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TheSecretary,
HouseofRepresentativesStandingCommitteeon
Communications,InformationTechnologyandtheArts
Houseof Representatives
ParliamentHouse
Canberra,ACT, 2600

DearSir/Madam/Ms,

TheHouseofRepresentativesStandingCommitteeon Communications,Infonnation
TechnologyandtheArts hasbeenrequestedby theMinister,SenatortheHon. Helen Coonan
MP, to inquireinto fourmatters:

• Thescopeandrole of Australiancommunitybroadcastingacrossradio, television,the
internetand otherbroadcastingtechnologies;

• Contentandprogrammingrequirementsthatreflectthecharacterof Australiaandits
culturaldiversity;

• Technologicalopportunities,includingdigital, to expandcommunitybroadcasting
networks;and

• Opportunitiesand threatsto achievinga diverseandrobustnetworkof community
broadcasters.

I shall primarilyaddressthesecond,butwill touchon theothersin sodoing. Thissubmission
is strictly a personalexpressionof opinion. The ideasexpresseddo not reflect theopinionof
any entitywith which I amassociated,in particularthe IndependentMediaFoundationInc. or
theradioprogramArtsAlive. Necessarily,however,I shalldrawfrom mattersexperienced
throughthoseassociations.

Abstract

Communityownedandcontrolledmediawill assumea morecrucial roleasa sourceofnews
andinformationfor thecommunityasAustralia’scommercialmediaamalgamateandglobalise,
aprocessgivenrenewedenergywith thereleaseofthegovernment’spreferredoptionsfor
mediaderegulationandthetransitionto digital transmissionmodes. However,thepresent
organisational,managerialandfinancialarrangementsconstrainthecommunitysectorfrom
achievingthatpotential. Thesectoris chronicallyunderfinancedand will largelyremainso,
but will be betterableto raiselocal sponsor-financewhenableto offer amix ofqualitylocal
andnationalprograms. Theproductionofqualitynationalprogramsis furtherconstrainedby
nationalorganisationalstructures.Alternatestructuresandproceduresareproposed.

Australia’sMedia-scape2006

Thegovernmenthascommitteditself to thederegulationofpublic commercialmedia,
minimisingrestrictionson bothcrossmediaownershipandforeignownership. It hasbeen
arguedthat thenewmedia—especiallytheInternet—havediversifiedthesourcesof
informationavailableto thepublic, andthat Australianmediacompaniesneedaccessto
foreigncapital to continueto grow.

RECEIVED

21 MAR 2006
HOUSE OF YffF’RESENTAtVES

STANOING COMMITTEE ON
TELECOMIAUNICAT:oNs

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY
ANt THE AMS

Postal: 39 SydneyStreetAscotVale, Vic. 3032. Tel: 03 9925 3028



However,while retail sourcesofnewsand information,especiallyfrom overseas,have
diversified,reliablewholesalesourcesof Australiannewsandinformation,capableof
authentication,havenot increased.If anything, with themergersandtake-oversofthepast
two decades,thenumbersofcompetingnewsandinformationsourceshascontracted.
Increasinglytoo, theretail newsandinformationsourcesarenetworked: beit radioor
television,Cooma,CanberraandCasioenjoy thesamelimited choicesin commercialand
nationaltelevisionandradioasTownsville,TenterfieldandTumbi-Umbie.

In sucha circumstance,communitymediaand,in particular,thenationalcommunitysatellite
radioservice,assumesasocialandpolitical importanceasadiversified,authenticand
independentsourcefor Australiancitizens. However,thepresentorganisational,managerial
andfinancialarrangementsconstrainthecommunitysectorfrom achievingits potential.

Communityradiobroadcastersandcommunitytelevisionservicesshouldbeconsidered
separately:acommunitytelevisionservicehasmorethecharacterofa programmingand
transmissionentity, amediumfor diversifiedprogram-makingintereststo broadcasttheir
work. Channel31 in Melbourneis an excellentexampleofsuchaconsortium: hormone-
ladenoff road,dragcarandfour-wheel-driveshowsrubshoulderswith advocacyprograms
for thedisabled,andaromaticcookingprogramsfrom a UnitedNationsofcountries.

A communityradiostation hasamuchmoreintegratedsocialandpolitical character,even
whenthereis butone stationservingacommunity,suchasis oftenthecasein rural and
regionalAustralia. Rivalry for thesingle local licencehasbeennotedin numbersofcentres
includingAlice SpringsandNarrabri in recentyears. In general,radionetworkingis limited
to programsselectedfrom thoseavailableon thenationalcommunitysatelliteservice
managedby theCommunityBroadcastingAssociationofAustralia(CBAA). An exceptionis
stationsassociatedwith theRhemagroup. While eachin financially independent,theyshare
a commonphilosophy,aplay list ofmusicandothercontent,muchsourcedoverseas.The
morefinanciallysuccessful,like 2RFM 99.7 FM servingthecentralcoastofNSW, are
virtually commercialoperationson communitylicences.

TheCommunitySector

Thecommunitysectoris servedby two peakorganisationstheCommunityBroadcasting
Associationof AustraliaandtheCommunityBroadcastingFoundation(CBF). It is thefunction
andoperationofthesetwo organisationsthat mustchangeif ‘contentandprogramming that
reflect thecharacterofAustraliaandits culturaldiversity’ is to bedeliveredand ‘a diverseand
robustnetworkofcommunitybroadcasters’is to be achievedandmaintained.

CommunityBroadcastingAssociationofAustralia

CommunityBroadcastingAssociationofAustraliawas formerlythePublic Broadcasting
AssociationofAustralia,until theABC covetedthe titleof ‘public’ ratherthan ‘national’
broadcaster.Foundedin themid-1970s,in Sydney,it broughtto fruition theyears-long
lobbyingof Michael Law andothers. Initially theysoughtthe licensingof theprivate fine-
musicstationswenow recogniseby their sharedcall signs—2MBS,3MBS etc.,but were
successfiulwith theintroductionofa wider conceptofcommunityradio.
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Thefirst licenceswere issuedby thethenMinister for PostandCommunications,theHon.
Tony Staleywho becamea stalwartofcommunitybroadcastingandfirst chairmanofthe
CommunityBroadcastingFoundationLtd.

TheCBAA is thecollectivevoice ofthebroadcastersin thesector,includingaspiring
broadcasters.It providessupportservicesto its memberson a widerangeofissues,
administerstheannualconferenceandawards,andmanagesthenationalcommunityradio
satelliteservice. However,as it is intimatelyconnectedfinanciallyandpolitically with the
CommunityBroadcastingFoundation,theCBAA is constrainedin what it cansayaboutthe
policiesof theCBF. Thoughit managesthesatelliteserviceit haslittle editorialcontrol in
programmingor influenceon what programstheCBF funds. While theCBAA may
recognisenationalprogrammingneedsit hasno directmeansto satisfythoseneeds.

CommunityBroadcastin2FoundationLtd

TheCBF is acompanylimited by guaranteeandoperateson anot-for-profitbasis. The
governanceoftheCEF is complex. Thechairis appointedby thenationalcommitteeof
theCBAA; theministerfor communicationsappointsamember;theothermembersare
nominatedby eachofthegrantadvisorycommittees,whoseparticularmembershipis
determinedannuallyby themembersoftheCBAA, andtheboardofdirectorsitself
appointsthedeputychair. Perhapsto balancesectarianinterests,theCBFis locatedin
Melbourne. Thedirectorsandthegrantadvisorycommitteemembersservein avoluntary
capacityandtheorganisationemploysasmall staff While ideally ‘the Foundation’svalues
affirm theprinciplesofAccess,Diversity, Independence,Innovationand Localismandthe
commitmentto socialjusticethat underpinthecommunitybroadcastingsector’sphilosophy
andoperation’,’ theexactnatureofthe ‘voluntary’ servicehasensuredthat membershipof
theboardandthecommitteesis nearstatic andunrepresentativeof thewidercommunity
mediasector—workersor listeners—renderingsuchgoalselusive.

Voluntaryservice

Volunteerworkers in thecommunitysectorhavetimeto offer for at leastthesereasons:

• Theyareretired andhavemuchdiscretionarytime in additionto
recreationaltime, andhavesomesecurityof income;

• Theyareunemployedandhavemuchdiscretionarytime in additionto
recreationaltime, and maybe in receiptofbenefits.Onemight include
‘work for thedole’ recipientshere;

• Theyarestudentsorothersbuildingentry level experienceand skills
with thehopeof forging aprofessionalcareerin themedia. Forthem,
volunteeringoftencomesat thecostof forgoneincomebut, for some,it
is an investmentin their futurecareer’

• Theyareemployedin themediagenerallyorthecommunitysectorin
particularandvolunteereithersomeoftheirpaid time and/orrecreational
time to servethesectoroutsidethespecificremit of theiremployment.

‘About theCBF’, www.cbfcom.au, sighted14 March 2006.
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Thelastclasshasby far the fewestmembersbut theymakeup mostofthemembersofthe
boardandthecommitteesoftheCommunityBroadcastingFoundation.Theyaremembers
becausetheyareavailableandwilling asindividualsandhavetheinstitutionalresourcesto
supporttheirmembership.While this hasproducedstability andcontinuity,it hasalso
deprivedtheCBF andits advisorycommitteesof refreshmentof ideasand,whenfacedwith
any challengeto theirpolicy, induceda siegeresponse.Communitybroadcastinghas
evolved,but manyoftheold guardstill seekto keepthe light ofthe 1970sparamounton the
hill. Like a government,too long in officewith little turn-overofmembershiporofstaff, the
foundationis deafto criticism, resistantto change,and inward looking.

CBFFunding

The government’ssubventionto theCBFgoesto meetfive generalclassesof expenditure:

• Technicalsupportanddevelopmentofstationsincluding transmissioncosts;
• Subsidiesto runningcosts;
• Programproductionfor thenationalcommunityradiosatelliteservices;
• CBAA operatingcostsincludingsatelliteadministration;
• CBF operatingcosts.

TheexistenceoftheCBFasan ‘arms length’ funding agencycontinuesprinciplesestablished
by theCoalitiongovernmentwith thecreationoftheAustralianCouncil for theArts in 1967.
Indeed,‘arms length’ fundingreflectsideasinitiated by theBloomsburygroupin Londonin

I,theearly2O~ centuryaboutthedesirablemechanismsfor governmentsubventionin support
of artsandculturalendeavours.Suchamechanismhasmutualbenefits: governmentis
somewhatisolatedfrom controversialdecisionsandtheartscommunityfeelsthat its creative
freedomis not compromised(or little compromised)by fiscal supportfrom government.

As manygovernmentdepartments,includingtheDCITA, administergrantprogramswith no
questionofbias, it is reasonableto askwhatofthesegeneralclassesofexpenditurereally
requiretheindependenceof‘arms length’ funding? Theanswerclearlyis programproduction
ascontentis moreculture-ladenthanis infrastructureor operatingcosts.

PropamProduction

TheCommunityBroadcastingFoundation,by any measure,hasnot fulfilled thevisionof its
founders,as aclearinghousefor public subventionandprivatephilanthropyandsponsorshipfor
communitybroadcasting.Its successwith privatesectorsponsorshiporphilanthropyis non-
existentandit now servessolelyasan ‘arms length’ administratorof Commonwealth
governmentsubventions.With theexceptionofprogramproductionfunding,all areasofpresent
fundingadministeredby theCBF couldbe administeredaswell by DCITA or theCBAA.

Programproductiondecisionsandprogramdistributionneedsto be brought togetherunder
onecommunity-basedorganisation. It maybe theCBAA, areconstructedCBF, or anew
organisation.Any newprogrammingorganisationwould havethefollowing characteristics:

• Its programselectionpanel(s)would be composedof morethatjust those
peoplewho canafford to be volunteers,Thusmembersshouldreceivea
stipendandhaveexpensesreimbursed;

• Themembershipofthepanel(s)would be refreshedannually;
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• As its work will concernprogramselectionandfunding, thepanel(s)
would be availableto applicantsfor face-to-facemeetings,and
explanationsof its decisionwouldbemadepublic;

• Thepanel(s)might operateon a state-by-statebasisto restorea local
dimensionto nationalprograms,with onerepresentativefrom eachstate
panelconstitutingthenationalpanel;

• Individualsemployedby stationswith vestedinterestsin programunder
considerationby thepanel(s)mustdeclareinterestandabstainfrom the
discussion. (Therearenumbersofexamplesofa failure to do this under
thepresentsystem.)

• Benchmarkfiguresperminuteofair-timeshouldbe establishedin the
interestsofequity andto allow potentialprogrammakersto budget
productionproposals.(At present,therangeofcostsperhourfor a
currentaffairsprogramis $14,300to $31,200perannum. No
explanationfor thevariationhasbeenforthcomingfrom theCBF.);

• Areasofprogramweaknesswouldbe identifiesby thepanel(s)and
proposalsinvitedfrom thesectorto fill theneed;

• Firm andclearselectioncriteriafor programfundingwouldbe published;
• Therewould be amechanismavailableto appealdecisions,independent

of the initial decision-makingpanel(s);
• Separatepanel(s)would attendto theneedsofcommunitytelevision.

Doubtlesssomewill saythat suchprocessesareunworkablebut thereareprecedents:the
assessmentpracticesoftheExperimentalFilm andTelevisionFund,theScriptFund,and
GeneralProductionFundof theAustraliaCouncil in the 1970sareoutstandingexamples.
Thesepracticeswereemployedbecausethecouncil wasawarethat theseassessment
panelswereapartofthedialoguewith thecommunityof interestthat thecouncil served.
Thebenefitsin goodrelationswith thesectoroutweighedthemonetarycosts.
As theWorld WarI PrimeMinisterof France,GeorgesClemenceau,is believedto havesaid:
‘La guerre,c’estunechosetropgravepourIa confier~ desmilitaires’, (War is too seriousa
matterto entrustto themilitary), nationalprogrammingof communityradio is too important
to leaveto the long-servinggeneralsofcommunityradio.

Onenewnationalcommunityradioprogramminganddistributionserviceis requiredandit
mustlook to thecommunitiesit serves.It mustbecatholicin its politics, inclusivein its
scope,andmulticultural in its tastes. It must affordmechanismsto embraceIndigenous
broadcasting,ethnic languagebroadcasting,andnationalcommunitybroadcasting,allowing
thefire walls thatpresentlyseparatethem to dissipate,soto approachan integratednational
communityradiovoiceanda nationalcommunitytelevisionvision.

I amavailableto appearbeforethestandingcommitteeto amplify my remarks,

Yours faithfully,

>7

VincentO’Donnell MA

16 March 2006
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