This is a submission by The Age Independence Committee to the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Legislation 

Committee on its inquiry into the Broadcasting Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Bill 2002

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Age Independence Committee continues to have strong reservations about the removal of cross-ownership laws because of the negative implications this would have on media diversity in Australia. While it does not oppose foreign ownership per se (Fairfax had Canadian Conrad Black as the biggest shareholder for some years in the 1990s) the Independence Committee is wary of any new owner for The Age specially one that could pursue foreign affairs/trade agendas of foreign countries. Whether it be a foreign or local buyer, the Age Independence Committee would seek - in the event of a change of owner - that the new owner agree to and sign the Charter of Independence (attached). 

THE AGE INDEPENDENCE COMMITTEE

The committee was reactivated in March 2002 after a unanimous vote by a well-attended meeting of editorial staff at The Age. The committee was reconstituted 

because of the perceived threat by Fairfax managers to dilute the independence of the masthead by `merging' parts of the editorial department, and to monitor moves to change media law in Australia. The committee works separately to the union 

house committee and comprises senior staff journalists. This is its fourth incarnation. 

The committee was conceived in April 1988 during a spirited and successful campaign to prevent Robert Maxwell from taking over The Age after Warwick Fairfax's disastrous takeover of the Fairfax group in 1987. The `Maintain your Age' 

campaign brought unprecedented support from eminent members of the community, which helped persuade the Federal Government to thwart the Maxwell threat. 

The committee drafted a charter that sought to reflect the ethos of editorial independence at The Age. It was adopted at a staff meeting, endorsed by editor 

Creighton Burns, managing director Greg Taylor, and eventually the Fairfax board. The charter was subsequently extended to cover The Sunday Age, and a similar charter adopted by other titles in the Fairfax group.  

In October 1990, when Fairfax went into receivership, the Independence Committee was reconstituted by a meeting of staff to ensure the Charter was honoured by any new proprietor. A campaign to resist any owner hostile to the 

Charter won influential public support, and brought former prime ministers Gough Whitlam and Malcolm Fraser together in support of editorial independence 

and media diversity.

When Tourang won control in December 1991, Conrad Black sought to renegotiate the Charter through the company chairman Sir Zelman Cowen. The< BR>revised Charter, happily accepted by the Age Independence Committee, included the clause that management and staff agree to uphold the Australian Journalists 

Association Code of Ethics and the principles declared by the Australian Press Council. It became the model for revised Charters across the Fairfax group and 

remains in place today. 

The Age Independence Committee was again reconstituted in 1997 when the government foreshadowed changes to cross media and foreign ownership rules. This was after Conrad Black walked away having been unable to increase his 

holding beyond 25 per cent. The Age editorial staff wanted to ensure any prospective owner agreed to the Charter and to lobby against the removal of cross-media restrictions. The `Two too few' campaign was carried out in tandem with the revived Friends of Fairfax at the Sydney Morning Herald.

CROSS-MEDIA LAWS

The Age Independence Committee has strong reservations about any relaxation of existing cross-media ownership laws. We believe that the removal of restrictions 

will reduce the number of media outlets in Australia and reduce the diversity of views. To argue that quality will survive only if the laws are relaxed is specious. 

Quality in newspapers is based on good management and being prepared to invest in quality journalism. 

We believe the bill's proposal to give the Australian Broadcasting Authority power to regulate media newsrooms is the wrong way to go. Such a power impinges 

unacceptably on press freedoms in a way never previously envisaged by any government in this country. This proposal needs to be revisited to find an< BR>acceptable alternative that does not involve the ABA. Otherwise, we must 

continue to advocate our strong belief  that a diversity of media opinion is best served by a diversity of ownership.

FOREIGN OWNERSHIP

The departure of Conrad Black as the largest Fairfax shareholder was something 

The Age Independence Committee was sad to see. His limited stewardship of the company led to a period of stability that has not been seen since. The company is now owned mostly by institutions which require from the board and management a strong financial performance that reflects in dividends and/or the share price. This gives management a primary focus of financial performance and a desire to please the market. As such, while Fairfax has in recent years made record profits, it has pursued cost-cutting in the editorial department of The Age - with more cuts on 

the horizon. While it is the management's prerogative to set the editorial budget, we are concerned that cuts are affecting the quality of the journalism. 

As such, we believe a stable, majority owner with an interest in newspapers would be of benefit to The Age, and such an owner could be, like Black, from overseas. 

However, we would be wary of any foreign owner who sought to impose editorial lines or philosophies that were to the benefit of a foreign power, and be wary of 

any reduction in the local content of The Age by using foreign resources to replace what has been locally sourced content (eg. replacing Australian 

foreign correspondents with, say, US reporters in the same cities). Like any 

prospective owner, The Age Independence Committee would seek that the Charter be endorsed by any would-be owner.  

CONCLUSION

We continue to believe that the abolition of the cross-media ownership laws would not be in the best interests of journalism, as it would lead to a reduction in diversity of opinion. We have less objection to foreign ownership, although we would be wary of any proprietor who acted against the national interest or sought to reduce local content.

THE AGE CHARTER OF INDEPENDENCE

1. The Board of Directors and its appointed management affirm their commitment to the principle of editorial independence. 

2. The Board of Directors, the management, the editors and members of the staff of The Age and The Sunday Age agree to uphold the Australian Journalists' 

Association code of ethics and the principles declared by the Australian Press Council. 

3. The Board of Directors acknowledges the responsibility of journalists, artists and photographers to report and comment on the affairs of the city, state, nation and the world fairly and accurately and regardless of any commercial, personal or 

political interests including those of any shareholder, director, manager, editor or staff member. 

4. The right to appoint or dismiss the editors resides with the Board of Directors and its appointed management. Subject to this, full editorial control of the 

newspapers within agreed budgets shall be vested in the editors. They alone shall determine editorial content and appoint, dismiss, deploy and direct editorial staff. 

5. The editors shall be directly responsible to the appointed management and shall at all times carry out their duties in a way that will preserve and ensure the independence and integrity of The Age and The Sunday Age in accordance with this charter. 

