22 April 2002

The Secretary

Senate Environment, Communications,

 Information Technology and the Arts Legislation Committee

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

Dear Secretary

Re:
Broadcasting Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Bill 2002
I am pleased to forward the Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s submission to the Committee’s legislative inquiry.  An electronic version was lodged on 22 April 2002.

The ABC would be pleased to provide further information to the Committee at any public hearing scheduled.

The contact officer in relation to this submission is Trevor Burns, Head, ABC Government and Parliamentary Relations.  He may be contacted at (02) 6275 4541, or by mobile phone on 0417 290 559.

Yours sincerely

Russell Balding

Acting Managing Director
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Introduction

The Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) welcomes this opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Legislation Committee on the matter of the Broadcasting Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Bill 2002.
The characteristic balance between public and commercial broadcasting in this country means that any public policy decisions effecting the commercial sector will have an impact on the ABC.

The ABC contributes to the diversity of entertainment, education and information services in Australia through its distinctive radio, television and new media services.

The overriding concern of the ABC, as a national public broadcaster, is that it continues to fulfil its legislative mandate and satisfies the changing expectations of the Australian community. It therefore has a very strong interest in matters relating to the ownership and terms of access to future media delivery platforms.

While the ABC does not wish to comment specifically whether this Bill should be amended, as proposed, it does wish to suggest amendments to the BSA that will acknowledge the ABC’s vital and continuing role in contributing to media diversity in Australia in the digital age.

Role of the ABC

The national public broadcaster operates an extensive range of media networks and services across Australia, which includes radio, television, new media and enterprises (see Appendix A for details).

The ABC has a crucial role to play in preserving the balance and diversity within the Australian media industry through all its services:

· ABC Radio aims to provide distinctive programs that give an Australia-wide focus to local and regional communities and satisfy diverse audience needs, nationally and internationally

· ABC Television is a broadcaster of difference and distinctiveness with a strong commitment to a breadth of quality programming that excites and challenges as much as it entertains 

· ABC New Media is increasingly important in engaging audiences through the Internet and other emerging platforms, not only by providing access to its full range of specialist information gateways, but through dedicated local and regional services.

Content

The ABC ensures that there are clear differences in content and style of presentation of programs and content such as news and current affairs that are easily discerned by audiences who have come to expect a more in depth analysis and approach to public events from the ABC. 

Editorial Diversity 

The ABC makes a significant contribution to editorial diversity through the employment of journalists and broadcasters throughout Australia and internationally. Uniquely it maintains news bureaux in 14 overseas locations from which to provide informed international coverage from an Australian perspective. Across Australia the Corporation has progressively collocated radio and television news production activities in single newsrooms. This strategy anticipated the opportunities arising from new digital production technology in extending the value of newsgathering activities and content across radio, television and new media platforms.  Overall a much wider range of news and information is available to Australian audiences through the ABC than there would otherwise be without the ABC.

Spread and Reach of Services

The ABC demonstrates acknowledgement and concern for the geographic and community diversity of Australia by continuing to develop the spread and reach of radio, television and new media services throughout the nation. It operates local radio stations in nine metropolitan and 49 regional centres, television production resources in each state and territory and is increasing the number of dedicated local and regional gateway Internet sites.

Program Diversity

The program profile of ABC Television differs significantly from other free to air broadcasters. Diverse program genres include Arts and Culture, Business and Finance, Children’s, Comedy, Current Affairs, Documentary, Drama, Education, specialist Factual programs, History, Indigenous, Entertainment, Movies, Music, Natural History and the Environment, News, Regional and Rural, Religion and Ethics, Science and Technology, Sport, Topical Issues and Youth. 

This table below compares the commitment of Australian free to air television broadcasters in relation to four broad categories of non-news and current affairs program output.

	Channel
	% Documentaries
	% Movies
	% Children
	% Sport

	2
	10.7
	11.3
	23.9
	4.2

	7
	1.2
	12.7
	7.7
	14.0

	9
	1.3
	12.8
	7.1
	13.3

	10
	0.8
	8.0
	9.7
	6.8

	SBS
	9.0
	17.5
	1.8
	11.8


Source: OzTAM, Melbourne Market, January-December 2001.

Implications of changes in media ownership to the ABC

The ABC identifies a number of issues and concerns in relation to the evolving media environment, including those that may arise from industry consolidation and concentration of media ownership:

· A level of community concern, acknowledged in the Government’s Explanatory Memorandum, that an easing of the control rules may damage Australia’s national identity and cultural interests

· Certainty of access for ABC channels and services to key media distribution platforms including subscription satellite and cable services through which ABC may be delivered, especially where these platforms are dominated by a handful of key players. 
· Limited consumer take-up of interactive broadband services. This is at least partly the result of the pricing structures and limited infrastructure rollout by key providers such as Telstra and Optus. The ABC notes a particular concern that broadband rollout to regional areas may not be a commercial priority  
· Rationalisation of news sources with a media group reducing outlets for independent reporting and leaving fewer sources from which to purchase news and information

· Market domination by one or more commercial players in a consolidated market who could engage in a bidding war for quality content, which the ABC could not match; or who might tend towards the negotiation of exclusivity deals for program material that effectively locked out program purchasers not affiliated with the relevant owners of program production.
· Potential for the ABC to lose relevance and appeal to audiences as a result of the disproportionate financial and market power of a highly consolidated commercial sector.  Unless resourced adequately to maintain its relative position, the ABC may be unable to meet changing audience expectations of program quality, convenience of access to selected genres (eg. news and information, children’s) and services such as interactive enhancements.
Key issues for the ABC

The ABC requests that the Senate Committee consider four particular matters that the ABC considers to be crucial in maintaining diversity within the Australian media industry.

1:
Carriage on Key Distribution Platforms: ‘Must Carry’

The ABC requests that the Senate Committee consider amendments to the BSA that would ensure the ABC is available on all distribution platforms.

The ABC believes that all ABC national broadcasting and datacasting services should be carried on all pay and combined industry platforms so that they are accessible to all Australians.

This would be most effectively achieved through the introduction of a ‘must carry’ provision in the BSA for all ABC national broadcasting and datacasting services.

2:
Electronic Program Guides (EPGs)

It is important that all Australians have easy and convenient access to the publicly funded national broadcasting services.

While the ABC is currently satisfied with the positioning of its channels and services on the Optus and Austar pay television EPGs, it would like to ensure fair and reasonable positioning on all EPGs. This would mean the ABC’s main television channel would be retained at the number 2 position in the program guide, and any other channels would have equality within a genre block.

3:
High Definition TV (HDTV) and Multi-channelling

The ABC believes that the 20-hour per week quota of HDTV programs, to apply from January 2003, will inhibit it from optimising the available range of content and the appropriate picture quality of its multi-channel and standard definition services because HD transmission absorbs most of the available digital spectrum. Further, current multi-channel genre restrictions limit the range of available programming the Corporation might offer; and limit its capacity to make better use of already commissioned material.

The ABC submits that its capacity to contribute to overall media diversity would be enhanced if the Parliament agreed also to amend the BSA in order to:

· Postpone for three-to-five years the imposition of a quota to broadcast 20 hours per week of HDTV, during which ABC multi-channel services could mature, be enriched and develop their audiences

· Either remove existing restrictions or include additional categories of program genres that may be broadcast on ABC multi-channels: national news, sport, comedy, drama and youth programming.

4:
Television News in Regional Australia 

The opportunity exists for the ABC to develop further its contribution to media diversity in significant regional areas, such as North Queensland, where audiences do not have the same choice and quality of programming that is available elsewhere. Recent audience research reveals a significant level of dissatisfaction with the current amount of local TV news available to North Queensland residents; and strong support for the idea of introducing an ABC local TV news service.  More detail is provided at Appendix B.

The ABC requests that the Senate Committee take account of the particular needs of regional communities and the potential for the national public broadcaster to further enrich media diversity in areas such as North Queensland. 

Appendix A

DETAILS OF ABC SERVICES
Radio

· Four national radio networks – Radio National, Classic FM, Triple J and ABC NewsRadio (the latter not yet with full national terrestrial transmission coverage but also available via the Internet)

· Nine metropolitan radio stations in capital cities and Newcastle

· Forty-eight local radio stations throughout regional Australia 

· Radio Australia, an international radio service broadcasting by shortwave and satellite to the nations of Asia, the Pacific and via local re-transmission in areas of North America, Europe and Southern Africa

Television

· National analog television services

· Digital terrestrial television with analog simulcast in Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth and Adelaide

· Digital multi-channels, ABC Kids and Fly, available free-to-air or on the Optus Vision and Austar pay services

· Local television in each state and territory

· ABC Asia Pacific, an international television service broadcasting by satellite to the nations of North Asia, Southeast Asia and the Southwest Pacific

New Media

· ABC Online, an award-winning Internet service with more than 550,000 pages of news, specialist information and resources, including audio and video streaming

· Broadband services developing in line with the take-up of emerging technology

Enterprises

· Thirty-five ABC Shops

· Seventy-nine ABC Centres

· ABC Shop Online and telephone order services.

Appendix B

NORTH QUEENSLAND AND THE CONTRACTION OF 

REGIONAL TV NEWS

Background to ABC Regional Television Services

The economics and technology of television production and broadcasting are such that the ABC operates largely through national and state/territory services. It relies substantially on radio and, increasingly, new media platforms to provide more localised services to regional, rural and remote areas of Australia.

Recently, however, the Corporation re-introduced to the ACT nightly (Monday-Friday) local television news and a weekly current affairs program (Stateline) after an interruption of 10 years. As with the existing State and Territory TV news services, the ACT service aims to provide information that is relevant to audiences. The overall content of news bulletins is about one-third local (state or territory), one-third national and one-third international (the exact mix being dependent on news priorities of the day).

ACT audiences responded strongly to the new service with nightly news bulletins being watched by up to around 30 per cent of households.

The ABC’s Acting Managing Director, late last year said the Corporation would require a minimal injection of funds from the Commonwealth to also establish a television news service to serve the needs of regional audiences in North Queensland. This followed the departure in late November of the Southern Cross Broadcasting Network from the Queensland market. Southern Cross closed its news bureaux in Townsville and Cairns, along with bureaux in Alice Springs, Darwin and Canberra.

The ABC commissioned the Brisbane-based company Market and Communications Research to determine whether North Queensland residents would welcome a local ABC news service, assess the potential impact of a new service and identify any perceived weaknesses in the existing state-based news bulletin from Brisbane. 

North Queensland Audience Research

Two phases of research - focus group and quantitative research - tested the idea of an ABC news service that emanated from Townsville and had a footprint north to Cairns/Mossman, west to Atherton and south to Bowen. This area includes 10.4% of households in Queensland (about 400,000 people out of a total state population of 3,400,000).

Five focus groups took place on 22 and 23 January covering the metropolitan centres of Townsville and Cairns and the regional centres of Ayr and Atherton. Telephone interviews with 500 respondents took place between 2 and 10 March. These included 250 permanent residents who watch the ABC TV 7pm news at least three nights a week; 125 permanent residents who watch ABC news one or twice a week; and 125 permanent residents who never watch ABC evening news but who watch another nightly news.

The researchers reported that the withdrawal of Southern Cross from the market – and loss of regional TV news – still engendered feeling of anger and disappointment.

Among telephone respondents, 90% found the proposal to establish an ABC North Queensland news service to be appealing, especially if it were a separate local bulletin scheduled for between 6pm and 6.30pm. Seventy per cent strongly supported the replacement of the current 7pm state news with a locally produced bulletin. Focus group participants expressed concern that in depth coverage of local issues without lessening the current in-depth coverage of national, international and state issues.

North Queensland residents use a range of media to obtain local news and information including WIN local news, local newspapers, radio such as ABC regional services and the Internet. However, almost half of those surveyed (46%) believed the amount of local news coverage was inadequate. Thirty-four per cent of respondents were dissatisfied with local coverage by ABC Television (compared with 8% dissatisfaction for ABC Radio and 2% for ABC Online).

ABC Response

The Corporation has continued to strengthen its commitment to audiences in regional Australia at a time when commercial broadcasters have tended to reduce their focus on localism. Recently it has expanded regional radio, television, online and program development activities made possible with additional funding of $17.8 million pa announced in the 2001-02 Commonwealth Budget.

Further development of television-based ABC services in areas of regional and rural Australia, such as North Queensland, is constrained by available funding and resources.
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