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The Secretary

Senate Environment, Communications, 

Information Technology and the Arts Legislation Committee

Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600

19 April 2002

Dear Mr McLean

Please find attached a joint-submission into the Broadcasting Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Bill 2002 from RG Capital Radio Ltd, Rural Press Ltd and WIN Television Network Pty Ltd.

RG Capital Radio, Rural Press and WIN Television provide radio, newspaper and television services to all of Australia’s regional and rural areas.  Between us, our companies have a combined reach of over 6 million people and we directly employ over 4,100 Australians, predominantly in regional and rural areas.  The combined turnover is over $700 million, the majority of which is invested and spent in regional and rural Australia.

Significantly, this is the first time in the history of Australian broadcasting that our three leading regional and rural media companies have come together to make a joint submission to a Parliamentary inquiry.  However, the Committee should be aware of the significant consequences for regional and rural cities and towns if the Committee does not recommend that the Government shape rural media policy differently from metropolitan.  These include job losses with an economic flow-on effect, removal of some services and declining service standards, and  growing economic pressure on ‘live and local’ news programming.

The attached submission strongly urges all Senators on the Committee to understand that regional media operates in a different environment to metropolitan media and has different policy needs than those currently applying and proposed for metropolitan media. 

Regional media is different to metropolitan media because it delivers services to a vastly smaller population base, spread across vast distances, to areas of different size and income generating capacity, at a far greater cost than metropolitan media services.

Specifically, the submission encourages Senators to recommend that the Government amend the Broadcasting Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Bill 2002 so that cross media ownership in regional markets be allowed without restriction, that foreign media ownership across all media be permitted, and that no additional localism requirements for regional radio and television licenses should apply.

Previous changes to media ownership legislation designed to increase competition and diversity in regional and rural areas have resulted in the opposite effect.  By limiting opportunities for growth ‘live and local’ news gathering and dissemination is fast disappearing as largely capital-city content is disseminated in regional and rural areas.  Small local town newspapers are becoming marginal as costs rise.  Only a few regional television markets can support more than one viable local news service.

Our three companies have a strong commitment to maintaining ‘live and local’ news and information services to regional and rural communities where that is economically viable.  However, unless regulatory changes allow our companies to grow and achieve economies of scale there will be further pressure on  live and local regional media services, to the detriment of regional and rural communities.  

We invite Committee Senators to carefully consider our joint submission and would welcome an opportunity to expand on the submission at the Committee’s convenience.

Yours sincerely

Tim Hughes
Brian McCarthy
John Rushton

Executive Chairman
Managing Director
Chief Executive Officer

RG Capital Radio Ltd
Rural Press Ltd
WIN Television Network
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JOINT SUBMISSION BY REGIONAL MEDIA OPERATORS TO THE SENATE ENVIRONMENT, COMMUNICATIONS, INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND THE ARTS LEGISLATION COMMITTEE INQUIRY INTO THE BROADCASTING SERVICES AMENDMENT (MEDIA OWNERSHIP) BILL 2002
RG Capital Radio Ltd, Rural Press Ltd and WIN Television Network Pty Ltd are pleased to provide the following submission into the Broadcasting Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Bill 2002.

Regional media should be treated differently

Australian governments already recognise that regional and rural areas, by definition, have different policy requirements to meet their unique needs.  Health, education, community services and economic policies all contain special measures that recognise the difficult climates, vast distances and geographical challenges that Australians living in regional and rural areas have to face in their daily lives.  Regional policies are designed to ensure that Australians enjoy a similar level of services regardless of where they live, work and raise their families.

The partners in this joint submission believe that the Federal Government should also recognise the need for regional media to be treated differently from metropolitan media.  A separate policy approach is required to ensure that Australians living in regional and rural areas enjoy service standards that are not significantly different from those living in our cities.

The recent Licensing Area Planning Process (LAP) did not differentiate between metropolitan and regional Australia.  Consequently, in smaller regional markets radio services were, in some cases, doubled making the FM radio services in these markets uneconomic.  For example, Brisbane, with a population of 1.1 million people, has three FM radio licenses while Townsville, which has a population of 170,000, has four FM licenses.  Bundaberg, with a population of 60,000 has two FM radio services.

In the 1996 Review of Cross Media Rules regional media operators argued that Regional media required a different policy stance by Government from that imposed on metropolitan media.

Reasons

· Regional Australia comprises around 6.6 million of Australia’s 19.5 million total population.

· Regional Australia has a population only one third of capital cities, distributed over far wider area.

· Concentration of populations is rarely  more than 150,000 in any distinct market – most are far less.

· Cost to regional media operators of disseminating media in its various forms is far greater than metropolitan operators due to terrain and geographic isolation.

· Recovery of costs through advertising/subscription revenues that come from much smaller but distinct markets is not possible given the same media ownership rules that apply to metropolitan media, i.e. prohibition of cross media ownership.

· Unlike metropolitan media, regional media does not have high profile personalities with a wide ranging editorial agenda setting capability.

There are clear reasons why the Government should treat regional media differently from metropolitan media and develop a separate policy that allows regional media companies to grow and continue to provide ‘live and local’ news and information services.

Result

Previous efforts to increase media competition and diversity in regional and rural areas have had the following effect:

· Regional radio now supports nearly 200 services and does so on a revenue base no bigger than Sydney radio’s 10 services.  Given the disparity in cost and revenue structures, quality of product, i.e. local news gathering and dissemination, had to suffer – and has.  

· The high cost of providing local television news means that relatively few aggregated sub-markets can support more than one local news service in the long-term.  This was an inevitable result of aggregation but it has naturally prompted some concern in regional markets.  

· Regional media therefore is shackled with rules that limit its ability to generate sufficient revenues to justify the provision of local and diverse services.  The issue of additional radio licences via the LAP process has not fulfilled its original objectives – to provide diversity of ownership and listening – and has hastened the depletion of providing local and diverse media service.

· Pay TV already provides both radio and television product – but at a cost to the public – via a suite of audio channels with TV subscriptions – delivery is via satellite as opposed to terrestrial-based transmitter.

· Small local town newspapers are becoming increasingly marginal as costs rise.  Nonetheless, this media source still has most of its news gathering resources in place.

· Cross media ownership rules have restricted those best positioned to provide local news and services, i.e. existing media providers.

· Regional media service delivery will continue to decline unless existing players are able to grow.

The future

Some regional and rural media organisations are at the cross-roads.  If regulatory arrangements are not changed to allow these companies to grow, it is highly likely there will be:

· significant job losses in regional and rural areas of Australia as ‘live and local’ news services are wound back or cut completely – with a flow-on effect to local economies.

· possible further reductions in local news content on radio as broadcasters are forced to network into uneconomic smaller markets.

· decline in vital local information, entertainment and commercial opportunities for Australian regional and rural communities.  Furthermore, the increase in significant social problems in regional and rural areas requires a live and local voice to reflect local community attitudes.
The loss of one or two wage earners from small towns in regional Australia will have a multiplier effect on country towns (retail spending, clubs, schools, services etc).  This is a very real possibility unless changes are made to cross media ownership laws.

What is required?

Because of the different environment that regional media operates in, including: 

· Vastly smaller population base

· Widely distributed centres

· Greater cost of service delivery than metropolitan

Regional media policy should be shaped differently from metropolitan:

1. Cross media ownership restrictions should not apply to regional and rural media.

2. Cross media ownership in regional markets should be allowed without restriction.  As far as radio is concerned, the proposed requirement of separate news desks in the regional centres will not be economically viable and will have the same consequences as the current restrictions.  Newspaper editorial resources could rapidly enhance the quality of radio local services.  

3. Government policy should encourage and foster the provision of local news services through rebates against license fees and taxes for those who employ local people to provide and present news and information in regional and rural areas.

4. Foreign ownership across all media should not be opposed. It has not created problems in radio since 1992 and should be allowed for other media.

5. Cross media expansion in regional markets should not be conditional on minimum levels of localism.  Cross media expansion is essential if regional media are to continue to provide a comprehensive service (including local news) to their audience.  Making it conditional on news quotas will discourage regional media from cross media expansion while ignoring the viability issues at the heart of local news provision.  

Recommendation

RG Capital Radio Ltd, Rural Press Ltd and WIN Television Network Pty Ltd strongly urge the Committee to recommend in its report that the Government amend the Broadcasting Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Bill 2002 to give effect to the policies outlined above.

Tim Hughes
Brian McCarthy
John Rushton

Executive Chairman
Managing Director
Chief Executive Officer

RG Capital Radio Ltd
Rural Press Ltd
WIN Television Network
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RG CAPITAL RADIO LIMITED

RG Capital Radio Limited is Australia’s largest regional radio group.  The company’s radio stations serve an audience of 3.2 million people.

	Region
	Stations

	Cairns
	Sea FM

	Townsville
	Sea FM, Mix 106.3

	Mackay
	Sea FM

	Rockhampton/Gladstone
	Sea FM/4RO

	Bundaberg
	Sea FM

	Fraser Coast
	Sea FM/Mix 103.5

	Sunshine Coast
	Sea FM/Mix 92.7

	Southern Burnett
	CFM/1071AM

	Darling Downs
	CFM/4GR

	Gold Coast
	Sea FM/Gold FM

	Central Coast
	Sea FM/2GO FM

	Newcastle
	KOFM/NXFM

	Albury
	River 105.7

	Goulburn Valley
	Sun FM/3SR

	Gippsland Valley
	3GG/Sea FM

	Wodonga
	River 105.7

	Hobart
	TTT/Magic 107

	Launceston
	7LA

	Devonport
	7AD/Sea FM

	Burnie
	7BU

	Scottsdale
	7SD


RGCR is a publicly listed company on the Australian Stock Exchange.

Employs 480 full time staff including 16 Station Managers, 15 engineers, 10 journalists and over 100 on-air presenters.

Our group produces over 3,000 hours of local content in regional markets every week (including 25 local breakfast shows all of these being duo’s).


RGCR produces over 1,000 new bulletins per week.

Provides community service airtime valued at nearly $5.0 million per annum and is directly involved with raising another $2.0 million.

RGCR formats are predominantly music formats supplemented by local and national news bulletins.  Almost all our services are live and local between 5.00am and 6.00pm.
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RURAL PRESS LIMITED

Serving Rural and Regional Communities 

Rural Press Limited is a specialist agricultural and regional publisher that has as its hallmark, service to the communities its publications reach.  The company’s publishing services reach an audience of 6.6 million people and we employ some 3,000 full time staff.

The company's roots are deeply embedded in country Australia.  The first publication - The Land - was launched in 1911 by a group of like-minded people who felt that farmers and graziers needed a strong advocate in the face of what was seen at the time as agriculture's diminishing political and economic influence.


Those reasons for the introduction of The Land more than 90 years ago - because as the first editorial pointedly stated - "it is needed" - hold firm today, and have been strongly embraced by the company and its employees.

Together, Rural Press' directors, management and staff are dedicated to striving tirelessly to enhance the economic, political and social well being of rural and regional communities in every town, city, region, State and country in which the company is involved.


Rural Press believes its dedication to fostering rural and regional interests wherever the company operates has been and remains a worthwhile endeavour.

Rural Press Limited derives much of its revenue from country people and country-related industries.  We serve the people of regional and rural Australia through our publications and our printing sites.  In addition, we serve rural people in New Zealand and the United States of America.  
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WIN CORPORATION PTY LTD 

Since it began broadcasting in Wollongong with one television station in 1963, the growth of WIN Television is one of this country's most outstanding success stories.  The company’s television broadcasts reach an audience of over five million people and we employ some 680 staff.   Our two fm radio stations enhance and compliment our television.

The WIN Network covers an area greater in size than Europe. WIN's expansion into South Australia and Western Australia increased the network's total potential audience to over 5 million people across Australia.  The Win Television Network has the largest terrestrial coverage of any television group in Australia and possibly the world.


The WIN Television Network is committed to providing the best possible news, sport, and weather programs across regional Australia. WIN's philosophy is that our local communities are very important to us because they are our communities too. WIN Television delivers its Number 1 rating product to 6 Australian states as well as Canberra, the nation's capital. 


WIN Television Qld Pty Ltd


RTQ


WIN Television NSW Pty Ltd

WIN


WIN Television Griffith Pty Ltd

MTN & AMN


WIN Television Vic Pty Ltd


VTV


WIN Television Mildura Pty Ltd

STV


WIN Television Tas Pty Ltd


TVT


WIN Television SA Pty Ltd


SES & RTS


WIN Television WA Pty Ltd


WOW


WIN Radio Pty Ltd



2WIN


Campbelltown Radio Pty Ltd


2ROC
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