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Once it was just press ownership that concentrated the mind, today that vital entity takes on a greater significance as the “totality described as media” permeates every segment of society making Australians of today the most informed on any time.

The separation of Australia’s media has a long history dating back to the eraly days of federation and beyond to the British Empire. “The mass production of newspapers (media) concentrates in the hands of a few individuals who are responsible to nobody but themselves, a power which is a serious rival to that of Parliament and upon which in the last resort Parliament depends.” (John Spender, The Public Life)

The media is something more than a commercial entity whose lifeblood is advertising with the gaps filled with news and entertainment.  It has duties to the whole public, which it serves or endeavours to serve, and in this is an inherent conflict and juggling act of editorial integrity and commercial pragmatism.   Every side has a right to be heard and reported regardless of the tenor of their message. Given that Australia has no Bill of Rights and no Freedom of Speech enshrined in national and state laws the media is even more vital as an instrument of democracy.

“No single agency has a greater responsibility than the Press (media) in a democratic society and the manner in which it is discharged will largely determine whether our form of democracy will survive against the barbarians.” (John Hay Whitney, American Ambassador to Britain, 1959).

There is no better example of the effects of Commodification and rationalisation in media ownership than the United States of America.  The inequality of wealth and power and its multilevel effects on mass media, interests and choices, has denuded the nation of open and full information.  One only has to examine the major daily’s and look for international news and to read editorials and reports to realise that they are biased, filtered and in some cases non existent especially away from the metropolitan centres.  This is a cultural thing and here in Australia we enjoy a level of quality unsurpassed.

The permeation of the Internet could be argued as a modern and greater alternative to the older forms of media allowing access to a global world for all citizens. What is not clear is the how the total population of any nation can all access this service and how information is distilled and presented, argued and understood by the recipient. It is a vast and amorphous network and we have no idea what citizens are accessing, reading and learning or who is presenting it and for what purpose.

The proposition that the Internet offers, and the principle reason for the focus on media ownership in Australia, at this time, is the entrepreneurs desire, and not all are media barons, to enter the domain and reap value from broadband technologies and their over zealous investment in telecommunications.  Others seek access to consumer base and to education access owning information and its dissemination.  It is the likely concentration of such and for what purpose that occupies the minds of good legislatures. 
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The Internet did not deliver anywhere near its promised load of gold and these people must now translate it from the humble PC to the full interactive multi-channel capability to recover their investments.  Thus their imperatives are immediate and commanding.

Interactive, two – way, communication bringing the world in a greater capacity to our living space.

What is the most valuable commodity that such technology offers to the entrepreneurs?  It is not the ability to advertise and sell newspapers or put television into our homes.

It is information on habits and tastes, which takes advertising and marketing to a new level of sophistication.  It also offers the unscrupulous, and in the hands of concentrated ownership, the full gamut of things that the skeptics and the conspiracy theorists will indicate is dangerous for society. On the other end of the scale, it masks its darker side in a new entertainment, education and information tool.   It is seductive in both economic and social evaluation positives

The cost of this technology and the desire for ownership is very high and economies of scale are argued to be the only manner in which the full potential can be achieved.

Economy, wealth and the wonders of technology are not the primary considerations in key areas of decision making in relation to things that have a great impact on democracy and freedom.  Freedom should also involve ensuring that the concentration of power and assets does not gain a greater ascendancy and influence in our lives than it already has.  Further that the minority may have an avenue to be heard on a national scale other than just `letters to the editor’ and community broadcasting.  The latter is shackled by its inability to compete through restrictions on commercial activity which itself flies in the face of the national agreement for the removal of legislation restricting competition. 

Money and power filters and often, as shown in the Cash for Comment investigation by the Australian Broadcasting Authority and in the diligence of our Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, it filters to the detriment of the people and the professionalism and integrity of our institutions and ethics. The question arises, should a broadcaster have a separate personal contract, beyond the broadcast entity charge card, that is deliberately and blatantly aimed at influencing opinion on a clearly national and regional scale?

Tim Lane (ABC career broadcaster and commentator) ceased to broadcast AFL football (March, 2002) on a matter of ethics that was clearly not understood or was deemed unimportant to commercial interests and individuals of `public influence.’

Thus we can see that no matter what rules exist there are some that will corrode, degrade and simply ignore them.  Contracts and agreements seem not to inform their thinking and action so why would regulation and law?

Kevin Beck
Page 3
11/17/2003
The question raised earlier as to whether we want a casino owner also having major media interests, and advertising and influence, is both a moral and a societal decision to be explored within the rules of `who is fit and proper’ and is raised in passing.

Australia already suffers from a dearth of tolerance, ethics and morality in our governance both corporate and political. There is a demand for compliance and acceptance and to risk further degradation of ethics in the media is to corrode our culture and intangibles – such as freedom of expression and views further.

Large corporations are by nature, as our governments, secretive and furtive. Power allows the dominant interests to get their message across unchallenged except by a dedicated minority. Concentration, and type, of media ownership operating without the infiltrating eye of the public gaze permits and nurtures the darkest elements of human nature.  As media concentrates the sources of opinion – number of journalists, writers and commentators, shrinks.  The writers become anonymous. Already journalists across Australia are using wire services; media releases and other material put out by spin doctors and public relations companies as if they were original, written articles by media journalists.  

The key filters and effects for legislators to consider beyond the mere question of economic and technology are:

· The likelihood of increase and the breadth of `cash for comment’ and appropriate legislative amendments to ensure that the buying of opinion by corporations, from the most influential and often less intellectually gifted, and aware of our media, is restrained.

· The powers of the Australian Broadcasting Authority to ensure diversity and freedom of expression and ideas across all of the media and the appropriate sanctions for breach including license withdrawal.

· The role of regulatory bodies such as the Press Council, the Federations of Australian Commercial Television and Radio Stations and the `codes of conduct’ which are to my mind not the most appropriate method of ensuring the best from this vital resource. The worth of the codes and the likelihood of application against vested commercial interests was shown to be forlorn in the Cash for Comment situation and is just as contentious in lifestyle programs and the growth in product reporting by journalists.  Stringent budgets, by media owners, require contribution to costs by companies, raising issues of integrity and regulatory concerns for the operation of competition and consumer protection.

· The funding and operation of the ABC and SBS, truly free from political and (in some cases) managerial corruption of its role in the national media.   Above all else this is a crucial consideration.  The Senate has dealt with the process of appointment of the Managing Director.
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· The powers of the Competition and Consumer Commission and the ability of the Trades Practices Act to encompass protections of journalistic freedom, integrity and opinion and the methodologies and mechanisms by which it is transmitted to the people and the ethical nature of such transmissions.

The filters of power and influence take in other matters for the consideration of legislators.

1 The current size and concentration of wealth and orientation of media owners and their demonstrable actions in the current operations and the prospects of what new owners may bring. The latter obviously is probably beyond analysis and assessment but links back to the controls above. This is not unlike the controls and requirements exercised on a casino license and the bond of good citizenship.

2 What are the current, and expected, segmented sizes of the Australian advertising market, its demographics and the type of diversity it currently supports.  Note the rise of revenues in mobile telecommunications and the Internet and ponder what is the source of that revenue and from what other areas of spending it may have come to cannibalise other sectors.   Again not much different from the transfers associated with gambling.  We know that business mail through post (letters) has diminished for example.   What size market can be sustained in reality?

3 The methods by which the media and pothers gather information and the operation of Freedom of Information, as provided by governments.  Information provided by corporations, institutions, mainstream population, Internet publicists and commentators (the protection of the individuals current capacity to do the things they do with their chat rooms and web sites), the ensuring of `elite’ and `intelligentsia’ opinion and how all of this funded in our society. 

4 The proposition of, and protection against, journalists being disciplined for expressing contrary or unacceptable opinion.  Should for example, the Channel Seven journalist have been sacked for commenting, as alleged, on the size of a swimmer’s foot and the relationship to anatomy?   There are correlating issues of unfair dismissal and a greater issue of just how precious stardom can become in the minds of some.  

5 Should the standards of journalism define the use of homogenised material. The legislators themselves are exposed, in their own work environments, to a `propaganda’ using slant.  A broadcast license is a public asset not a commercial right.   The sheer weight of the day’s events and the bulk of what must be reported is in itself a creator of slant as journalists rush to make everything concise, to fit.  Homgenised, prepared `media releases’ are the norm and fill much of our media space.  

6 The growth of an `anti-elite’ and `anti-intelligentsia’ and the fanning, and funding, of that for political and corporate expediency.   
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7 The relationship between freedom of speech and the license granted a media broadcasting entity.  Should broadcasters be licensed to a standard?  

8 The above two cross into the area of the operation of Australia’s defamation laws which desperately need overhaul and consistency.   There is no actual freedom of speech legislated in Australia and the only freedom is defined in antiquated laws or an implied freedom of political opinion under our constitution.   The loosening of media control legislation, cross ownership and so on cannot proceed independent of a the grant of absolute freedom of speech based on the test of `an absence of malice’ and/ or the `public interest’.

9 Do we need legislation to protect whistleblowers and journalists?

”The things I have to complain about have never been the inaccuracies in the reporting, but the accuracies.” (Heathcote Amory, Chancellor of the Exchequer, Great Britain, 1959).

The few journalists who offend against sound policy and good taste attract more attention than the mass who do their duty quietly and consistently.  It is the abnormal that arouses all the excitement and produces a public (or a political) indignation  (Tony Abbott, Feeling Good About Australia, 2002) that sometimes falls upon the just as well as the unjust. (The Responsibilities of Freedom, Mansfield, 1962).

The issue is one of cross linkages between media and corporations, share ownership and interaction at Boardroom and policy levels. Banks, institutional investors and independently wealthy can own large share blocks in publicly listed and private media conglomerates. The same people can occupy critical Boardroom and other appointed positions.

Advertiser choice can influence media prosperity and even survival.  In this regard media that is small, and non- - mainstream, is always at a serious financial disadvantage and must create a niche market.  This is not a bad thing provided that, should it annoy or, threaten the larger media interests and influences described in the above, it must be protected.   It is not enough that it must rely upon pure market abilities or philanthropy.

The media (digital or traditional) has a crucial role to play in challenging assumptions and evaluating the impact and value of ideology and technology on society.  Those who work in the media, and elsewhere, should fear both ideology and technology for their corroding effects on professionalism.  The Australian government’s draft legislation on the separation of editorial production and facilities seems to acknowledge this is some fashion. 

The gurus of reform and organisational change and mantra, who see organisations as mechanical in structure, where people happen to inhabit, will invariably focus on `culture’ as the thing that must be dealt with and editorial culture is an extension of the culture and psyche of Australia.  
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The danger of concentration of media, especially in international hands, is that the owners will invariably have no attendant knowledge, or care, of what Australian ‘culture’ actually means, is, and what it may contribute to the overall entity and quality of an organisation, a community and a nation.   The Australian Newspaper’s critique of the Italian Masters exhibition demonstrates this point of cultural sensitivity and awareness.  We may also observe the US media mogul, Rupert Murdoch’s response given his interests in Italian media and the ultimate outcome of this event within Australia and internationally.   

Should we restrict the type and expanse of media to limit its influence and power?

The new media barons will, among other things, choose as their primary tool of the modern age, technology.  For the `inhuman’ technology is something offering a panacea to problems and the greatest challenge of all, dealing with real people, face to face.  It is a way of making money at least effort.

`Technology seems to be its own validation, with few checks on its development and remarkably little concern for the psychological, social or environmental impacts of technological change” (Perry and Webster, 1999).   The economic argument of the influential business interests carries political weight.

Media practitioners, and political media advisers and politicians, know very well that society is influenced by the moment, by what is immediately at hand, by the craft of images, perception and pervasive consumerism. 

There are two worlds (Sennett, 1972, 1998). The almost vanished rigid, hierarchical organisation, where what mattered was a sense of personal character and the new world of corporate and political re-engineering, risk, flexibility, networking and short term teamwork, where we must reinvent ourselves constantly.  The latter is the world of modern digital media.

Richard Sennett (London School of Economics) defines character as “the ethical value we place on our own desires and on our relations to others.   Australian media is a reflection of a today’s ethical values. The personal traits that we value in ourselves and for which we seek to be valued by others.”  The journalistic effort is to impart such values to the citizens of a nation as distinct from aspirations which politicians and business vision statements seem to confuse.  The ultimate question is whether an America, British, European or other influential owner might do this when the mechanics of `economies of scale’ invites the alternative.

The modern corporate and political effort is to break down such barriers to change and to create a place of individualism within a central framework of distributed control. This is the model of the global corporation. This is the means by which their ideology and objectives may be fulfilled.

Here in Australia the whole of the nation is now contingent.  Many forces working for a particular objective manipulate us at the time.  
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The fundamental security upon which the nation resides, its livelihood and careers, including that of professional journalists are being replaced by projects and fields of work.   

However it is careers rather than jobs that develops character.  The short term, flexibility of new capitalism, and journalism, precludes substantial narrative.  Examine the content of modern media and it can be seen that there is no deep debate and analysis of this phenomenon.  It is accepted as the fruits of globalism.  There is also the belief that those appointed to the management of media are there to make decisions independent and free of interference from government. Business journalists describe this as `managing’ for the shareholder or for the bottom line.

Organisations are no longer pyramids, they are being conceived by commentators and the corporate re-engineers as networks which are lighter on their feet, more readily decomposable or re-definable than fixed assets (Powell, 1994).  It is easy to assemble a newspaper now without ever having a real journalist. There is no long term and this, according to Richard Sennett, is the principle that corrodes trust, loyalty and mutual commitment.  The short time frame of modern organisations limits the ripening of informal trust.  

The Australian Broadcasting Corporation in 2000 – 2001 is a public example of this proposition in action.

Fleeting forms of association are more useful to people than long - term connections and strong social ties like loyalty have ceased to be compelling.  The web would seem to reinforce this. Digital media promises a world of unrestrained abilities but in reality it may be just a re-engineered model of other disparate and more fundamental equations and interactions. 

Paul Gollan, a lecturer in management at the Graduate School of Management, Macquarie University, has written on the theme of destruction of experience, the network and the knowledge of what makes the organisation tick, informal networks, cultures and trust relationships.  Henry Mintzberg in 1996 said,  “there is no re-engineering in the idea of re-engineering, just reification, just the same old notion that the new system will do their job”.  

We may assume that digital media and the net are to be similarly utilised by media barons and commercial interests seeking to lower their costs.  Sennett (op cit) defines “the modern system” of our world in three forms, the discontinuous reinvention of institutions, flexible specialisation of production and concentration of, without centralisation of, power.   Reinvention is decisive and irrevocable.  Technology is the primary tool.  Flexible specialisation, of which digital media is a form, tries to get more varied products ever more quickly to the market.  The market may be consumer driven as never before in history.5

Given that point the previous reference to `who is fit to own’ becomes highly relevant.  
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Should a consumer corporation also have cross interest in media enabling mass advertising of say gambling and other goods.  Do we limit the extent and type of advertising allowed much as we do for children?

Have you not experienced a strategy of permanent innovation: where accommodation to ceaseless change, and demands for globalisation and rationalisation dominate, rather than an effort to control it exists? 

The concept of flexible specialisation suits high technology and it is favoured by the speed of modern communications. It also suits non - people persons.  It is particularly appropriate in banks.  It is finding its place in media and is rampant as `anonymity’ on the net.

The three elements, discontinuous reinvention, flexible specialisation of production and concentration of without centralisation of power (Sennett) corrode the characters of more ordinary workers who try to play by the rules and research shows that this is far more prevalent in concentrated operations where international interests have regional operations. 

In the postmodern theories the notion of fragmentation of identity, not simply estrangement but dislocation (Giddens, 1990), comes about through ruptures in the discourse of modern knowledge and information.  Thus we see what happens when the ABC, when Ansett and many other organisations are subject to ruptures in their knowledge base and in their culture.

The older models of a learning organisation are now typified, in new concepts of organisational structure such as within our places of learning.  It is also seen in digital media, which requires no home other than a technological one.  Microsoft is no longer a computer corporation. It is the world’s largest `infomedia’ conglomerate. In the US quite a large number of states have charged misbehaviour of market power and antitrust as it pursues its primary business function.   

Typified by subcontracting of work, reduction in salaries, demanded individual worker commitment, the disappearance of union practices and unionised workplaces (Cardoso, 1998) and known and understood organisational entities, the environments of our daily lives are now heterogeneous networks of human and non human materials (Easton, 1996).   The world of media will be no different if we permit it to be similarly invaded at will in the name of commerce.

Therein lies the danger to the journalist profession through digital media and those who would have us convert our traditional media to new web systems of gloss and glamour.  Millions spent to create a non-human space.  Video on demand and computer games from multinational (non- traditional) media corporations.

Modern production equipment enables less skilled workers to follow “iconised’ instructions thus the net has provided a gateway for a new style of self appointed journalist with no qualifications but the same access to technology. 
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This is “program dependent labour” with a shallow competency and increasing loss of knowledge in their work.  The work is not legible.  It degrades journalism as non - discerning consumers and those seeking reinforcement of their views accept the lack of refereeing of material. Some accept what is on the net, in print and on our screens as fact.  It is a self - fulfilling legitimacy.

If you ever wanted to give a gateway to the anonymous, anti-social, urban terrorist and criminal this is the most appropriate fast track.

On the reality side, away from histrionics, the danger from technology for anyone is that the engagement with work becomes superficial.  If this is the case re-engineering (Champy and Hammer 1993 - 1995) cannot capture the human elements of the absence of loyalty and values of service and we see that rampant re-engineering wreaks forces (at the ABC) that even the Board had not contemplated.  

Postmodernity has no single inherent meaning or value and it is a new social arena with a universe of events that is difficult to understand (Giddens, 1990).  Those who can afford it educate themselves privately which undermines the public system of education  (Probert, 1993) and the quality of the audience’s capacity and those who deliver content.  Education, within our institutions and within our workplaces, and within the media, is being framed with the single dimensional objective of fitness for employment not for the purpose of equipping people to be deep thinkers.  Media is being framed for the purpose of spin and illusion where we reflect a shallow rendition of society and our own darker selves. 

Argyris and Schon (1978) termed this `single loop learning’.  The need to understand learning, and how the media might facilitate this better in all of its dimensions is now imperative (Argyris (1991).  The purpose and the context of change may have been lost to the practitioner in the changing mosaic of our society and all of its elements. Through continued rhetoric, and focus on words such as ‘smart state’ and the use of intelligent signals, we are in the process of creating a technological elite (Rohatyn, 1995) with growing inequality in terms of the value of technical skills and the attention span we can afford.

Of great concern is what occurs when all of the tools of digital and traditional media find themselves in the hands of someone, or a corporation, that has no soul or perhaps human morality and is solely dedicated to the commercial, singular pursuit of the bottom line? 

How do the legislators protect against this initially, react at a later date and under what circumstances and rules?
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