
 

1 
 

 

Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Nationhood, National Identity and Democracy 

Emeritus Professor Ed Davis AM, ABC Friends National Vice President  

29 September 2019 

The Friends of the ABC (now ABC Friends) was established in 1976 in response to funding cuts 

to the ABC made by the federal government, led by Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser. Its purpose 

then and since has been to lobby on behalf of people who listen to, watch, read and interact 

with the ABC. ABC Friends is not aligned to any political party. Our organisation has grown in 

numbers and strength over the last several decades so that we have members in every state 

and a national committee, led by Margaret Reynolds, ABC Friends National President.  

ABC Friends sees properly funded, strong and independent public service media as essential to 

the quality of life of all Australians and critical for the operation of democracy. The United 

Nations Economic, Cultural and Scientific Organisation (UNESCO) has presented this case in 

compelling terms: 

Neither commercial nor State-controlled, public broadcasting’s only raison d’etre is 

public service. It is the public’s broadcasting organization; it speaks to everyone as a 

citizen. Public broadcasters encourage access to and participation in public life. They 

develop knowledge, broaden horizons and enable people to better understand 

themselves by better understanding the world and others.1  

Democracy Under Threat 

The central concern of this Inquiry is that democracy is under threat. Public trust in institutions 

has declined and ideologies have developed which challenge democratic norms and 

conventions. Some authors have argued recently that the notion of truth has been 

undermined. This point has been well put by Michiko Kakutani in her book, The Death of Truth.2 

The Washington Post continues to compile evidence of US President Donald Trump’s seemingly 

daily disregard for facts.3 Of equal concern has been President Trump’s declared war on 

journalists as ‘enemies of the people’. 4 

The rise of ‘tech giants’ such as Facebook, Amazon, Apple, Netflix and Google, has provided a 

platform for the publication of news, views and information; these platforms have also been 

vehicles for misinformation and the distortion of news. This has generated alarm in Britain 

where the Chair of a House of Commons Select Committee investigating ‘fake news’ reported: 

                                                           
1
 UNESCO (2001) Public Broadcasting: Why? How? UNESCO, 2001, http://unesco.org/images/0012/001240/124058eo.pdf. 

2 M Kakutani, The Death of Truth, London, Collins, 2018 
3 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/wp/category/donald-trump/ 
4 https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/sep/07/donald-trump-war-on-the-media-oppo-research 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/wp/category/donald-trump/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/sep/07/donald-trump-war-on-the-media-oppo-research
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We are facing nothing less than a crisis in our democracy based on the systematic 

manipulation of data to support the relentless targeting of citizens without their 

consent, by campaigns of disinformation and messages of hate5. 

It is within this context that the role of free media has emerged as of central importance to the 

health of democracy. Democracy requires that citizens have access to accurate information 

about what is happening. Democracy cannot function where citizens are ignorant or 

misinformed; indeed, a precondition of democracy is that citizens are properly informed. 

This Inquiry has identified the issue of ‘the responsibility of the state to its citizens’ as an issue 

for further exploration. ABC Friends contends that the state has a most important responsibility 

to ensure that citizens receive information that enables them to make sense of their world and 

to understand what actions they might take to further their interests. ABC Friends emphasise 

that in Australia the ABC, Australia’s national public broadcaster, is charged in its Charter, 

contained in The ABC Act 1983, with the obligation to provide ‘comprehensive broadcasting 

services of a high standard’ which inform, educate and entertain.6 Further, the Act identifies 

the duties of the Board and these include: 

To ensure that the gathering and presentation by the Corporation of news and 

information is accurate and impartial according to the recognized standards of objective 

journalism.7 

While the ABC will always have its critics, its work is very highly scrutinised inside and outside 

Parliament and very few complaints of bias have been upheld. Indeed, independent surveys 

underline that the ABC is one of Australia’s most trusted institutions and certainly more highly 

regarded than any other media.8 

A recent conference, The Global Conference for Media Freedom, stressed the critical role of 

free media in contributing to the health of democracy. The conference was convened by the 

Foreign Secretaries of Britain and Canada; it met in London from 10-11 July this year. 

Approximately 100 countries attended, with senior representatives from governments, 

academics and journalists. Senator Marise Payne, Minister for Foreign Affairs, represented 

Australia.  

A pledge was drafted and endorsed at the conference. The following is an extract: 

 

                                                           
5 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcumeds/363/363.pdf 
6 See ABC Annual Report 2018, p.204 
7 Ibid p.205 
8 Ibid pp. 58-61 and eg http://www.roymorgan.com/findings/8064-abc-remains-most-trusted-media-201907220424 
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Media freedom is an integral element of global security and prosperity. People need free 

media to provide them with accurate information and informed analysis if governments 

are to be held to account.9 

The ABC is only one element of the media in Australia. It is of vital importance that Australians 

are served by a vibrant and diverse media. Two concerns stand out. First, Australia suffers a 

very high degree of concentration in its commercial media.10 The legacy commercial media are 

dominated by News Corporation, Channel 9 and Channel 7. There are estimates that News 

Corporation now supplies 70% of Australian newspapers; an extraordinary and troubling level 

of concentration in the hands of a single organisation. Second, the raids by the AFP in June 

2019 on the home of Annika Smethurst, a News Corporation journalist, and on the ABC’s 

Ultimo office, demonstrate disregard for media freedom. A cross-section of the media, 

including the ABC, Channel 9 and News, made a powerful submission to the Parliamentary 

Committee on Intelligence and Security investigating this matter. The media argued that the 

public has a right to know; journalists doing their job should not be vulnerable to prosecution.11 

A Senate Inquiry is also considering these matters.12 ABC Friends presented submissions to this 

Inquiry where we argued that media freedom is of paramount importance for the health of 

Australian democracy.13 

 Digital Disruption 

The rapid growth of the tech giants has had a most significant impact on Australia’s commercial 

media with implications for their ability to provide news and analysis. The recent report from 

the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission on Digital Platforms recognised that the 

growth of the tech giants has sparked deep concerns over disinformation and harmful content 

and damage to the choice and quality of news and journalism in Australia.14  

The report revealed a very substantial drop in advertising revenue for traditional print media: 

(T)he reduction in advertising revenue over the past 20 years, for reasons including the 

rise of online advertising, appears to have reduced the ability of some media businesses 

to fund Australian news and journalism. Australian commercial media, and in particular 

traditional print media (now print/online media), first suffered a significant reduction in 

advertising revenue through the unbundling of classified advertisements from 

newspapers. This resulted in a decline from AU$2 billion in classified advertising revenue 

                                                           
9
 Global pledge on media freedom at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/global-pledge-on-media-freedom 

10 http://theconversation.com/factcheck-is-australias-level-of-media-ownership-concentration-one-of-the-highest-in-the-

world-68437 
11

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Intelligence_and_Security/FreedomofthePress/Submiss

ions 
12 https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Environment_and_Communications/PressFreedom 
13 Ibid: submission 19 
14 https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/Digital%20Platforms%20Inquiry%20-%20Final%20report%20-%20part%201.pdf 

https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/Digital%20Platforms%20Inquiry%20-%20Final%20report%20-%20part%201.pdf
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in 2001 to AU$200 million in 2016 (nominal figure). If these figures are adjusted for 

inflation, the decline over the same period is from AU$3.7 billion to AU$225 million.15 

The report noted a major fall in the number of employed journalists: 

Census data shows that from 2006 to 2016, the number of Australians in journalism-

related occupations fell by 9 per cent overall, and by 26 per cent for traditional print 

journalists (including those journalists working for print/online news media businesses). 

Data provided by the main media companies show the number of journalists in 

traditional print media businesses fell by 20 per cent from 2014 to 2018. This is at a time 

when Australia’s population and economy were growing strongly.16 

The report considered the role of the public broadcasters: 

In Australia, the two publicly funded broadcasters, the Australian Broadcasting 

Corporation (ABC) and Special Broadcasting Service Corporation (SBS), are the 

predominant means by which the Government has addressed the potential under-

provision of public interest journalism. In recognition of the role performed by the ABC 

and SBS in addressing the public good nature of journalism and consequent risk of 

under-provision of public interest journalism, the ACCC recommends that stable and 

adequate funding be provided to the ABC and SBS17. 

It is of interest that the Inquiry into the Competitive Neutrality of the National Broadcasters, 

2018, also recommended stable funding for the ABC and SBS.18 

ABC Funding 

The ABC has suffered major funding cuts, with a 28% decline in its funding in real terms since 

the mid-1980s.19 Put another way, funding for the ABC has decreased from being 

approximately 0.6% of total federal government expenditure in the late 1970s to 

approximately 0.2% in 2019.20 At the same time, its range of services has massively increased: 

more TV stations, more radio and the development of online services. This point is reflected in 

the following figure from the Panel’s Report into Competitive Neutrality: 

                                                           
15 Ibid p. 17 
16 Ibid p.18 
17

 Ibid p.19 
18 https://www.communications.gov.au/documents/inquiry-competitive-neutrality-national-broadcasters-report-expert-panel  

p.26 and 118 
19

 Higgins, L. (2018) Speech by Louise Higgins, Chief Finance Officer, ABC’s First Annual Public Meeting, February 9
th

 2018. 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation. http://about.abc.net.au/speeches/chief-financial-officer-apm-speech/ 
20

 Tiley, D. (2018) ABC downhill for thirty years. Screen Hub, February 16
th

 2018.  www.screenhub.com.au/news-
article/news/policy/david-tiley/abc-downhill-for-thirty-years-heres-how-255197 

https://www.communications.gov.au/documents/inquiry-competitive-neutrality-national-broadcasters-report-expert-panel
http://www.screenhub.com.au/news-article/news/policy/david-tiley/abc-downhill-for-thirty-years-heres-how-255197
http://www.screenhub.com.au/news-article/news/policy/david-tiley/abc-downhill-for-thirty-years-heres-how-255197
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Overview of ABC activities 

 
Source: ABC Submission (2018) p. 11.

21
 

 

Taking the last six years, the 2014 Coalition budget resulted in cuts of $254 million. The 2018 

budget scheduled a further cut of $84 million for 2019-2021. The ABC’s former Chief Finance 

Officer, Louise Higgins, said at a Senate Estimates hearing last year that the ABC had shed more 

than one thousand jobs since 2014. When it is recalled that the ABC’s budget is around $1.1 

billion, and its full-time equivalent workforce is around 4100, the magnitude of the budget cuts 

and their impact becomes clear.22 It is our submission that the federal government should 

                                                           
21 https://www.communications.gov.au/documents/inquiry-competitive-neutrality-national-broadcasters-report-expert-panel 

p. 55 
22

 Australian Broadcasting Corporation (2017) Investing in Audiences: ABC Annual Report 2016-2017. 
http://about.abc.net.au/reports-publications/2016-17-annual-report/ 

https://www.communications.gov.au/documents/inquiry-competitive-neutrality-national-broadcasters-report-expert-panel
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commit 0.5% federal government expenditure to funding the ABC. Given the importance of 

sustaining a healthy democracy, this does not seem an excessive amount. 

The 2018 Senate Inquiry into allegations of political interference in the ABC received numerous 

submissions which reflected the toll on the ABC’s workforce and programming. The submission 

from the ABC Alumni is quoted in the Committee’s report: 

The strain of treading a line between the Charter requirements…and making do with 

increasingly less funding, combined with the need for consequent staffing losses and 

diminished resources for program-making, have taken a heavy toll. Such an environment 

can breed timidity because of the apparently well-founded fear that giving offence to 

government might result in further assaults on the ABC's independence, funding and 

functions.23 

Another submission argued that government efforts to diminish the ABC had worn down 

successive ABC chairs and managers and created a culture that encouraged a ‘pre-emptive 

buckle’.24 Such developments threaten the ability of the media to do their job; to hold power to 

account. 

Conclusion 

This Inquiry is right to be concerned at the state of democracy in Australia. There is abundant 

evidence of increased public reliance on the platforms of the tech giants for news and 

information and reasonable grounds for concern at the tide of misinformation and news 

distortion that is linked to this change. The older and ever more concentrated commercial 

media have been under significant challenge; their advertising revenue has shrunk and among 

other repercussions have been major cuts to news and current affairs programs. Within this 

context, the role of the ABC as Australia’s major public broadcaster, charged with the 

responsibility of providing accurate and impartial news and information, is of critical 

importance. And yet, federal governments have continued to cut funding for the ABC. 

 It is the plea and urgent recommendation of this submission that the federal government 

commit to improved and stable funding for the ABC. Of equal importance, government must 

commit to the independent operation of the national broadcaster. 

Our recommendation is that Australian governments commit 0.5% of Federal Government 

Expenditure to funding the ABC and that they establish longer term frameworks for this 

funding so that ABC funding is de-coupled from the electoral cycle.  

ABC Friends submit that properly funded, strong and independent public broadcasting plays 

a vital role in maintaining the health of Australian democracy. 

                                                           
23 Environment and Communications References Committee, Inquiry into Allegations of political interference in the ABC, 

Report to the Senate, April 2019, p. 61 
24 ibid 
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I would very much appreciate the opportunity to elaborate on these concerns at a hearing of 

the Inquiry. 

 

 

 

 

 


