their extra knowledge of it). It will 
thus lead to decreased payments for YouTube creators as their content is seen less often, 
and the funding pool content as a larger amount of money is paid to news organisations. 
This same scenario can apply to any digital platform designated under the code. 
 
Of the around 1,406 submissions that the ACCC received regarding their exposure draft, a 
whopping 93% of those were emails rejecting this code in its entirety, and a significant 
portion of those were from YouTube creators. The YouTube channel Economics Explained 
started a campaign called #OurYouTube and a petition​12​ which garnered (as of 1 January 
2020) more than 76,611 signatures. 
 
Each digital platform has their own ecosystem and community, and this abhorrent code 
allows news media organisations the ability to surreptitiously foist themselves above that 
community regardless of the detriment to that community, or to Australian society as a 
whole. 

  

12 
https://www.change.org/p/parliament-of-australia-save-youtube-by-stoping-australia-s-proposed-law-news-media-bargaining-co
de-ouryoutube-d9a6388b-a916-46c3-ab86-1a412ae1ba2b 
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would financially benefit from this code, and also runs Essential Media Communications 
which one assumes has a financial interest in the media status-quo due to its close 
relationship with The Guardian through its The Guardian Essential Report. 
 
On 20 August 2020, the Center for Responsible Technology ran a full-page advertisement in 
the Sydney Morning Herald containing an “Open Letter to Google”, and asking for people to 
sign their petition supporting the code becoming law. As of 1st January 2021 this “Google 
Open Letter” petition has only a pitiful 1,189 signatures​25​. 
 
In contrast, the YouTube channel Economics Explained​26​ ran a campaign dubbed 
#OurYouTube, as well as a petition calling for abandonment of the code which as of 1st 
January 2021 has 76,611 signatures​27​. 
  
Predictably the media tried to discredit​28​ the #OurYouTube campaign with no evidence by 
suggesting somehow it was illegitimate, seeking comment from Senator Tony Sheldon after 
thousands of letters and emails of opposition to the code were received by federal MP’s: 
 

“I am the target audience of this scare-letter campaign and I am not buying it. And no 
one bought them crying poor this week either. Australians know how big their profits 
are and how little tax they pay here,” he said. 

“I would be interested to know if this campaign is to any extent being funded by 
Google or its associated companies.” 

However, the fact that the activism of the Australian public against this code is so large that 
the thought of it being funded by Google or its associated companies is even entertained 
speaks volumes. 
 
The last technique by the media is to conflate issues concerning digital platforms together to 
paint technology companies that run those platforms as bad, and thus deserving of 
punishment through the introduction of this code. Some issues that are conflated are 
unproven tax avoidance/minimisation allegations, concerns about dis/misinformation, and 
privacy issues. None of these issues are addressed in this code. 
 
Lastly, of the around 1,406 submissions that the ACCC received regarding their exposure 
draft, a whopping 93% of those were emails rejecting this code in its entirety. 
 
In the face of overwhelming attempts by news media businesses to propagandise, it is 
abundantly clear from the evidence that Australians do NOT want this code. 
 

25 ​https://www.centreforresponsibletechnology.org.au/google open letter 
26 ​https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCZ4AMrDcNrfy3X6nsU8-rPg 
27 
https://www.change.org/p/parliament-of-australia-save-youtube-by-stoping-australia-s-proposed-law-news-media-bargaining-co
de-ouryoutube-d9a6388b-a916-46c3-ab86-1a412ae1ba2b 
28 
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/google-a-suspect-in-scare-tactics/news-story/7008182b8f475ec0b922f7bca9f5
63dd 
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Some examples of the weak provisions in this professional standards test are as follows: 
 

1. The Australian Press Council does not have the power to order compensation, fines 
or other financial sanctions​29​ for breaches to its Standards of Practice. The limit of 
punishment it can apply is to force its judgements to be published by the offending 
publication. 

2. The Independent Media Council​30​ only has the power to recommend the making of 
an apology, or the withdrawal of an article. The limit of punishment it can apply is to 
force its judgements to be published by the offending publication. 

 
Currently if a news media organisation does a bad job or becomes untrusted by the public 
they will lose significant revenue due to loss of readership, which one assumes is the reason 
that the above codes do not include financial penalties because the economic system they 
operated in had penalties built in. 
 
However, as this code reinvents the economic model of publishing news content in Australia, 
this code removes the ability for the public to assign penalties to news organisations. 
Therefore, effectively this code creates an exclusive class of organisations and individuals 
that get paid to speak on the Internet, with no way for that privilege to be revoked. 
 
The code is thus likely to degrade the quality of journalism in Australia through lack of 
penalties for producing poor quality journalism. 
  

29 ​https://www.presscouncil.org.au/handling-of-complaints/ 
30 ​http://www.independentmediacouncil.com.au 
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The code is absolutely ignorant of the fact that the majority of algorithms are not used 
exclusively for news content, but instead position news content along with many other types 
of content. By mandating that details of changes to algorithms be shared with only with news 
organizations that meet the criteria for inclusion under this code it will give them significant 
unfair advantage over those other types of content and resources, and the businesses and 
individuals that create it. 
 
For example, Google Search might come back with the below results when searching for the 
term “Cafes in Sydney”: 
 

A. An article created by a publication eligible for inclusion in this code titled ​“Top 10 
cafes in Surry Hills” 
 

B. An article created by a publication ​not​ eligible for coverage under this code titled “The 
Best Sydney Cafes Ranked” 
 

C. The website of a popular small cafe business in Darlinghurst 
 
As a result of this code's introduction, as news media organisations learn more and more 
about the algorithms used by Google Search they will be able to “game” their content higher 
in the search results using their additional knowledge of how the algorithm works. This will 
mean that content from news media organisations will appear above where it deserves to 
be, pushing down more relevant content in the results such as perhaps that of the small cafe 
business listed at item C above. This will lead to less clicks through to the small cafe’s 
website, less customers, and a less successful business due to the introduction of this code. 
 
Furthermore, because the publication that created item B above is not eligible for inclusion 
under this code (as they only publish social articles, not “core news content”) they will also 
receive less clicks through to their content even though this search isn’t even related to “core 
news” in the way that a search for “Coronavirus case count” would be. 
 
This information learnt by news organisations will significantly benefit them in other ventures 
unrelated to news, and financially disadvantage businesses that do not have a “core news 
content” generating business. There are no restrictions on what the news organisation can 
do with the learnings gained from the sharing mandated under the code. 
 
For example The Sydney Morning Herald will be able to share learnings about how digital 
platform’s algorithms work with their Drive.com.au as they are both owned by Nine 
Entertainment, leaving CarSales.com.au at a disadvantage which does not have a news 
media arm to feed it this type of information. 
 
Similarly, this knowledge of how algorithms work will be able to be shared between The 
Sydney Morning Herald and Nine Digital Direct, which is Nine Entertainment’s digital 
marketing business specialising in Search Engine Optimisation and as their website says 
“getting results from social media”. This will significantly disadvantage other SEO businesses 
that compete with Nine Digital Direct. 
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This is an incredibly unfair aspect of the code as it gives special, undeserved privilege to 
news media businesses in covering topics which are neither of public significance or 
democratic value. 
 
For example, I personally have an interest in Formula 1 motorsport. This has at times in the 
past made me consider starting a publication covering topics of interest to Formula 1 fans, 
such as analysis of race strategies, race reports, travel guides, and other related information. 
On my personal blog I have written examples of such articles​32​. 
 
If I were to attempt a foray into publishing my commentary about Formula 1 motorsport on 
the Internet as I’ve considered doing, I will receive no financial or other benefit from this code 
when my content appears on digital platforms. 
 
However, news media businesses writing about Formula 1 will receive the full complete 
benefit of this code for their articles due to them also publishing content considered ​core 
news content. But these articles are in no way related to public debate or informing 
democratic decision making; they are about sport. 
 
This use of ​core​ news content to determine the beneficiaries of the code, and use of ​covered 
news content to determine what content is bargained over creates an extremely 
out-of-balance and anti-competitive market on the Internet for content not considered core 
news content. 
 
 

 
 

  

32 ​https://www dylanlindgren com/2018/05/02/a-spectators-guide-2018-chinese-grand-prix/  
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Concern 10: The code is incongruent with the current position 
and proposed direction of Australian copyright legislation 
The code through attributing costs for user generated content to digital platforms 
makes it incongruent with Australian copyright legislation which has a “safe harbour” 
principle that provides indemnity for services for which the content of users transits 
through. 
 
Furthermore, the United States of America has a “fair use” clause when it comes to 
copyright which countries like Australia are moving towards which this code also 
potentially contradicts. 
 
As it relates to the Facebook News Feed, the code ignores the fact that it is users posting 
links to news articles there, not Facebook. 
 
Copyright law determines that, as long as platforms are not effectively “authorising” the 
infringement, and they offer methods for that content to be pulled down, they are not liable 
for content posted by users. 
 
For example, the NBN (National Broadband Network) is not liable if a pirated movie travels 
across their network, and Telstra is not liable if a terrorist uses their network to plan a 
terrorist operation. 
 
However, the code mandates that digital platforms are responsible for content posted by 
users by attributing a cost for that content posted by users to the digital platform. This is 
incongruent and contradictory with Australian copyright law. 
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Recommendations 
While it is without question the sensible position that this abhorrent code must be abandoned 
entirely, there are alterations that at a minimum must be implemented and will provide 
sensible relief from some of the most significant concerns listed above. These 
recommendations are listed below. 

Recommendation 1: Factor in costs for digital platforms for 
making news content available 
The costs to digital platforms for “making content available” should be included in the 
“two-way value transfer”. These may be things like: 
 

● Hosting, infrastructure, electricity, and bandwidth fees 
● human resources costs of engineers and staff to create the digital platform 
● the cost of monetising any benefit that is gained by digital platforms having news 

content on their platform 
 
Digital platforms must be consulted to determine a complete, thorough list of costs to 
include. 

Recommendation 2: Recognise the act of hyperlinking as a part 
of the free and open Internet 
Remove “hyperlinking” as something that is considered to be “making available” content on 
digital platforms, and protect the foundational aspects of a free and open Internet. 

Recommendation 3: Ensure the code offers Australian citizens 
a sufficient chance oppose digital platforms being designated 
by the Treasurer 
For example, by removing the ability for the Treasurer to designate new digital platforms 
through legislative instruments. 
 
Instead, require the digital platforms designated as such under this code be included within 
the legislation.  
 
Ensure that any new designations have public consultation periods of at a minimum 3 
months to allow Australian citizens who are users of the digital platform sufficient to have 
their voice heard. 
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Recommendation 4: Increase incentive for quality journalism 
through reciprocal commitment from news organisations 
Australian news media organisations must make a reciprocal additional commitment to 
professional standards through the introduction of a mandatory code of practice/conduct with 
significant penalties for breaches of this code, including financial penalties and/or exclusion 
from this code. 
 
Introduce a mandatory media ethics code (as opposed to the voluntary ones which news 
media currently subscribe to) which protect Australian democracy by ensuring fairness and 
impartiality, and results in exclusion from the benefits provided by the News Media 
Bargaining Code if it is breached too many times/too severely. 

Recommendation 5: Algorithm knowledge to be treated 
similarly to insider trading information on financial markets 
Knowledge gained about the changes to algorithms must be kept securely inside the news 
media organisation ,and only used for purposes of optimising core news content. 
 
Heavy penalties should apply if knowledge about changes to algorithms is shared with 
related entities of the news media organisation, or if it is used to optimise non-core news 
content. 

Recommendation 6: Consistency with “fair use” and “safe 
harbour“ principles 
Ensure this code is consistent with “fair use” and “safe harbour” principles by for example 
ensuring that any content posted or sent by users does not require payment from digital 
platforms under this code. 
 
If content posted by users, but subsequently “enhanced” by the digital platform by 
automatically retrieving additional content (e.g. an image from an article for which the user 
posted a hyperlink to) this can require payment by the digital platform. 
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Conclusion 
Thank you again for the opportunity to respond to the inquiry, and please seriously consider 
the above points and ensure they are fully addressed in the code prior to it becoming law. 
 
Dylan Lindgren 
Newcastle, NSW, Australia 
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