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31 Queen St









Granville NSW 2142

The Secretary

Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and 

Trade References Committee

Suite S1.57

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

Dear Secretary

Submission on General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) and United States Free Trade Agreement (USFTA)

The Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), now in its 70th year, is the prime cultural organisation that expresses the contemporary Australian character in all its complexity, creativity, diversity and democracy. If Australians were asked to point to an institution that represents what is best about Australia, we believe a few would nominate some form of government (perhaps a federal or state parliament), a few more would suggest some form of sport, but many would unhesitatingly point to the ABC.

We are concerned that, within the context of GATS and USFTA negotiations, the Australian Government may be tempted to trade away Australia’s national identity and heritage, as expressed through the ABC, by succumbing to pressure for the removal of local content rules for audio-visual services and/or the removal of existing Australian regulation of media ownership. It would be a social and cultural disaster to succumb to such pressure.

The cultural life of Australia is closely tied to the creative role of audio-visual artists, whether they be within the ABC or among those whose work is fostered through ABC exposure. Their creative work reflects the social, economic and political life of this country, providing our diverse population with the cultural ‘glue’ that develops and reflects the sense of national pride and identity that makes Australians and the Australian environment unique. Past governments have seen the wisdom of ensuring that programs of film, radio and television can be made by Australians for Australians and indeed, more recently, for audiences overseas who appreciate the quality and flavour of Australian productions. Audio-visual media productions by Australians best reflect the ‘Australian-ness’ of our natural and social environment. Only Australian audio-visual artists appreciate fully the uniqueness of our biodiversity and the fragile conditions that threaten this biodiversity. It was for these very purposes that past governments have initiated and maintained Australian local content regulations and placed limits on foreign ownership of broadcast services. 

We call on the present Australian Government to withstand any pressure to change media ownership laws or to weaken policy on Australian content of audio-visual programs. In our view, given Australia’s circumstances, the precious cultural heritage represented by the ABC and those who work with and depend upon it cannot be sustained by market forces in the foreseeable future. In particular, the economic might of the United States of America would simply undermine and overwhelm local attempts at competition in the market place. To guarantee that Australians continue to identify with their own multicultural images and stories, it is necessary that Australian creative talents be sustained through the most judicious combination of regulation, tax concessions and subsidies, all of which protect Australian cultural life. Our exposure to overseas material is already sufficient, if not excessive.

The arguments made above explain our appeal to the Australian Government to increase real triennial funding for the ABC which should be exempt from any attempt to include it in the national schedule for negotiations. No opportunity should be given in negotiations for arguments about ‘barriers to trade’ to apply to the audio-visual sector and the ABC in particular. They should simply be declared ‘sacred ground’, and non-negotiable.

Sincerely

Mr Mal Hewitt

President

Parramatta Friends of the ABC

on behalf of its members
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