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Thank you all for your warm welcome here tonight. 

 

I’d especially like to thank you for the work you do in your own communities, being boots on 

the ground so to speak for the ABC, at the local shops, the markets and other community 

events, and even in Canberra, reminding people of the importance of a strong and effective 

public broadcaster. 

 

Also, I think for all of us, particularly those who have retired from work or have some spare 

time, it’s important and healthy to have something to fight for, something that keeps that 

flame of passion burning bright. The ABC Friends have been passionate advocates for the 

ABC for many years and I know you will continue to take up that work with great enthusiasm.  

 

I understand this isn’t the only dinner this week between a media organisation and its 

stakeholders, although I don’t think there are any political donors here in the audience and 

I’m quite sure tonight isn’t a $10,000 a head event. 

 

In any case, it is always good to be amongst friends and as usual, when friends gather they 

reminisce.  

 

As I mentioned at the media conference with the Prime Minister when I was appointed Chair, 

I grew up with the ABC as a constant presence, first on radio and then television. My father 

worked at the ABC for a number of years and when he retired, he was assistant general 

manager. I know he would have been exceptionally proud that I have been given the great 

privilege to help guide the ABC into the future. 

 

Which brings me to tonight’s topic – and this is a question I am asked a lot - where do I see 

the ABC’s future. 

 

To get to that point, let me just quote from the famous Canadian media theorist Marshall 

McLuhan who said in 1967: 

 

“When faced with a totally new situation, we tend always to attach ourselves to the objects, 

to the flavour of the most recent past. We march backwards into the future.” 

 

Here, McLuhan was talking about how people respond to innovation and specifically, to new 

media technology. How, in using new technologies our vision can sometimes be restricted by 

our previous experience. In McLuhan’s words: 

 

“Ordinary human instinct causes people to recoil from these new environments.” 

 



I can tell you that the ABC is in no position to behave this way. Things are evolving too 

quickly and when faced with evolution, those who adapt survive. 

 

Media evolution has been driven by technology and it is moving at a pace. Newspapers and 

magazines have had to make the transition from Gutenberg to Zuckerberg technology in the 

space of a decade and television no longer has to be that big piece of furniture that took up 

a lot of real estate in the living room. Television is a mobile personalised service, with 

programs available from across the world at the touch of a button or even at your verbal 

command. It’s no longer His Master’s Voice, it’s “Alexa find me the news”. And crucially, 

these programs are often delivered without the disruption of advertisements.  

 

The FAANGS (Facebook, Apple, Amazon, Google and Netflix) are out and taking a huge 

bite out of Australia’s advertising pie, and as a result, the bottom line for commercial TV, 

radio and print is getting smaller by the day. 

 

I have learned a bit about adaptation, working for most of my professional life in commercial 

media. And I have no doubt that Australian commercial media is facing its most challenging 

times.  

 

We at the ABC may not face precisely identical pressures, but we have plenty of our own to 

deal with. A diminishing budget in real terms, the rising costs of making high-end Australian 

content, continued investment in resource-intensive public interest journalism, balancing the 

cost of maintaining traditional broadcast technology while investing in digital and online 

services, an almost endless supply of programs from giant international competitors and a 

public that rightfully demands the highest quality Australian content when and where they 

want it. All incredibly daunting and perhaps good reason to think about marching backwards 

or retreating completely.  

 

Now, I’m not for retreating and I’m guessing that no one else here tonight is either. 

 

I do get angry that sometimes our commercial colleagues say that the ABC has it easy – that 

we have guaranteed funding. Well they may be right that we are guaranteed to receive 

funding every three years, but they may have missed the news that the amount of funding 

the ABC receives is not always guaranteed to be at the same level. 

 

But I do agree that we are in a fortunate position and in receiving valuable taxpayer money, 

we must continually strive to be responsible financial stewards and use whatever budget we 

are given to most effectively meet our Charter responsibilities.  

 

Now this is where commercial media has it a bit easier than the ABC. They have greater 

flexibility to adapt and change as the media environment changes. They can pull up stumps 

and close newsrooms in regional areas whenever they like, count a show like Yummy 

Mummies as a documentary so that they can meet their Australian content quotas, and if 

they wish, base their TV schedules almost entirely around reality programs and sport. 

 

But as we have recently seen, the major commercial strategy for adaptation and survival has 

been to muscle up through mergers and buy-outs. Last year Nine and Fairfax merged to 

become a new company – Nine. The network I have a soft spot for, Ten, was bought by the 



American giant CBS, which next year is about to merge with the even bigger Viacom. And 

then the next question is whether Seven and News will take a trip down the merger aisle. 

 

So, perhaps we may soon see three domestic commercial media conglomerates, and 

potentially two of those with American ownership. That’s not so much Paul Keating’s queens 

of screen and princes of print, but more like yanks with banks.  

  

But even so, these domestic companies will not even be minnows in the global pond, and 

they are swimming with sharks with very big teeth. 

 

Speaking of those FAANGS - How many of you have a Netflix subscription? How many of 

you use Facebook, not just to catch up with family and friends, but to check on the latest 

news? How many of you have Google as your home page? 

 

We are now in what some have called the attention economy. Commercial media and other 

companies aren’t just competing for your purchasing power and your data, but for your time. 

The founder of Netflix, Reed Hastings, somewhat tongue in cheek said that their biggest 

competitor wasn’t Amazon, Disney or YouTube, it was sleep.  

 

Each minute more than 500 hours of content is being uploaded to YouTube, 1 million people 

are logging onto Facebook, 700 hours of content is being watched on Netflix. Reed Hastings 

was joking to some extent, but he hit a kernel of truth - last time I looked, there are still only 

24 hours in the day. Time is the ultimate scarce commodity. 

 

So, on the one side barriers are down, with content and services flooding in from across the 

world. On the other, Australian commercial media is pulling up the drawbridge to save their 

most valuable possession, shareholder confidence. They are taking fewer risks, 

concentrating and rationalising their resources, investing only in what they have to, and 

banding together to increase scale. 

 

And don’t get me wrong, I do not blame them at all. They are commercial businesses that 

need to turn a profit or else they will no longer keep turning at all. They have to make the 

toughest decisions to survive. 

 

So, what does this mean for Australia’s national broadcaster and more importantly, for the 

public, who rely on local media for their news, information and entertainment? 

 

I think this is our opportunity – to be bold, to be enterprising, to be Australian. 

 

I will turn back briefly to the past to inform the future. In its earliest days Australian cinema 

was an international pioneer, but with the post-war flood of Hollywood content by the 1960s 

it had reached its lowest ebb. Does this sound familiar? 

 

However, with a real nurturing of Australian talent and creativity, the support and leadership 

of Government – first by John Gorton and then Gough Whitlam, a publicly-funded entity as a 

hot-house for local content, and a renewed focus on uniquely Australian story-telling, this 

situation was turned around, and by the 1970s and into the 1980s Australian cinema 

underwent a renaissance and films like Picnic At Hanging Rock, Mad Max and Gallipoli were 

not only popular here, but critically acclaimed and commercially successful overseas. 



 

So, with the right commitment there is opportunity for Australian media and for the ABC. I 

only have to look at our own little cattle dog, Bluey as an example. You may have seen it - 

the sweetest children’s program and it’s made by Ludo Studios in Brisbane and broadcast 

on the ABC. It premiered last September and has already notched up over 100 million plays 

on ABC iview. Can you imagine? 100 million! And it has been picked up by Disney to start 

showing to American children next week. 

 

Success stories like these can be reproduced, but it requires a concerted effort, and to some 

extent, a collegiate approach. 

 

That may seem an anathema to some and Australian media, and especially commercial 

television, is notoriously cut-throat. But as the fallout from recent events have shown, with 

adversity comes unity. Who would have thought that it would take the Australian Federal 

Police to bring the ABC and News Corp together? Quite ironic as it’s usually News Corp that 

is attempting to police the ABC. 

 

We know Australian commercial media is facing an existential crisis. And I can tell you, the 

ABC knows a bit about crises. Thankfully recent calls from some quarters for the ABC to be 

privatised or sold off have quietened down with the realisation that digital technology does 

not mean the death of public broadcasting, it makes it more essential than ever.  

 

So, if commercial media is struggling to the point that regional newspapers and newsrooms 

are closing, that commercial TV is seeking commitment from Government for reduced 

obligations for Australian content, and perhaps even a complete removal of Australian 

children’s content quotas, who will do the hard yards? 

 

Who is left to do the investigative journalism that leads to improvements in our society, to 

report on stories that matter to the third of Australians that live and regional and rural areas, 

to invest in Australian drama, education and science programs, in thought-provoking 

programs on RN, to unearth new Australian music – from classical to jazz to new 

independent music. Who will broadcast trusted ad-free children’s content and will ensure 

that Australians continue to have access to programs that document our history and reflect 

our diverse communities in the present. And who will tell the stories of our Indigenous 

cultures? 

 

Of course, it’s the public broadcaster. But as commercial media might be in retreat, it means 

the ABC will be expected to do more with less. There has to be some quid pro quo. 

 

Thankfully, this situation is being realised by those in power. 

 

The recent Australian Competition and Consumer Commission report initiated by then 

Treasurer Scott Morrison, which was charged with addressing the impact of those FAANGS 

on local journalism, found as one of its recommendations that:  
 

“Stable and adequate funding should be provided to the ABC and SBS in recognition of their 

role in addressing the risk of under-provision of public interest journalism that generates 

broad benefits to society.” 

 



I am also pleased that our new Minister, Paul Fletcher understands the value of public 

broadcasting, saying recently: 

 

“SBS and the ABC have an important role in the media ecosystem and are arguably getting 

more important.” 

 

The ABC is resolved to continue to be an integral part of this country’s cultural and social 

fabric, as it has for nearly 90 years. To do so, the Corporation must be forward-thinking and 

equipped to meet the challenges ahead. We do this in the full knowledge that the ABC has 

the support and trust of the Australian public and has a crucial part to play in Australia’s rich 

and vibrant democracy.  

 

What makes me most confident is that the ABC’s management team, led by a real champion 

for public broadcasting in David Anderson, is galvanised to adapt the ABC so that it is as 

relevant and valuable in the 21st Century as it has been for the last century.  

 

Finally, to return to Marshall McLuhan, who also said: 

 

“We look at the present through a rear-view mirror.” 

 

Concluding with that metaphor, I believe the future for the ABC is bright, but we shouldn’t be 

blinded by lights in the rear-view mirror, we will need to be a different ABC in the future than 

we were in the past. We should continue to occasionally check the rear-view mirror to 

remind ourselves where we came from and how we got here, but we need to keep our vision 

firmly focused on the road ahead.  

 

Thank you.  


