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Huge rally in Canberra attracts 
over 10,000 ABC supporters

Newcastle Town Hall Banquet Room filled to overflow-
ing by the hundreds of ABC supporters at inaugural
meeting of Newcastle Friend’s of the ABC(NSW) Inc

Quentin Dempster, Melanie Walker, Convenor of the inau-
gural meeting of the Newcastle Friends and Penelope
Toltz, President, Friends of the ABC(NSW) Inc

New Branches, New Members
As well as many individual new members joining,

a number of new groups have formed in Bathurst,
Orange, Newcastle, Lismore, Great Lakes and there
is interest in the Central Coast and a revamp of Coffs
Harbour. We hope the formation of these groups
encourages you to work out whether YOUR area
needs its own Friends of the ABC Group. 

We have an information pack available by mail or
email and are delighted to assist with information/
products/speakers. Let the people in these groups
know if you have joined and are in their area, or let us
know if you want to start a new group. 

Penelope Toltz

National identity, cultural excellence, comprehen-
siveness were themes taken up by all the speakers at
the Canberra rally held on Sunday 11 February.

An amazing 10,000 supporters marched on foot,
rode bicycles, walked the dog or were transported by
hired buses from Regatta Point across Commonwealth
Bridge and up to Parliament House. 

“The ABC holds up a
mirror to the whole country. It
is a unifying agent, the most
important cultural institution
in the country.”

Who said this? Well,
Ruth Cracknell told the huge
rally of Canberra region
Friends of the ABC that [ABC
chairman] Donald McDonald
did - and from that she con-
cluded that “Donald
McDonald sounds like our
very best friend.” So, Ruth
went on to say, “Donald
McDonald, put your money
where your mouth is!”

“A public broadcaster
broadcasts over the public air

in the public interest, provid-
ing a service to the public as
citizens, not as consumers,”
said Ruth Cracknell. “It
should develop and cherish
Australian talent, it should
arouse our dreams, satisfy
our hunger for beauty, help
us to explore worlds beyond
our experience.” 

This was heady stuff, a
wonderful affirmation of what
all friends of the ABC hold
dear - and indeed what all 19
million ‘shareholders’ in the
ABC have a right to expect
from the Board of Directors
and top management.

background briefing

We, the Shareholders of the ABC
have called this

Shareholders’ Meeting 
Support our ABC

Sydney Opera House Steps 
Sunday 29 April

11:00 am - 1:00 pm

Show the Pollies, We the People Care
We must act now to protect our investment in

Australia’s most valuable asset
BE THERE, SHOW YOU CARE!

Tell your friends to be there, too
Rain or shine (bring a cushion, hat and rain gear)
Special Celebrity Speakers to be announced
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Campaign 2001
14 Things Members of the Friends of the ABC Can Do!

Since last November Friends of the ABC has
attracted many new members. Some of you may
wonder what you can do to assist the ABC to stay
independent...to receive the funding it needs to con-
tinue supplying Australians with quality radio and tele-
vision which not only entertains, but informs and edu-
cates. 

Chris Cartledge, our Listmaster, has pro v i d e d
some "how to" information for what you can do as an
individual, and what groups can do together. We
hope it is helpful. Develop a plan for events for the forth-
coming 12 months. I f you wish to do something l ike join
our telephone tree, please phone Irenie Rennie on
(02) 98184686, or email her at:

i re n i e re n n i @ b i g p o n d . c o m .
Join your local (Regional) Group of the FA B C .

Locations may be found on the back cover. Check
out our website:     

h t t p : / / w w w. f a b c . o r g . a u / n s w
Or phone Barbara McLaren on 02 9498 8417
1. Help organise and assist at stalls in shopping 

centres, malls, at local markets, fairs, festivals, local 
events etc. You can get information and stickers, tee 
shirts and so forth from **Frouke de Reuver (02) 9642

6485 or Jason Lowe (02) 9489 1420.
2. Attend functions organised by local FABC Gro u p
3. Place pamphlets, posters etc on notice boards at 

your work, club, school etc
4. Speak to friends, neighbours, work associates, 

relatives, community groups about the need to 
support the ABC and encourage them to join the 
Friends of the ABC.

5 . Organise local events and get-togethers such as 
breakfasts, dinners, regular coffee mornings etc.

6. Visit your local ABC radio station, ABC Shop. Make
contact with staff and leave your Groups contact details

7 . Talk to your local Federal MP about current ABC 
issues. Tell him or her how you feel about the ABC.

8. Write letters of comment and/or congratulations to 
Federal MPs, ABC Board. Email to local news 
papers etc. If you're writing to pollies do it BY HAND 

so they know you're a Real Person and potential or 
actual constituent and not a cyberclone. - contact 
details and letter writ ing points are available 
f rom:  http://www. f a b c . o r g . a u / n s w

9 . Call talkback radio programmes and comment on 
the ABC.

1 0. Produce a local FABC newsletter to keep in touch 
with members (especially those not on e-mail)>

11. Publicise local and State FABC events: Organise 
your own local Christmas event eg, picnic etc

12. Promote your local activities through Community 
service announcements in local newspapers (espe
cially throw-aways)
Enter details in the ABC Backyard 'Local Diary' on 
the ABC website>http://abc.net.au 

13. Distribute pamphlets, petitions, political contact lists 
etc to your local Friends members

14. Get together with other members and/or sympathisers   
and generate ideas!

Send articles and pics (about your activities) to NSW
Branch for inclusion in 'Update' magazine

Are You In a Rural or Regional Area?
If you are a Friend of the ABC in a rural or regional

area please look on the back cover and see if there is
a group in YOUR area. Please make yourself known
to the contact person.

The larger the group, the more effective you can
be, and the lighter the load for each member.

Members often miss out
on events because they
don't know that they are
on. To post a letter to each
member costs us thou-
sands of dollars and takes
a lot of time. For a long
time we have wanted to
begin a telephone tree and
now we have begun.

The advantage of having
a telephone tree is that, we
can communicate q u i c k l y
with people who are not on
the net and it’s much cheap-
er than letters. We have no
regular paid staff and all of
us are very involved in
many things. So, a tele-
phone tree is a wonderful
way to communicate fast.

Our telephone tree
works very simply. Each
member of the telephone
tree has to ring only two
people. These two then ring
two each. Everybody has
only two calls to make
except the those at the end
of the line.

1 > 2 > 4 > 8 >  16.   
By 15 people ringing only
two others, we can get a
message from the first per-
son to thirty others.

The telephone tree
phoning list is divided up by
postcode  so that in most
cases people rung are
mainly in the same geo-
graphical area or suburb.

Although the main pur-
pose is to spread news
q u i c k l y, we think that people
may also find its structure
useful to contact people
who, in most cases, live near-
by. They can then o r g a n i s e
local events - stalls at festi-
vals and fetes, deputations
to federal members etc.

If you have email and are
rung, let us know and we
can contact you this way,
unless, of course, you pre-
fer a phone call.

Branches of FABC
already exist in regional
areas and these will not of
course be  supplanted by
the telephone tree. Please

contact your local branch if
you are in regional New
South Wales, to establish
your own trees. The best
part is, once the tree is
established, most people
only have to call two to four
people, so it is not onerous.
Please join us so we can
contact you all quickly.

SPECIAL NOTE
THOSE OF YOU WHO
HAVE EMAIL AND ARE
NOT ON THE LIST,
PLEASE SEND YOUR
EMAIL TO OUR LISTMAS-
TER AT:
fabclist@optusnet.com.au.
Always put a subject matter
so the Listmaster can find
you more easily.

ABC Friends Plant A Telephone Tree



President’s Report
Since our last issue of Update,
ongoing turmoil at the ABC has
triggered the formation of a
number of new regional groups
of the Friends of the ABC. The
Bathurst group is now formed,
as is Orange. February 20, more
than 250 people came to
Newcastle Town Hall to express
interest in forming a branch.

Great Lakes have formed a
branch and 6th March I
addressed a meeting at Lismore
and a new branch has now been
formed there.

If anyone is interested in
assisting in these areas or in
forming branches in other
regions of New South Wales, we
are here to help.

April 29 sees our Shareholders
Meeting for the Australian
Broadcasting Corporation. We
are holding it at the Sydney
Opera House steps and
forecourt and there will be
speakers, entertainment, notices
of motion, in short almost
everything that happens at any
AGM.

There seems to be some
misapprehension that the Board
and the Management of the ABC
owns it or perhaps the
government of the day owns it.
Well, that is wrong, WE own the
ABC and we're not happy with
how OUR COMPANY is being
run.

Come along from 11 am and tell
everyone you know. After all 85

per cent of all Australians listen
to or watch the ABC each week.
Let's fill the area to overflowing.

Keep this time and date free so
you can join us at the Sydney
Opera House. We especially
want representation from our
rural and regional groups. We
know that the ABC is so
important to you, and in many
areas, you are upset that a lot of
your local programs have given
way to networking. The reason
that this has happened is that it
is cheaper to network than have
a full staff at many regional
stations.

In his recent speech to the
National Press Club, Jonathan
Shier expressed interest in
getting more regional programs
and having more programs
made in other capital cities. He
then linked that possibility with
more money being given to the
ABC in the 2001 Federal
Budget. He did not say what else
would have to be cut if he didn't
get the money. He also
mentioned in passing something
about some programs needing
to be "user pays". The news for
Mr Shier is that we have already
paid via our taxes for a service
to which we are entitled.

If you are a Friend of the ABC
who lives in any of the areas
where we now have regional
groups, please make yourself
known to the contact person in
the list on P.16. Many of you will
have joined before the group

itself was formed and those in
the new group do not know that
you exist. Please let them know.
The m o re of you there are, the
lighter the work for your group.

As well as opening new branchs
in the last couple of months, I
have also spoken at a Politics in
the Pub evening -- after which a
large group occupied the bottom
floor of the ABC in Ultimo,
speeches were made, We
departed peacefully about an
hour later.

Channel 7 and 10 tapes were
shown later on TV. There were
columns in the Sydney Morning
Herald and the Telegraph.

A number of "Friends" from New
South Wales attended the
Canberra rally which was very
successful and we are expecting
a busload of Canberrans to our
rally 29th April 2001. (See our
separate sheet) I also spoke at
Rotary St Leonards and many
Rotarians joined.

On Page 4 of this magazine you
will see an advertisement for a
Merchandise Manager for
Friends of the ABC. We are
looking at putting our products
for sale on our web site. If you
live in Sydney and have room to
store some tee shirts, car
stickers etc and the time to fill
orders taken off the web and
post them to the correct address.
Please let us know.

Penelope Toltz
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Do youuse email? Please letusknow youremail address:

Send us a message fabcnsw@mpx.com.au

What is the fabclist?
The NSW Branch of the Friends

has set-up an e-mail list for use by
members with e-mail.  fabclist is like
a community notice board. Anyone
can pin-up a notice (e-mail) and
everybody in the Friends community
(e-mailers who ‘subscribe’ to the
list) can read the notice (by e-mail).  

PS: The ‘subscription’ is free!
This is a great forum for late break-
ing news, information, opinions and
debate amongst like minds i.e.,
lovers of the ABC. To join the list,
send an e-mail to fabclist@optus-
net.com.au with SUBSCRIBE as the
only entry in the Subject line and
your full name and phone number in
the body of the e-mail.  Of course,
you can ‘unsubscribe’ from the list
at anytime.

If you want more detail call the
fabclist Moderator Chris Cartledge
on (02) 4226 2323.

A Classical Afternoon
FREE

Sunday  17 June 2001  
2.45 – 5.00pm

Refreshments from 4 – 5 pm
Eugene Goossens Hall, 

ABC Centre, 700 Harris St, Ultimo 
ABC Classic FM Sunday Live concerts are free.
A modest charge will be made for refreshments

Join the Friends of the ABC (FABC) and 
presenter, Marian Arnold once again 

for a relaxing drink after the Sunday Live concert

WANTED: Merchandise Co-Ordinator
Friends of the ABC (NSW) are seeking 

a
volunteer or volunteers
to undertake the role of 

Merchandise Co-Ordinator(s).
This year is a critical one for the ABC and Friends
and the demand for merchandise is already strong.

The role will include:-
● Accepting and dispatching orders
● Maintaining an optimum level of stock
● Receiving payments and accounting to the 

Treasurer for such payment
● Providing adequate stocks for stalls and events

Ideally, the Co-Ordinator will be conveniently located in
Sydney, with sufficient space to store the merchandise.
Our aim this year is to distribute our merchandise as
widely as possible 
This is an opportunity to play an important part in the
Friends activities.

Please contact Frouke de Reuver on 9642 6485
or Jason Lowe on 9489 1420

❝Anyone who doubts the value of
the ABC to rural Australia would have had 
those doubts swept away over the past few days of the
NSW North Coast flooding disaster.

Continuous broadcasting of flood levels, road condi-
tions, SES reports, community announcements, travel
and health warnings, and so on, completely replaced
normal programming for hours. Even Macca stood aside
on Sunday morning for a couple of hours.

What commercial radio station would have been will-
ing to sacrifice all that advertising revenue for the sake of
its listeners' safety and welfare?

Onya, ABC rural! Wonderful, live radio journalism!❞

John Neilson  Wauchope March 12 SMH 

Your Update label
This is not just a label with - hopefully - your right

name and address. It now shows when your member-
ship expires. If any of the information isn't correct
please let our membership message bank know.
Phone (02) 9990 0500. Please speak s l o w l y.

Note: Your membership starts from the date when
your application is processed - usually about 4-6 weeks
from when you sent it in to FABC - and lasts for 1 year.



From an inaugural meeting in
mid-December that drew 130 con-
cerned residents to a Forster surf
club, the Great Lakes Friends of the
ABC group has moved forward fast.

The inaugural meeting passed a
unanimous resolution calling on the
Howard Government to restore ABC
funding to adequate levels and con-
demned the stacking of the ABC
board.

During Opposition Leader Kim
Beazley's visit to the ALP's most
marginal seat, Friends waylaid him,
were interviewed by Prime TV and
featured on the front page of the
Great Lakes Advocate.

Liberal Senator John Tierney
was questioned about the ABC
consistently during his visit with
Federal Liberal candidate, Bob
Baldwin.

Great Lakes Friends is writing
letters, putting out leaflets, running
street stalls and generally keeping
the ABC at the front of the local
news. "We'll continue to do this until
we get some core promises from
local politicians that the ABC will be
properly funded and its total inde-
pendence guaranteed, " said public-
ity officer Denis Wallis.

A big ‘thank you’ to Illawarra and
Port MacQuarie for their help to the
Great Lakes Friends.

New Friends of the ABC Great
Lakes Group made their presence
felt when Opposition Leader Kim
Beazley talked to the media outside
the Foster Bowling Club

Photo: Shane Chalker.
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Great Lakes Friends of the ABC 
Hit the Ground Running

“The ABC and the
Public Good”

Historian and author Ken Inglis
recently delivered the fifth Sir
Halford Cook Lecture "The ABC
and the Public Good". If you want
a copy of the lecture, then email
to ledge@bigpond.com

GUIDED TOURS -
ABC ULTIMO CENTRE

Guided tours of the ABC Centre at 700 Harris St
Ultimo are a great way to increase your appre c i a t i o n
of the ABC's activities. The Centre has a dual capacit y
to provide broadcasting facilities for the ABC radio
networks and a sound recording facility for music
and the spoken word.

The building includes studios for:* Classic FM
92.5, * Triple J -105.7 FM,  * Radio National - 576
FM, * ABC News Radio - 630 AM, * 2BL - 702 AM

You can see what goes on in the various studios
pre-production and during broadcasts! See change
in technology as we head towards digital pro d u c t i o n .

The tours start at 10 am and 2 pm for 2 hours
with a minimum of six and a max. of 20 participants.

If your group is larger split it up for sessions
before and after lunch. 

Adults are $5.50 ea and concessions are
available ($3.30 ea). 

Bookings are essential.
I n c rease awareness of the ABC amongst your

f r i e n d s , Rotary, Apex, Probis Club etc. Hand these
details on to your club organiser.

Contact the ABC Tour Co-ordinator Carol Smith on
(02) 9333 1238 or e-mail smith.carol@abc.net.au

Friends Groups 
in Sydney

As you know, FABC(NSW) Inc
has a number of regional and rural
groups.

However, some of you in
outer Sydney suburbs, or with spe-
cial interests e.g., the law, science,
environment, medicine have asked
us about forming groups for them.

Well, if you wish to start such a
group, it's so easy. Just contact us
via the FABC List, or, send us a note
to PO Box 1391 North Sydney 2059. 

Help is always available. We can
send a speaker to a public meeting,
we will help you with information
about the ABC, setting up of an
organisation, setting up street stalls
and the like. Remember, all you need
is one or two people who want to
begin. All of our regional groups have
begun this way, and suburban and
interest groups can begin the same
way. Just let us know.

Check out this web site
You can read lots of information

about what is happening to 
ABC Staff

from the Community 
and Public Sector Union site on

http://www.cpsu.org.au

MEMBERSHIP BOOMING
In the last 3 months new

members have been joining
the Friends of the ABC at
the rate of 10 a day!



In February The Australian con-
ducted a far reaching inquiry into
the antecedents of Jonathan Shier
and his record as managing direc-
tor of the ABC. The series, run over
several days, was titled Dossier.
When we use information from that
series we will source it to ‘Dossier’
for simplicity’s sake. 

In the last issue we voiced our
strong suspicion that ‘Mr Shier is
intent on changing the culture of
the ABC, root and branch’. Shier
has dropped any pretence and now
avows his determination to change
the culture of the broadcaster.

Mr Shier said he would be
relentless in pursuing change at the
national broadcaster. He said he
was committed to completing the
most far-reaching changes at the
ABC in more than a decade and
had the full support of the Howard
Government.

“Every month it will become
clearer and people will say this is
unrelenting,” Mr Shier told Dossier.
He speaks the language of war:
“When bushfires go off and bombs
go off, your well-trained and profes-
sional colleagues deal with them so
you, the boss, keep moving forward
and say, I saw a bomb go off but it
doesn’t alter what we’re going to
do here.” 

Senior ministers have told the
Dossier team that Mr Shier’s
aggressive reform agenda is a
‘work in progress’ but they are
pleased he has shown a determina-
tion to crack an ‘intractable’ ABC
culture.You bet they’re pleased. It is
clear that when Mr Shier talks
about public supporting him he is
talking only to the Liberal party and
pleasing only those keen to break
the ABC and the ‘single sharehold-
er’ he identified, the Coalition gov-
ernment. 

The Dossier team produced an
uneven report exposing much that
is discreditable to Mr Shier - for
example, the missing four years of
unemployment on his CV - yet in
seeming disregard of this the con-
cluding editorial spoke of the need

to give Mr Shier the chance to
make the changes he wants. 

Shier and his supporters base
their argument for changing the cul-
ture of the ABC and for ‘reform’ on
myths and misrepresentations. 

The myth that ABC staff are
opposed to change. The myth that
it is inefficient and that there is still
fat to cut from the ABC. The myth
that it is biased and irrelevant. The
myth that it is mistrusted and widely
criticised. The myth that it is out of
touch with the Australian people.
There is ample evidence to discredit
these myths, much of which is
included in this issue.

The misrepresentations are
these: that he is revitalising the
ABC; that he is fast-tracking great
new ideas for programming; that
cuts are not being made to the old
ABC of radio and television; that
key decisions that cut to the heart
of the ABC have been made by not
by Mr Shier but by his managers. 

Meanwhile, so many highly tal-
ented and committed staff have
gone that corporate memory is in
danger of being lost, along with the
ideals of public broadcasting.

Don't shoot Shier 
He's only the messenger, writes

Hugh Mackay. The real creators of
chaos at the ABC are his masters. 

The ABC, long regarded as one
of the cultural icons of the nation, is
clearly caught in a downward spiral
that will only be halted by drastic
action.

But what action, and by whom?
There's a gathering storm of out-
rage directed at the managing
director, Jonathan Shier, but isn't he
the wrong target?  Shier is still a
new boy; he could only be creating
such comprehensive chaos if he
were under instructions from his
masters to do so.

If you're angry about what's
happening to the ABC, look to the
board that appointed Shier, just 11
months ago. The board advertised

the position, scoured the market,
weighed and sifted the pick of pub-
lic broadcasters from all over the
globe and came up with da-dah! a
man few in the local media industry
had ever heard of; a man devoid of
public broadcasting experience; a
man whose expertise lay in fields
foreign to the philosophy and oper-
ations of the ABC.

It's not his fault. They gave him
the job and, presumably, a policy
brief to go with it. So it's reason-
able to presume he's in the process
of responding to that brief. If he's
departing from it, the board has a
clear responsibility to pull him into
line; if he's following it ... well, draw
your own conclusions.

But don't blame Shier.

Some people believe the
appointment of someone with
Shier's ruthlessly commercial orien-
tation was designed to distract the
ABC from its traditional charter by
promoting a hunt for new ways of
making money in e-commerce, for
example. Others characterise his
appointment as a ploy by a cynical
board at the behest of a cynical
government. The best way to wreck
the existing ABC culture, according
to that theory, would be to appoint
as managing director someone not
up to the job, then stand by and
watch him destroy the credibility of
the organisation through managerial
chaos and plummeting morale.

But who needs theories? The
transparent reality is that the ABC
board has appointed Shier and
must accept absolute responsibility
for the mass sackings, the ill-
advised and hastily revised appoint-
ments, and the alternating panic
and despair that seem to be grip-
ping the organisation.

Hugh Mackay
From an article in 
The Age 24/2/01

Dossier on Jonathan Shier
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Anyone tunnelling under the   
ABC is bound to get leaks.  

Ben Laycock



Critics of the ABC claim it is resis-
tant to change, that it is old fash-
ioned, inefficient and bureaucratic.
"Auntie is set in her ways" according
to The Australian's Dossier series.

As for efficiency - the picture is
crystal clear. One broadcast hour of
ABC TV costs 36% of the average
cost for the same time on Australian
commercial television. British citizens
pay 32 cents per day each for the
BBC, Canadians pay 14.5 cents for
the CBC, while Australians pay less
than ten cents for the ABC.

There are some distinctive fea-
tures about the ABC, but is there a
single monolithic ABC culture?
According to Ed Breslin, newly
appointed to run Classic FM and
Triple J, the two music networks are
very different: ‘There are several
clashes with Triple J and ABC Classic
FM, and they're essentially cultural
clashes.’ 

It's probably necessary that differ-
ent parts of the ABC should have dif-
ferent cultures. The ABC must both
inform and entertain. It has to both
contribute to a sense of national iden-
tity and reflect the cultural diversity of
Australia. It is obliged to broadcast
educational programs and broadcast
programs of wide appeal. It must
provide 'innovative programs' while at
the same time taking account of
standards set by the Australian
Broadcasting Authority.

To handle this complex juggling
act the ABC employs staff across a
wide range of professions and crafts.

There are a wide range of cultures, or
at least subcultures, within the ABC.

Is there truth in the claim that the
ABC set in its ways? 

We only have to look at the
ABC's recent  innovations to know
that it is not backward looking. The
initial impetus for ABC Online came
not from ABC management, not from
some far sighted board member or
some right wing think tank. The initial
impetus came from long serving ABC
staff, in particular Stan Correy and
Stephen Rapley in Radio National,
Russell Wescombe in Radio Australia
and Ian Allen, producer of the TV pro-
gram Hot Chips. Initially ABC man-
agement was wary of the new medi-
um, and these pioneers had to be
insistent and inventive. To its credit,
management eventually saw the light
and established ABC Online. Since
then ABC Online has been consis-
tently in the ten most popular
Australian websites, and has won
more than thirty industry awards.

Throughout the history of broad-
casting in Australia, the ABC has
been pushing the envelope. In TV
comedy and satire we have had Max
Gillies, Frontline, The Games, and
now the insane Micaleff Pogram.
Triple J is now well established, but
what a revolution that was when it
started. At the same time, the ABC
started 3ZZ as a multi-lingual access
station in Melbourne, only to have the
Fraser government close it by force
(the government revoked its broad-
casting license, and sent in police to

evict the volunteer broadcasters).
Then there is NewsRadio, the ABC's
24 hour news network that shares a
frequency with the federal parliament.

So if the ABC is undeniably effi-
cient, cost effective, forward thinking
and innovative, what is the common
ABC culture that needs to be
destroyed?

I suspect its common features
are:

• opposition to advertising on any
of the ABC media

• a commitment to quality
• a commitment to comprehen
sive and diverse programs for all 
Australians, not just an elite

• a belief that part of the media's 
job is to hold the powerful up to 
scrutiny - that scrutiny to be 
exercised without fear or favour,
whether those powerful people 
lead political parties, unions, 
businesses, churches or media 
outlets.

• resistance to external political 
pressure.

In short, this ABC culture is little
more than the principles set out in
the ABC Act. 

Darce Cassidy  
FABC national spokesperson 

background briefing
editor: Joan Laing
phone & fax: 08 8271 0751
jlaing@senet.com.au
PO Box 7158  Hutt St 
Adelaide 5000
www.fabc.org.au

The many cultures of the ABC

The proposition that the ABC culture, alone among
creative cultures in Australia, has to be destroyed in order
to be rebuilt must be scuttled. It doesn’t make any sense
in modern media environments, let alone one with the sort
of brand success of the ABC.

Remember, in recent years - including 2000 - audi-
ences for ABC television and radio, in terms of both share
and reach, were at historically high levels. The Australian’s
Newspoll demonstrated the sort of consumer support
most institutions would kill for.

Geraldine Doogue, The Australian, 27/2/01 Cartoon courtesy TANDBERG

The ABC culture has created 
a trusted brand
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from the records of the Senate Estimates Committee

SACKINGS: redundancy costs to Nov 2000      $5,648,000

INCREASE of 55 senior management positions  $7,412,000
H o w e v e r, this figure is from a leaked  document and is
denied by Mr Shier.

S A L A RY INCREASES for top-level Directors         $635,000
The total cost of executive salaries 
has risen 28% to $34,340,000

C O N S U LTANTS’ costs Mar-Sept 2000 $ 7 4 6 , 0 7 5

S TAFF RECRUITMENT agencies $ 7 3 7 , 5 3 0

The Community & Public Sector Union estimates the
cost of getting rid of the former management team and
its replacement at $15 million.

Many new positions have been created in the area of
new media, content rights, and finance. Reportedly $9.3
million has been transferred to the newly created Division
of Program Content and Development.

The three executive sackings in February - including
key Shier appointee Guy Dunstan - are expected to cost
another $2 million. 

One report has said that 105 positions in production
will go, and Mr Shier told a Senate committee that 40
producers on full pay but without work would be
retrenched and some re-employed on a casual basis. 

Costs: the basic pro b l e m
The basic underlying affliction suffered by the ABC is

the absolute inadequacy of its funding to fulfil its charter
obligations. The Howard Government cut 12% or $66
million annually, which it has maintained for the second
triennial period.  

But in this time it has imposed additional obligations
upon it: $120 million share of the cost of digitisation, pro-
duction costs for digital channels, increased use of sub-
text for the hearing impaired, increased costs for over-
seas programs and now the cost of Mr Shier’s sackings,
increased executive salaries and restructure.

Since 1996 the ABC has not campaigned against
the cuts. It has absorbed them, sacked well over 1000
staff, continued to innovate and done more with less. 

Enter Mr Shier with his promise of a flatter
management structure, with more money to go
into programming, and a ‘revitalised’ ABC. He told
staff he wanted to streamline the ABC and elimi-
nate waste.

What a joke.

Ancillary budgets for RN and Classic FM cut 

A B C ’s radio arts budget has been slashed by 32%,
senior sources have confirmed. The cuts will come fro m
p roduction, and mean less money is available for commis-
sioning of artists, including musicians, writers and com-
posers. Arts programs planned for Classic FM and Radio
National have been cancelled, with an ABC source saying
that scripts were being re t u rned to writers.

The Australian Writers Guild issued a bulletin yesterd a y
calling on members to act. “Given we are halfway thro u g h
the financial year, this is an appaling scenario which can
only result in the suspension of new drama commissions,
with the slots being filled instead by re p e a t s . ”

SMH 25/1/01

H o w e v e r, although the networks were informed of these
cuts it seems that funds were found for some of the activi-
ties the staff believed had been cancelled. The exact situa-
tion re g a rding ancillary budgets remains confused.

More redundancies and cuts to come

The Managing Dire c t o r ’s vision is high risk: he is gam-
bling the limited re s o u rces of the ABC in the hope that addi-
tional funds are found either from commercial sources or
f rom the government (both state and federal). If the addi-
tional funds are not found within a few months, the next
round of redundancies and program cuts will commence.

Graeme Thomson CPSU

Mr Shier is seeking another $40 million more funding,
and with people in the Liberal Party becoming uncomfort-
a b l e with the opprobrium being directed at Mr Shier, and,
by association, with the Government, it is quite possible that
he may be given some extra funding.

Thus they would please country voters and make a hero
of Mr Shier, strengthening his authority to reduce the ABC to
the tamecat broadcaster the government would like it to be.

David Bowman - 
Adelaide Review Jan 01
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What has Mr Shier cost the ABC?

Cartoon courtesy KUDELKA



In December Quantum was axed
and the special television science unit
was disbanded. What is the signifi-
cance of this decision?

A group of highly qualified and
respected scientists, whose work had
been acclaimed in the science com-
munity and beyond, was disbanded.  

We understand that only one per-
son from the science unit has been
appointed to the new ‘special devel-
opment unit’; the others are sacked
and may be rehired on contract,
probably for only the life of the pro-
gram for which they were hired.

We don’t know how these special
units will work but there is fear that
programs are more likely to be out-
sourced than produced in-house.
Those who have lost their jobs may
not be available for short-term con-
tracts - they are likely to be snapped
up by other organisations.

This system of initiating and com-
missioning programs is the one over
which senior executive Guy Dunstan
was in disagreement with Mr Shier.
He had misgivings about its workabil-
ity. He was sacked.

Over 100 technical staff have
been retrenched and Mr Shier recent-
ly referred to 40 producers standing
around doing nothing who would
soon go.

So will the ABC be able to pro-
duce its own science programs in the
future? It is doubtful.

“When you get replies to your letters
about the axing of Quantum which
suggest that the Science Unit is not
being axed and that Quantum is being
replaced with an improved version,
write back asking for specific detail.
Which programs, how often, being
developed by whom, with what s i z e
budget compared with previously?”

Rod Quantock
at the Canberra rally

The sacking of Media Watch 
presenter Paul Barry rang alarm-bells
and rallied protesters throughout
Australia.

When the managing director of
the ABC, Jonathan Shier, was con-
ducting his engaging little “strengths
and weaknesses” exercises with the
commissioning editors, he was heard
to remark in the context of Media
Watch: “Why should we produce a
program that is going to criticise us?”

In the sea of co-productions and
outsourcing, which have been among
the natural targets of the program, to
be without Media Watch’s chiacking
would be no heartbreak for someone
engineering the ‘new’ ABC.

It has always been a program
under siege. When it was attacking
2UE’s Alan Jones, a darling of the
Howard Government, the Liberal
Party cheer squad on the ABC board
was quite distressed. It has always
been a headache to whoever was in
charge.

Interestingly, among the items for
which Shier has requested extra
funding from Canberra is a ‘flagship
business program for ABC TV, Radio
and the Web. This would be a big-
ticket item.

If Media Watch had been around
in the past couple of months, it might

have made a meal of this issue. For
the government of the day to be
involved in the direct funding of ABC
programs is a development so awful
that a fearless Media Watch would be
duty-bound to bare its fangs.

Without Media Watch as a critic,
your ABC can disappear before your
very eyes, without too much of a fuss
ever being made.

Richard Ackland
SMH 19/1/01
Richard Ackland was presenter 
of Media Watch 1998-99. 

Why should we worry about the loss of Quantum?
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Media Watch off to
the panel beaters Rallys - support

increase all over
Australia

Who was it who said at the
Canberra rally that we now know we
are not alone in loving the ABC?
Since early December rallies sup-
porting the ABC have been held in
almost every state and territory.
Membership has soared - in the
ACT it trebled in a month! There
was a big resurgence of support in
Darwin following their public meeting. 

In Adelaide community leaders
rang to ask to speak at the SA rally.
WA proudly reported that a group of
not-so-young Friends distributing
material were ejected from the West
Midland Railway Station. 

Sydney Friends occupied the
ground floor of the Ultimo building
when the arrival of Federal Police
intimidated ABC staff. 

And so it goes.

But should a miracle occur, and
politicians despite their antipathy
ever begin the process of matching
the ABC’s funding to the place it
should occupy, they would have the
satisfaction of having done some-
thing for the country. Something big,
actually.

Australia does not need another
desert.

David Bowman

Also at the Canberra rally,
science journalist Peter Pockley 
said we should be proud of our 
individuality as a nation, of not 
being just a derivative. In the world
of science the ABC has been sig-
nifcant in promoting that individuality.

He quoted Nobel Prize winner 
Peter Doherty for whom the ABC 
had been like a lifeline to an intelli-
gent universe when he was grow-
ing up in a country area in 
Queensland.



‘POLITICIANS OF ALL PERSUA-
SIONS AGREE: THE ABC JUST
CAN’T GET THE BALANCE RIGHT.’

Well, you can’t say fairer than that,
can you?

This was the sub-heading in a
section of the Dossier series in The
Australian, used apparently without
any sense of irony. The writer goes
on to say: ‘More than any other
media organisation, the ABC is widely
distrusted and even despised - yet
usually the first tuned into among the
political elite and decision-makers in
Canberra.’

Dossier referred to the many
complaints of bias from Lynton Cro s b y,
the Liberal Party’s federal director.
But they failed to mention that an
earlier report in The Australian said
that Freedom of Information queries
had revealed that 75% of all com-
plaints from all political parties to the
ABC had come from Lynton Crosby.

The public perception is very dif-
ferent.

Facts not myth
NEWSPOLL on ABC BIAS
The Australian 22/2/01

Do you believe the ABC is biased
against the Federal Government, in
favour of the Federal Government or
has no bias?

No bias 58%
No opinion 26%
Biased against Federal 
Government 11%
Biased in favour of Federal 
Government 5%
[5% of Coalition supporters, 
4% of ALP supporters]

The embattled ABC is the sec-
ond most trustworthy organisation in
the country, behind the big charities. 

‘Consumer research group
Sweeney Research and advertising
agency Grey Worldwide undertook
the survey [rating trust in Australian
institutions] in February 2000, asking

respondents to rate between one and
ten the trustworthiness of 18 different
industries and institutions. On top
were charities, with a mean rating of
8.06 out of 10. The ABC came in
next at 7.11.’

Media companies came in at
4.26. Brian Sweeney says ‘the rating
of media companies (excluding the
ABC) may have been influenced by
the radio industry’s ‘cash for com-
ment’ saga. ... But there is plenty of
other evidence to suggest media
groups in general are not tracking
well in the public eye.’

The public goodwill for the ABC
appears to span all income brackets,
with 47% of those earning less than
$25,000 rating the ABC between 8
and 10. Fifty per cent of all respon-
dents put the ABC in the top trust
bracket.

Source: Paul McIntyre, 
The Australian, 14/12/00

The response to a leaked
document is an object lesson in
how not to run an organisation

The witch-hunt has irrevocably
damaged Mr Shier and his cohort,
and contributed to further erosion
of staff relations and morale. The
leak called for a cool-headed,
sophisticated response. Instead,
Mr Shier’s sledge-hammer
approach in allowing police to be
summoned has raised serious
doubts about his ability to control
and lead such a multi-faceted
organisation.

Editorial, SMH, 21/2/01

In February Federal Police were
called to the ABC to investigate the
leaking of a confidential document -
another farce at the ABC and one
which can only be seen as an
attempt to intimidate and control
staff.

An internal document showing
that the recently installed manage-
ment of the ABC - endorsed and

pumped up by a federal govern-
ment intent on smashing the
organisation’s culture - had creat-
ed 55 new executive positions at a
cost of an extra $7.4m is leaked
to a newspaper. The ABC’s inter-
nal auditors ask the Federal Police
to investigate the leak.. 

A number of staff are interrogated
by police. In protest, there is a
general staff walkout. As the
drama builds, there are recrimina-
tions, culminating in the extraordi-
nary spectacle of the chairman of
the ABC, Donald McDonald,
demanding an explanation for the
federal police probe.*

Up to this point Mr McDonald
had solidly backed the restructure
and actions of Mr Shier, “but it
seemed the decision to serve ABC
employees up to police investigators
is too much even for Mr McDonald.
And so it should be.”*

It was far from a serious trans-
gression. After all, if the leaked docu-
ment was accurate, it was merely

outlining information that belongs to
the public anyway. Taxpayers have an
inalienable right to know how their
money was being spent at the ABC.

To describe the punitive and
insensitive response of ABC manage-
ment to the leak as hypocritical is an
understatement. However, the man-
ner in which at least some executives
have dealt with this situation suggests
a critical failure of managerial expertise.

*Source: Editorial, 
The Age, 21/2/01

Questions of bias...and trust

Management fiddles, ABC burns
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After sacking most of the senior
‘old ABC’ executives, managing
director Shier has started on his own
‘new ABC’ appointees. Signs that his
radical restructure is falling apart
comes with the sacking of Guy
Dunstan,  head of the content devel-
opment division.

The reported $9m division is the
keystone of Mr Shier’s restructure. It
embraces the 21 content and devel-
opment units, and revolutionises the
way programs are originated and
commissioned. It was set up to cen-
tralise control of all new pro g r a m m i n g ,
and will take away responsibility for
their own development from televi-
sion, radio and online. However, the
implementation of the new division
has been stalled by confusion over its
budget and lines of responsibility.

It seems that Guy Dunstan found
the structure faulty or even unwork-
able, and that he had put proposals
to remodel the division to Mr Shier.
Others on the senior executive have
expressed frustration that the model
is unnecessarily costly and bureau-
cratic, according to the Dossier team.

This sacking comes ahead of
another 100 redundancies, including
30 compulsory retrenchments, mostly

from television production in Sydney.
These were approved by the board at
its February meeting.

Mr Shier is determined to use the
opportunity to rid the ABC of those
he does not want.

“There are a group of people in
the past voluntary redundancies who
have never put up their hand,” he told
The Australian. “In some cases,
there’s a skills issue. If people are not
prepared to multi-skill and not pre-
pared to learn the new way of doing
thins, that’s an issue”.

The Australian, 16/2/01.16/2/01.

Staff representative 
rejects Shier’s claim 

Comments attributed to the
Managing Director that “if people are
not prepared to multi-skill and not
prepared to learn the new way of
doing things, that's an issue” as an
explanation for the current redundan-
cy round are offensive. Staff have
been multi-skilling for decades. In
July of last year staff agreed to a fun-
damentally new approach to multi-
skilling through the adoption of a sin-
gle classification structure under the
ABC Employment Agreement 2000.

In return for that commitment staff
were promised that the Corporation
would regularly inform employees
about changing employment trends.
This has not occurred. 

Staff call upon you to step to the
helm of this rudderless ship. Public
confidence in one of the most impor-
tant cultural organisations in Australia
is at threat. The silence of the Board
over the destruction of the ABC can-
not continue. Staff request that you
and the Board immediately intervene
to protect the welfare and health of
the national broadcaster.

From a letter to ABC chairman 
Donald McDonald from Graeme
Thomson, Community and Public
Sector Union

If there is one story that encapsu-
lates the insensitivity and absurdity of
current ABC management it is the
sacking of Ian Wolfe, the head and
founder of NewsRadio (formerly PNN).

With the spin on language which
characterises today’s management,
head of radio Sue Howard denied
Wolfe had been sacked. “He wasn’t
sacked - his position disappeared.
He was invited to apply for another
position, head of radio talks, but
declined.” She did not mention that
other people had also been ‘invited
to apply’ for this position - the head
of RN and NewsRadio combined -
which went to Mark Collier.

Founding network manager Ian
Wolfe was given what can only be
called the bum’s rush for reasons that

have yet to be explained. A long-
standing ABC employee of more than
40 years’ service[he joined at 17],
Wolfe was the one who persuaded
then managing director David Hill to
fling him an oily rag, with just enough
whiff in it to power up the parliamen-
tary network’s down-time and pro-
duce hundreds of hours of current
affairs every week.

Wolfe is a highly respected man-
ager and a person who inspired great
loyalty at NewsRadio’s Sydney head
office.

David Hill emailed Wolfe from
London: 

“Ian, I’ve heard on the grapevine
that you are leaving, and was sorry to
hear it. If I had to nominate the most

impressive things to happen in the
last 30 years at the ABC, the estab-
lishment of NewsRadio would be up
near the top somewhere. I still don’t
know how you did it. By harnessing
the news service of the ABC you
brought us a wonderful service at
minimal cost. The ABC and Australia
are both richer for your creation.”*

If delivering an excellent 24-hour
service on a minute budget is no
guarantee of job security at what’s
left of the ABC then what is?

Pat Sheil
Media, The Australian, 1/3/01

Restructure begins to self-destruct

It is with infinite caution that any
man ought to venture upon pulling
down an edifice which answered in
any tolerable degree the common
purposes of society.

Edmund Burke

Showing Wolfe the door
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Cartoon here -
I’m from the ABC

Cartoon  courtesy LINDSAY



Frontdoor sponsorship   Your RAAF’s ABC

Page 1 2

Soon you will have the chance to
see a series of television programs
on Channel 2 about the RAAF,
understood to be primarily designed
to boost RAAF recruitment. The
series appears to be about 50%
funded by the RAAF.

Errol Simper writes of one RAAF
person speaking to him ‘of the
RAAF as regarding itself as nothing
m o re or less than an ABC “customer”.
“And we’re an extremely satisfied
customer, because we’re sure this is
the cheapest way we could have
got it made.”’ So the RAAF got it
cheaper than it would have been to
put on a commercial channel - and
they also bought the credibility of
the ABC at that bargain price. 

Now you don’t have to be a
media specialist to know that you
are unlikely to find much that is
unwelcome to the RAAF in these
programs. As the poetic lawyer
Julian Burnside put it at the cash-

for-comment inquiry, “Whose bread I
eat, his song I sing.”

Not ‘Our” ABC - the Governments

You may have noticed that ‘Our
ABC’ and ‘Your ABC’ have dis-
appeared from ABC studios and
from promotional material since Mr
Shier identified the federal
g o v e rn m e n t as the one shareholder
of the ABC.

Errol Simper links the defunct
concept of ‘Our ABC’ to the ABC
becoming the publicist of the RAAF:

The sole customer base for ‘your’
ABC should be you. The
c o r p o r a t i o n , funded by you, makes
programs for you. And in the right,
p ro p e r, Reithian (as in John Reith,
founder of the BBC) scheme of
things there isn’t room for - nor
need of - anyone else in the
equation. That’s the distilled
essence of public broadcasting.

What it all congeals around, in
the end, is a point of fundamental
philosophy: the difference between
public and commercial
broadcasting. It’s a point that the
ABC’s managing director, Jonathan
Shier, and his board have given
every appearance of failing to
understand. And if they are unable
to fathom such a crucial element
then perhaps its extremely risky to
entrust them with the steward - ship of
the national broadcaster.

Errol SimperI, 
The Australian, 11/1/01

Australia Television is the network
that broadcasts by satellite into SE
Asia. It was a service developed by
the ABC in 1993 and sold off to
commercial television interests in
1997 on the recommendation of
B o b Mansfield following his review
of ABC services.

It was reported in February that
the Seven network was ‘poised’ to
win $50 million from the Howard
Government to run a revamped Asia
Pacific television service.

Seven already owns Australian
Television acquired from the ABC in
1997. The service it has been
broadcasting is just ten, mostly very
old, programs, repeated four times
a day, to Indonesia, Burma and 34
Asia Pacific countries - Australia’s
answer to the UK’s BBC World
Service.

The story of ATV is a sorry 
and senseless one.

The service was set up under
ABC Managing Director David Hill in
1993 with funding from the Keating
government. Professor Rodney
Tiffen of the University of Sydney

wrote in protest at ATV’s projected
sale in 1996:

After a faltering start and amid
chronic uncertainty, [the ABC’s ATV]
has carved its own programming
strategy and increased its distribu-
tion with significant success in
recent years. 

A sale now would be a classic
case of taxpayers’ money sub-
sidising a favoured corporate bidder.
They would be buying the distribu-
tion, expertise and goodwill the ABC
has built up, securing a privileged
commercial advantage built with
public money.

The Australian, 6/12/00

It was said at the time of the sale
that the price paid by Seven - said
to be only $5 million - was a
ridiculous return for the amount of
set-up funding provided by
taxpayers. 

For some time ATV continued to
use the ABC’s news and current
a ffairs services, with a federal
g o v e rn - ment subsidy of $3 million a
year. That news was prepared in
and broad-cast from Darwin. Much

effort was put into making it relevant
to the broadcast region. The ABC
news reader in Darwin, Rosemary
Church, was widely respected and
indeed achieved celebrity status in
I n d o n e s i a and other countries into
which the service was beamed. She
is now a leading presenter on CNN!

When the government subsidy
was removed in 1999 Seven dis-
continued the ABC news service. 
It began to provide its own news
service into the area, and by all
accounts ATV hit rock bottom in
audiences and public esteem  

It is, then, with disbelief that we
learn that the Howard Government’s
likely solution to the problem is the
throwing of good money after bad -
no less than $50 million over five
years - at Seven in an attempt to
improve the service.

How long before public money is
given to Nine to cover national
events or to make programs for the
ABC, as Mr Shier suggested as a
possibility in his salad days at the
ABC? 

This arrangement recalls the
‘‘backdoor sponsorship’ deals
which led board chairman Mark
Armstrong to require managing
director David Hill’s resignation 
in 1994.

The Australia Television fiasco 
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It is ‘the purest victory so far for
direct democracy. John Howard has
been bitten by his own medium -
the jocks and the tabloids. He has
sacrificed $550 million and excise
indexation to appease the anger.’*

The decision to cut 1.5 cents off
the excise is ‘a response to the
irrationality in Australian politics today.
Petrol is a classic study of the new
instruments of power in Australia.’*

Most of the shock-jocks in
Australia over the last six months
have used their power to hammer
the government over the petrol
excise. Paul Kelly in The Australian
3/2/01 focuses on Neil Mitchell of
3AW in Melbourne. 

Mitchell tells the audience what
they have to do.

“I think we’ve got to mobilise,
move ourselves and change the
world. We need slogans, we need
phone-ins, we need fax attacks. ...
We have the power. We have the
power. ... the focus has to be on the
federal government ... to stop the
greed, to stop the tax grab.”

If John Howard expected
accolades after his change of heart
he must have been disappointed.
This is Mitchell the following day:

“We’ve won. ... Howard and
Costello have lost their credibility. It
has gone totally”. Howard’s backflip
exposed the “absolute garbage they
told us.” Mitchell said Howard had
“huge tax windfalls” and was only
taking the money “he should never
have taken from us.” Next there
should be a freeze on beer and
cigarettes. 

Remember, says Paul Kelly:
‘Howard is an idiot, and Keating a
black-hearted boil. They’re one and
the same. If Beazley wins, he’ll be
the next villain and idiot. The jocks
de-legitimise the politicians to build
their own credibility and ratings.
Remember, all demagogues claim to
speak for the people.’

*Source: Paul Kelly,
The Australian 3/2/01

How have the jocks, the George
Speights of Australia, been able to
seize this power? Instead of worrying
on at the ABC about bias that it has
never been able to prove, the
politicians should have thought more
about ABA controls when the genii/
jocks first escaped from the bottle. 

Strange, isn’t it, how Laws, Jones
and their ilk get away with ro b b i n g
their networks and deceiving their
audiences. How the egos on the TV
networks can fake footage, endanger
lives in East Timor and exploit
debilitated desert wanderers with
i m p u n i t y. While the most important
cultural institution in Australia, weighed
down with awards and buoyed up
with creative inspiration, is maligned,
decimated and fighting for its life.  

Don’t panic, don’t panic!
A new set of guidelines for radio

and television broadcasters into the
Asia-Pacific have been issued by
the Australian Broadcasting
Authority.

(It was the ABA that gave John
Laws a slap on the wrist for the
cash-for-comment scandal.)

The rules tell the broadcasters
not to present material ‘in a manner
that is likely to cause a substantial
component of the international
audience to panic’. (But, OK for just
a few to panic?) 

They should not attempt to
hypnotise viewers nor use any
‘subliminal techniques’ such as flash
advertising. They should not upset
religious sensitivities or ‘simulate’
events that could ‘upset’
international audiences. (But keep
them for the Australian audience, .)

Live by the shock-jocks and die by the shock-jocks

Cartoon courtesy BILL LEAK

Christmas message 
for a Minister

A band of ABC supporters in
Melbourne decorated Federal
Treasurer Peter Costello's
electorate office with a festive
protest. The group, Stricken
Auntie Needs Total Autonomy
(SANTA), covered the front
windows of the Armadale office
with Christmas decorations and a
large slogan: 
“All I want for Christmas is my
A B C . ”

One of the protesters, dressed
as Santa, said: "Peter Costello is
a scrooge, and won't be getting
many Christmas presents this
year.“ They w e re pro t e s t i n g
against budget cuts, the
scrapping of Quantum and b u y -
ing programs rather than
p ro d u cing them in-house.

After the protest SANTA
spokes-woman Joanna Sender
said the Treasurer had become
the target because "he basically
controls the purse strings.And as
a senior Liberal, he is putting
undue pressure on the ABC." 



In February ABC Classic FM
celebrated its 25th birthday, along
with its splendid magazine 24 Hours.  

M a n y, many happy returns to
both and our thanks for 25 years of
great pleasure.

By making fine music available
to all Australians, ABC Classic FM is
one of the great achievements of our
nationhood, says Justice Michael
K i r b y

Among the most vivid memories
of my childhood are recollections of
the ABC. In the morning, at seven
o’clock on a weekday, my father would
be appealing for a search party.
“ W h e re a re my studs?” he would cry.
My mother would lead the search until
finally they were found - devilish little
c re a t u res that connected the separate
collar to his starched shirt. 

And thro u g h it all, in the back-
g round, came the mellifluous sound of
voices and music. ‘Morning Melody’
was the program. Familiar, and some
u n f a m i l i a r, classics would fill our lives
and start a lifelong journey with the
world of music that ABC Classic FM
continues to this day. A pre c i o u s
j o u rn e y, enriching the spirit and
reminding us every day of etern a l
things that remain through all the crises,
big and small, of life.

I am not talking here of 25 years
ago, when ABC Classic FM and this
magazine were launched. I am taking
you back to the age of the wireless -
the years of the ‘40s and ‘50s in
Australia. I do not say that these were
perfect days, or that the ABC was
perfect, at least before ABC Classic
FM came on the scene. 

ABC - a reflection of the country

These were the days of Australia
mid-century and the ABC was a
reflection of the country, with all its
s t rengths and weaknesses. Hardly a
w o rd was spoken about, or by,
Aboriginal citizens. Gays had to keep
their heads down. And if ever they
y e a rned for liberation they were quickly
reminded of what had happened to Sir
Eugene Goossens or to Claudio Arrau,
when he came to Sydney and was
entrapped by police.

Everything changes. Most change
is for the better. Nostalgia envelops the

past, and the pain of re m e m b e r i n g
unpleasant things channels memory
into pleasing thoughts.  

Where would we be without the ABC

Just imagine listening for the very
first time  to a Chopin Mazurka or to
one of Mahler’s haunting songs. All
Australians of sensibility owe an
unpayable debt to their parents and
loved ones who turned the dial, in their
earliest child-hood, to the ABC. They
t h e reby opened the tre a s u re-house of
classical music. But they also owe a
huge debt to the ABC itself. To the
management, the programmers, the
announcers, the performers. Where
would we be with-out the ABC?
C e r t a i n l y, we would be a diff e rent and
much less civilised country.

U.S. Public broadcasters beg for money

At about the time ABC Classic FM
was born, and I became addicted to a
new dimension of sound quality, I toure d
the United States for a month on an
exchange program. I came to know
the generosity and hospitality of
Americans in their homes. But I missed
the ABC. The unyielding diet of corn y
or trivial broadcasts on radio and tele-
vision in America drove me to distrac-
tion. Public broadcasters seemed to
spend half their time begging for
m o n e y. 

An Australian citizen’s birthright

I told my hosts that in Australia,
and other lands, enjoying quality and
varied broadcasts was considered part
of a citizen’s birthright. A pro p e r l y
funded public broadcaster was an
element of the cement that bound the
nation together. My hosts were scep-
tical. “We would never let the govern -
ment get its hands on bro a d c a s t i n g , ”
they said. I tried to explain the traditions
of independence and neutrality. I came
to realise that some things, between
America and Australia, were just
different. By the end of the month, I
was longing for a re t u rn to advertise-
m e n t - f ree, top-quality, ABC Classic FM .

Over the years, I have come to
a p p reciate the unique role that ABC
Classic FM plays in public bro a d c a s t i n g .
Of how it supports local classical
music, symphony orchestras and
gifted artists. Of how it encourages
local re c o rdings and Australian

c reativity and composition. Last year I
was associated with the launch of
G e r a rd Wi l l e m s ’s heroic CD re c o rd i n g s
of the entire collection of Beethoven
piano sonatas. This, and much more ,
would not have been possible without
the support of ABC Classic FM.

We open the newspaper. It is full
of the controversies of the day. Letter
writers denounce what they see as
cutbacks to the ABC - “the cultural
and intellectual backbone of this nation.”
The writer demands, “Do Australians
really not care if there is no altern a t i v e
to the mindless drivel on commerc i a l
stations?” Yet for every letter of this
kind, another denounces the ”whining
of ABC addicts”, who have “shown us
the type of people taxpayers are
p roviding with entertainment.” “There ’s
no one happier than I to see the end of
this indulgence,” declared a corres-
pondent. “For too long we have
funded this untidy rabble of bias and
p o m p o s i t y. ”

In a free country, we are all
entitled to have our views on this and
other debates. But through all the
c l a t t e r, many changes and sadly not a
few cutbacks, the ABC sails on. It is
still a daily companion for our lives.

Somewhere out there in radioland

S o m e w h e re out there in radioland
is a boy or girl whose family turns the
dial to ABC Classic FM at seven in the
m o rning. The search for the elusive
shirt studs may be no more. But
e t e rnal Bach still comes across the
airways. Why we love these classics is
a bit of a mystery. It is probably some
deep genetic search for pattern, ord e r,
harmony and occasional cacophony
that reflects life itself.  

Yet for Australians, it is still our
birthright. As we enter the second
century of our Federation, we should
p reserve and strengthen the ABC, our
national bro a d c a s t e r. At the beginning
of the second quarter-century of ABC
Classic FM, as a citizen and a listener, I
e x p ress grateful thanks. It is one of the
jewels of the first century of Australia‘s
nationhood of which we can be
u n reservedly proud.  

Michael Kirby is a Justice of the 
High Court of Australia.
Reprinted from 24 Hours magazine.

Jewel in the cro w n
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Gladys
And he can’t even stop the
leaks

At a [FABC] rally in Melbourne
an anonymous plumber accused
Shier of insulting the honest
plumbing trade. When Shier was
first appointed, he said he was
like a plumber, there to unblock
the system. “And now all he is
doing is sending the bloody ABC
down the sewer,” the plumber
said.

Melba, The Australian, 6/12/00

P Adams will be a real
challenge

About ten years ago, talking
about 2UE, Collier [head of RN
and NewsRadio] said that it was
not easy to manage people who
were “as intellectual and
individualistic” as Alan Jones
and John Laws. That will make
them laugh over at RN.

Deborah Cameron, SMH,
9/12/00

If B1 and B2 do take industrial
action, Jonathan Shier and
Donald McDonald would make
excellent stand-ins. Yes, they
might bring a malevolent streak
to these likable favourites, but
it’s time the Bananas conformed
to the new ABC ethos.

Greg Bowyer,letter in
SMH,11/1/01

Or even a heart

Inspired by the relationship
between Kerry Packer and
helicopterpilot Nicholas Ross, a
joke memo is doing the rounds
of the ABC. Addressed to

Auntie’s chop-per pilot, it is a
request for ‘a brain donation’ for
managing director Jonathan
Shier.

Peter Holder/Jo Casamento,
Daily Telegraph, 1/12/00

Minister for pumping up
commercial broadcasting
does it again
Senator Alston is reported to
have been ‘astonished and
bemused’ at the arrival by
helicopter of ‘a five-person crew’
from the ABC’s 7.30 Report to
interview him at his bush retreat
last January [and] he has told
colleagues that the commercial
channels would have sent a
fraction of the crew.

[In fact] we sent a three-person
crew - a reporter, camera person
and sound recordist - to
interview the minister. They were
flown to his bush home in an
ABC helicopter, whose pilot
helped them carry their gear to
the interview. No fifth person
was involved.

A three-person crew is
absolutely standard for current
affairs programs, commercial or
publicly-funded. It would be
interesting to know which
‘fraction’ of the interview the
commercial channels would

have done without. No picture?
No sound? No interviewer? Or
no transport?

Shortened version of the letter
from JONATHAN HOLMES,

Exec Producer 7.30 Report, The
Australian 21/2/01

Shier’s credibility on the
line

The Dossier team discovered
that Mr Shier had created a false
impression in his CV - a total of
four years of unemployment had
been left off the record. Now he
has been caught out again .

“I have not practised law for
some time.” Senate Estimates
Committee on 1 March. This was
Mr Shier, in response to a
question about his belief that it
would be possible to charge
ABC staff, under suspicion of a
leaking a document, of a crime
under the Crimes Act.
‘Reluctantly, Shier admitted to
Diary that he had never in fact
practised law.’*

Makes one wonder what the
purpose was of asking ABC staff
reap-plying for their jobs, in the
infamous psychology test,
whether they would be prepared
to lie.

*Source: Diary, /Media section,
The Australian, 8/2/01
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ATTN. New Members
Many readers of this Update magazine will be

first time readers as you have recently joined. 

If you are in a regional area where we have a
group, would you please make yourself known to
that group. As you will see, we now have new
groups in a number of areas and they don't know
you exist. 

We do not give them your name or address as it
is part of our private data base and we don't want
to compromise your privacy. However, these groups
always need more people and the more of you the
lighter the load for the entire group.
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