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The Cinderella treatment 

In the past few weeks the ABC has been shabbily 

treated by the Government, both in the federal 

budget and in the legislation now before the Senate 

which controls the use of the digital spectrum. By 

starving the ABC of funds, and through legislation 

denying the ABC access to important emerging 

technology, the present Government is attempting 

to freeze the ABC out of the future. 

Moreover, it is now clear that only one third of the 

total of $184 million required for digitisation has 

been provided by the Government. Funding the 

remainder puts huge stress on the resources of the 

ABC and further pressure to find commercial 

sources of revenue. 

Pressures to become more commercial come from 

all directions. From the companies who benefit 

from outsourcing. From cash-strapped 

management. Doubtless from many on the Board. 

Even from many within the ABC desperate for more 

money for their programs. Above all, from 

government. The inherent dangers in this for the 

integrity and survival of the ABC are brushed aside 

in the current climate. But we've been there before, 

and should know better. 

The ABC went through a period in the early '90s 

when ethical and editorial guidelines were broken 

and those responsible were protected. Dodgy 

infotainment programs, backdoor sponsorship, 

editorial compromise, abuse of editorial guidelines, 

protection of sponsors' interests and of involved 

ABC staff, abuse of the whistleblower - the ABC 

experienced all of these. And, remarkably, 

recovered and kept the trust of the people. 

But in today's climate of public cynicism could the 

ABC's integrity survive another episode like that of 

the period 1991-96? Where would the ABC stand 

now in public trust and esteem if John Millard had 

not blown the whistle, risking his career, his 

personal life and his health? 
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Feng's ABC 

Feng Jian Wen, a Chinese painter who arrived in Australia in 1996, 

features the ABC logo in a series of his works exhibited recently at 

the TinSheds Gallery at the University of Sydney. 

'Feng has been inspired by the swirling signature of the ABC logo, 

made by ostensibly happy Australians to advertise our national 

television network. For him, the fingers pointed so hopefully in the 

air symbolise the mythic happiness of democratic freedom. 

'The use of the symbol taken from the ABC television promotional 

adverts is infused with the dark underbelly of a society which 

promises democratic freedom. He found in his experiences that 

there is a strong sense of inequality; that things are not as sunny 

and happy go lucky. So in that sense the use of the symbol can be 

thought of as an ironic commentary.' 

Gallery notes 
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ABC falls further behind in the Federal Budget 

Pressure to commercialise increases 

The May Federal Budget fails to adequately fund the 

ABC. 

General Funds 

The Budget maintains ABC general funds for the next 

three years at their present level. That is, the Coalition 

Government's previous major funding cut of 12% 

continues. A cost of living adjustment will maintain 

this level in real terms, but will not compensate the 

ABC for the additional $2 million cost of adjusting its 

administrative systems for the GST. 

Digital Conversion 

By law, the ABC must convert to digital transmission 

along with other broadcasters. The Budget failed to 

provide full funds for phase two of the ABC's 

conversion to digital technology. The Government will 

provide only $36.8 million in addition to general 

funds, that is, half of the funds required for the ABC to 

equip its studios for the introduction of digital 

technology. (Phase one of the ABC's digitisation - the 

conversion of master controls - cost $110 million, of 

which the Government contributed only $20.8 

million.) 

Content 

The ABC applied for, and was refused, an additional 

$194 million over the next three years to enable it to 

produce and commission more Australian content, 

and to extend the range of regional services. Four key 

areas in which it specifically identified a need for 

content are drama, children's programming, 

Australian performance (music, drama and comedy), 

and news and information services. 

Full funding should be provided to enable the ABC to 

make the switch to new technology, as occurred with 

the introduction of ABC Television in 1956 and colour 

conversion in the 1970s. 

The requirement that the ABC pay half of the funds 

for phase two of digitisation will result in already-

Soon after the Budget decision denying the ABC additional funds for 

digital content development, the Government introduced digital 

television and datacasting legislation which, if passed, will prohibit 

ABC and SBS access to multi-channelling and datacasting. 

Governments have a responsibility to the community to ensure the 

ABC survives and thrives. The country's national public broadcaster 

must be resourced for the new digital environment, able to fulfil its 

role as one of the most important producers and disseminators of 

culture and information in Australia. 

By starving the ABC of funds, and through legislation denying the ABC 

access to important emerging technology, the present government is 

attempting to freeze the ABC out of the future. This contrasts sharply 

with its decision to handout digital spectrum worth billions of dollars 

to the major commercial television networks. 

Don't let them commercialise your ABC 

Members of FABC and the general community are expressing 

alarm at replies they have received to letters sent to ABC 

Managing Director, Jonathan Shier. 

Mr Shier's letter - which appears to be a standard form reply - 

does not address concerns raised about advertising and 

sponsorship, or about the potential for commercial activities to 

undermine ABC independence. While declaring a commitment 

to protect the integrity and independence of the ABC with 

regard to this matter, he writes only that he is "... opposed to 

carrying advertising on the main services". 

Supporters of independent broadcasting are concerned about 

what Mr Shier is not saying in his reply to them. What of 

sponsorship, and what of commercial transactions which 

compromise ABC independence? Though hidden, their risk to 

independence is real. And is Mr Shier opposed to advertising 

only on some ABC services? 

The community is the guardian of the ABC. We must not allow 

our independent national broadcaster to be commercialised 

through the backdoor. 

If matters you raised with Mr Shier have not been fully 

addressed, or you have not received a satisfactory reply, write 

again. Importantly, encourage others to write. 

 



scarce funds being diverted away from programming. 

Alternatively, the broadcaster will be forced to find 

other ways to raise revenue 
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Brave New World of digital broadcasting 

ABC's vision for the future in limbo 

Under new legislation now before the Senate, the 

public broadcasters have been denied the right to use 

their digital capacity to multi-channel. In essence, 

almost all they can do is transmit in digital to provide 

better pictures. 

They will be obliged to transmit their programs in 

standard definition TV and analogue (the current 

system), and further down the track to transmit for 20 

hours a week in high definition TV. 

In the public interest? 

'Prime Minister John Howard was understood to have 

told cabinet he did not believe the ABC should be 

treated differently from the commercial TV channels, 

which are banned from running multiple channels on 

their new digital frequencies.' 

Anne Davies, The Age, 19/4/2000 

If the Prime Minister did make that statement, it is 

extraordinary. We have a public broadcasting service 

which operates in the public interest and a commercial 

sector which exists to make money. The taxpayers are 

subsidising the digital services of 7, 9 and 10, who make 

very good profits on poor quality television; and the 

quality public broadcasters are starved of funding. 

Audiences lose out 

'But what about the public?' is the cry coming from 

inside the SBS and ABC. 'Doesn't the audience have a 

right to benefit from all the new things digital TV has to 

offer?' 

According to SBS boss Nigel Milan, the decision means 

the audience is the loser. He told Media: 'It's stopping 

us from actually providing richer and more interesting 

services, against our charter ... it's really a question of 

the viewers missing out.' 

ABC insiders describe the decision as pay-back. One 

senior manager told Media: 'The Government's position 

on the ABC is extremely negative, both on funding and 

the legislation, and you can't characterise it as being 

anything but that. 

'The ABC has spent the past two years working towards multi-

channelling. Former managing director Brian Johns pursued the idea 

vigorously and plans were developed for new interactive educational 

programs, children's shows and regional services. 

In its triennial funding submission, the ABC asked for an extra 

[$190m over three years] for new digital content and services. 

So where to from here? The first priority for the ABC and SBS is to 

continue lobbying, in the hope they can sway the Senate to let them 

have their multi-channels. This has a reasonable prospect of 

succeeding as both the Democrats and the ALP - who together 

control the Senate - have signalled their support for the ABC and 

SBS. Meanwhile, says the ABC insider, Aunty has to keep developing 

ideas for digital TV. "The ABC can't just say, 'Oh sorry, we didn't get 

any money that's all dropped.' " 

But even if the national broadcasters do win the right to multi-

channel, there won't be a whole lot of programming unless the 

Government coughs up some funding. 

Andrew Dodd, The Australian, 18/5/2000 

 

Bonanza for the commercial networks 

[The Broadcasting Services Amendment (Digital Television and 

Datacasting) Bill 2000] is a breathtaking document which turns the 

clock back to the 1950s in terms of its prescriptive approach and the 

extent of the protection it gives the three commercial networks. 

The legislation could have been written by  the networks 

themselves. Perhaps they did. 

Alston and Costello have already sustained a storm of criticism for 

giving away seven megaherz of spectrum to subsidise their 

investment in digital technology. The spectrum would have been 

worth anything between $5 billion and $7 billion had it gone to open 

auction. The ABC and SBS get the spectrum too, but their ability to 

use it is extremely limited. 

Not so the networks. Alston's confirmation of the digital regime in 

December lit a bonfire under the share prices of Seven and of Nine's 

owner, PBL. PBL's market capitalisation increased nearly $3 billion 

over the ensuing weeks and Seven's increased nearly $700 million. 

The networks can't be blamed for asking for so much in Canberra. 

The sad thing is that the politicians are only too willing to give it to 

them, no matter what the cost to the taxpayer. 

Mark Westfield, The Australian, 12/5/2000 
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The Telstra deal 

The Senate inquiry into the ABC/Telstra deal to sell and 

produce content for the telecommunications giant 

published an interim report in April. Darce Cassidy, the 

FABC president in South Australia, wrote our submission 

and gave evidence at the inquiry. 

One of our concerns is the secrecy surrounding the 

negotiations - the deal came to public notice thanks only to 

a leak to the press. Darce had this to say: 

'The process has not been transparent. I do not know how 

we could make it more transparent. Even if we are to do 

that, even if you do have a more transparent process and 

more oversight, as long as the ABC is receiving a significant 

percentage of its funding from a commercial source, there 

is a danger.' 

The leaked confidential submission of staff representative 

on the board Kirsten Garrett maintains that the plan would 

usher 'a very large commercial organisation deep into the 

heart of the ABC, with a potential to be a Trojan horse, 

bringing pressures, advertising and dependency on the 

drip-feed of Telstra revenue.' 

The DEMOCRATS recommended an alternative agreement 

be pursued 'solely for the sale and repurposing of ABC 

online content, subject to the strict application of ABC 

editorial policies and guidelines and a contractual 

undertaking by Telstra that ABC content is not to be 

materially altered' 

It advised also 'that reference to future advertising 

revenues be removed. 

That the ABC seeks to improve its monitoring of purchasers 

of ABC online content to ensure their fidelity to ABC 

editorial policies and guidelines, and that the ABC, in close 

consultation with its staff, introduce new measures to 

protect staff who wish to raise concerns about the ABC's 

editorial integrity and independence in the evolving online 

environment.' 

 

 

More ground lost in Indonesia 

'Back in the '60s, when I was the ABC's correspondent in 

Jakarta, the words Radio Australia were an Open Sesame. 

Quite literally, millions of Indonesians listened to RA's 

Looking back 

Wednesday, December 20, 1939: five days before Christmas, 

the world is bracing itself for war. On the fringes of the Arctic, 

the Finns are locked in battle with the Russians. In South 

America, a freshly scuttled hulk of a Nazi battleship is settling 

on the bed of the River Plate after being trapped by British 

warships. Australia has just despatched an advance party of 

servicemen to spearhead the war in the Middle East. And at a 

transmission station just out of Melbourne, a radio service is 

about to be born ... 

RA publicity 

From the LABOR senators: 

'Provisions in the terms being negotiated give Telstra 

consultative rights in respect of meetings regarding content. 

Labor senators believe while consultation is important, this 

provision suggests Telstra will have the capacity to influence ABC 

decisions about content mix and genres for a commercial 

purpose. It may be more reasonable to renegotiate contractual 

arrangements in their entirety ... to avoid the perception of 

undue influence on ABC editorial decisions.' 

All quotes above from Senate interim report 

And on the COALITION senators' report, Errol Simper in The 

Australian, 20/4/2000, has this to say: 

'With respect, the minority - dissenting - Government report (by 

Senators Ross Lightfoot and John Tierney) isn't deeply 

impressive. Indeed you could argue it is characterised by naivety 

and public broadcasting neglect. It describes the inquiry itself as 

'interference' in board deliberations and goes on: 

'In entering into this new commercial relationship we have every 

confidence the ABC will be able to carefully and expertly manage 

this transition.' 

'It might perhaps be news to many ABC stakeholders that the 

corporation has been accorded legislative leeway to embark on a 

'transition' of any kind into commercial relationships!' 

The final report will be published later in the year. 
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Testing times 

'It is ironic but delightful, that the public broadcaster has been 

able to increase its audience share during a period of budgetary 

restraint. We are working harder.' ABC television network 

programmer Hugh McGowan last December. 

The ABC's television audience reached an all-time high of 15.1% 

in 1999. 

But hold it there. Isn't this the McGowan who appeared to be 

successful in his application for the post of head of television 

before he was deemed to have failed on a five-hour 

psychological test? Indeed it is - the respected head of television 

programming resigned from that position in disgust after his 

final meeting with new managing director Jonathan Shier, whose 

decision it was to use the psychological tests in his recruitment 

drive. 

As Leo Schofield in the Sunday Telegraph put it, 'it's a bloody 

shame that the ABC is to lose Hugh McGowan. He was always 

courteous, direct, and sharp with a fine eye for what the public 

wants. 'The big question buzzing round the ABC: did Jonathan 

Shier undergo a psychological test before his appointment as 

managing director of the ABC? 

'Those in the know say the answer is no. The other candidates 

for the job have told The Australian they were not subjected 

to the testing. Why then, staff are asking, is Shier imposing 

such tests on senior executives, especially those with a proven 

track record with the ABC?' 

Sunday Telegraph, 7/5/00 

Why, indeed. 

And for the record, the ABC gained ground from the 

commercial broadcasters for the second year in a row. Figures 

for the 7.30 Report, Foreign Correspondent and Stateline 

were up, and Four Corners had a 27% rise. Children's audience 

in early morning TV has gone from 48.2% to 49.7%. 

Back in December when these figures were released, Hugh 

McGowan, once Channel 10 Sydney's program manager, said 

this: "I had a marketing budget of more than $2m just for 

Sydney at Channel 10 in the 1980s. The ABC's entire national 

budget for promoting our show is less than that. We can't 

take any more cuts. We are struggling now. I'm delighted that 

despite the cuts we have achieved record rating figures." 

Source: Lisa Yallamas, Courier Mail Brisbane, 9/12/99 

short wave broadcasts for an impartial news service and 

the Western pop music banned in the Sukarno era. 

'Radio Australia was a tremendous diplomatic and cultural 

asset for our country, unmatched in the region. 

'Not any more. In an act of spiteful, penny-pinching 

payback for the ABC, the confused Senator Alston gutted 

and filleted RA broadcasts to our north in 1996 and now 

we are barely noticed there. 

'This week, audience research by the BBC World Service 

showed they had snatched our former pre-eminence, 

followed by the Voice of Malaysia. Radio Australia, where it 

can be heard, comes in a faint and distant third. How 

utterly stupid.' 

Mike Carlton, SMH, 6/5/2000  



Unjust desserts for the Emperors of Air 

In the USA it's called payola and in both the USA and the UK 

there are laws prohibiting it. In Australia we reward it. The 

recent inquiry into 2UE by the Broadcasting Authority found 90 

breaches of the (voluntary) Commercial Radio Code of Practice 

by John Laws and Alan Jones. It also uncovered five breaches of 

2UE's broadcasting licence requirement that political material be 

identified as such. 

The two non-journalists were given a slap on the wrist and are 

now obliged to disclose their sponsors. They are back on air as 

cocky as ever, John Laws ridiculing the rules he is now obliged to 

obey. It was perhaps not surprising that their audiences stayed 

loyal, but surely the great and powerful would turn their backs, 

denying them the fodder on which they feed? Not so. 

'Well, Kim Beazley did an interview with John Laws after the 

Broadcasting Authority inquiry on the day its report appeared. 

Next day the Prime Minister spoke with Alan Jones. Bob Carr, the 

NSW premier, was to line up the day after. 

'According to the Sydney Morning Herald of February 10, the 

Prime Minister's office said it was Mr Howard's duty to get his 

message to the people, and the Jones program was an important 

way of doing this.' 

'Of course our leaders are much driven by their own crude 

calculations. Nothing much matters but the size of the 

immediate audience, and the fear that their opponents would 

step in if they left a vacuum. 

That, and a lingering fear of what might happen if they desert 

these powerful radio men in their hour of need. 

Besides, the Prime Minister has long been a supporter of 

Jones. 

'And so they set a public example that suggests the 

revelations from the Broadcasting Authority's inquiry don't 

really matter much. And if the nation's leaders are not 

troubled, should the rest of us be? Come home John Laws, 

come home Alan Jones, there's nothing to forgive.' 

'At a party given by Foxtel to mark John Laws' third year at 

Foxtel the guest list included Bob Carr, Gough and Margaret 

Whitlam, Senator Natasha Stott Despoja and Germaine Greer. 

The absent Steve Bracks and Peter Beattie and others offered 

glowing testimonials on the big screen. 

'When it was announced that the guest list showed that Laws 

still had pulling power, Germaine Greer called out, "It's not 

pulling power, it's money." But that's another story. 

'The case has raised some questions that society might well 

ponder in a mirror.' 

Quotes from David Bowman, Adelaide Review, April 2000 

If the media abandon their watchdog role and get into bed 

with business or politicians for cash, then a fundamental 

check on the abuse of elite power is lost. 

Margo Kingston, SMH, 17/7/99 

 



Communication breakdown 

Ken Inglis 

Traditionally, ministers responsible for the ABC have done their 

best to uphold the broadcaster’s independence, but Richard 

Alston is a notable exception, writes Ken Inglis. 

In this magazine [the Walkley Magazine] two years ago I wrote a 

piece headed: Whose ABC? which ended with The Australian's 

Frank Devine deploring a letter from Senator Richard Alston to 

Brian Johns which demanded a detailed explanation of bias in 

reporting of troubles on the waterfront. The letter 'cast doubt', 

Devine thought, 'on the Government's motive for reducing ABC 

funding. Is this really prudence with public money, or an 

attempt to starve the broadcaster into subservience?' 

That letter, as I noted, was not the first case of Alston's 

breaching the tradition that a minister communicates with the 

ABC through the chair and the board. More generally, I 

suggested, Alston was the first minister to behave as if the ABC 

is a government department, not a statutory authority charged 

with responsibility for conducting, within limits set out in 

legislation, its own affairs. 

Reviewing the history of the ABC's relations with government, I 

said that Alston was not quite instructing the ABC how to 

distribute its money, as one of his predecessors, Alan Hulme, 

had tried to do without success, thanks to courageous 

resistance from the custodians of the national broadcaster - 

although it seemed to me that Alston was coming close to doing 

so. 

The minister's intrusions have become more numerous and 

more flagrant. The Australian's Errol Simper, the one journalist 

with a standing brief to write coherently about the ABC, has 

been keeping a tally of them. Last July, he counted six public 

attacks over previous weeks to which neither the chair, Donald 

McDonald, nor the managing director, Brian Johns, had 

responded. 

"Two things are wrong here," Simper wrote. Alston is regularly 

overstepping his ministerial responsibilities. And the 

broadcaster's upper echelons may not recognise where their 

territory begins. Wild, ill-informed, unanswered attacks on the 

fragile broadcaster are contemptuous of its role, destructive of 

staff morale, a threat to its independence. The century ended 

with the most swingeing intrusion of all, on 23 December l999, 

which we know about thanks to Simper and whichever mole in 

the ABC (they proliferate in hard times) gave him a month later 

the minister's remarkable letter. 

"Dear Mr McDonald," it began, "I am writing following our 

meeting of 20 December 1999 to address some of the issues 

which require further attention with respect to the current 

 The ABC's corporate plan andannual report need 

to include 'more measurable performance 

indicators which use quantifiable targets wherever 

possible. ' 

 These are to include 'targets for achieving 

appropriate ratings'. 

 There is to be an annual meeting between the 

minister and the board to review progress and 

consider directions, an annual statement of 

commitment to audiences which details program 

priorities (examples follow), rolling reviews of all 

program genres. Independent experts are to be 

involved in these reviews. 

 Moreover, an editorial policies unit, independent 

of program makers, with direct access to the 

board, will monitor and review editorial policy. 

(The exact words to give you the flavour of the prose are 

"ongoing, systematic and structured monitoring", to 

distinguish the process, I suppose, from non-ongoing, 

unsystematic and unstructured monitoring.) This device is 

to "ensure speedy, high-level responses to alleged 

breaches of editorial policies and guidelines." 

Here and elsewhere, the minister expresses a menacing 

lack of confidence in the ABC's own procedures. He also 

prescribes program policy more specifically than ever 

before. More television production is to be outsourced. A 

nightly state-based current affairs program should be 

restored (the 7.30 Report, which had gone national in 

1995 in order to save money). Simper described the letter 

as "uncomfortably close to blackmail". The board, he 

suggested, should tell the minister to put his proposals in a 

recycling bin. But would it, when so many of its members 

were by now coalition appointees? And could it afford to? 

Johns, only weeks away from involuntary retirement, 

made a short statement the day after The Australian's 

report, saying that the ABC must spend its money on 

programs decided upon by itself and not by the 

government of the day. A spokesperson for the minister 

said he had been merely responding to suggestions from 

the ABC. Could that be true? Was the letter an elucidation 

of agreement between the minister and the chair agreed 

on 20 December? Did McDonald's silence imply consent? 

Had the board considered the letter? Had Alston's 

interference become so routine that the guardians of our 

ABC were dulled to its impropriety and danger? 

Alston responded to criticisms of his letter with a piece in 

The Australian on 27 January not questioning its 

authenticity. His reply was rich in buzzwords from the 



triennial funding process." 

He attached a draft agreement in which these issues were 

specified. They make a breathtaking list. 

lexicon of the new managerialism, such as "best practice 

benchmarks". The novelty of his expecting the board to 

commit itself in advance to do what the government 

wanted was simply "in line with modern principles of 

transparency and accountability". 

(Communication breakdown continued) 
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Communication breakdown (cont) 

That last word was picked up by Mark Armstrong, chair of the 

board from 1991 to 1996, who observed on ABC Radio 

National's Lingua Franca program: 

"Accountability sounds like a good thing, but of course it can be 

used to give respectability to any form of intrusion or 

interference." Armstrong's view of what this government, 

through its minister, has been doing to the ABC deserves wider 

currency. 

Traditionally, he observes, ministers for communication have 

done their best to uphold ABC independence. Not this one, who 

"has criticised the ABC from the time he was appointed. He's 

made innumerable suggestions for reform, increased 

accountability, and all the usual means of intervention in the 

ABC. Unfortunately, these interventions come from the same 

person who is the channel for ABC funding. The ABC's true 

accountability, to all citizens through the parliament, is short-

circuited by the ability of the government to control the 

funding." 

Alston spoke again in the ABC's Media Watch on 21 February, 

with flashing smile - bland, evasive and impenitent. To The 

Canberra Times' Robert Macklin, Paul Barry's interview 

"revealed an aggressive Liberal apparatchik who believes it's his 

right to take an activist role in the corporation". 

What do Alston and Howard and their advisers really believe 

about the ABC? Do they see themselves, as others do, bullying 

into submission an enemy now at their mercy? Or does their 

strategy of cutting and intimidating rest on some principle, such 

as a conviction that the statutory authority is an obsolete form? 

(It's certainly a misunderstood one: many otherwise well-

educated people think the government, not the board, chooses 

the ABC's managing director.) 

When Professor Roger Wettenhall, expert on that subject, 

reviews the first term of the Howard government, he 

observes a strong dislike of the traditional form of the 

statutory authority. More generally, he judges, there was 

no longer much faith in the value of checks and balances 

within the governmental system; the cause of non-

partisanship in the apparatus of public administration now 

has few defenders. 

Possibly we are seeing in the ABC's tribulations the story 

in microcosm of the fate of the public service and beyond 

that of public enterprise. The Hawke and Keating 

governments, enthralled by the gospel of economic 

rationalism, began the devaluing and diminution of the 

public sector. 

Would a Beazley government do more to nurture and 

cherish our public institutions? Why, for a start, have we 

not heard more from Beazley and his procession of 

shadow ministers for communications about what their 

opponents are doing to the ABC? 

Meanwhile, Richard Alston smiles on. I wonder if he kept a 

straight face when saying that a Senate inquiry into the 

ABC's proposed deal with Telstra would be "unwarranted 

interference in internal ABC decision-making". Mark 

Armstrong says that "on a practical Richter scale of danger 

to the foundations of the ABC, I would rate the Telstra 

proposal at 1, and the Alston proposal to increase the 

accountability to the government at 5.5". 

Ken Inglis is the author of This is the ABC. 

He is currently writing a book bringing the story of the ABC 

up to date and considering its prospects for survival. 

Myth and fact 

A Liberal MP during a visit from a group of his constituents 

launched into an irate attack on the ABC for 'running a 

campaign against the Government'. He maintained that Friends 

of the ABC was a front for the ABC. It seems that this is a myth 

with credibility among the ranks of the Coalition and it is a myth 

which should be put to rest. 

The ABC provides FABC with information and that is as far as 

our association goes. We think we are appreciated, for who else 

stands up for the broadcaster and can mobilise such strong and 

widespread public support? But we frequently irritate 

management with our criticisms and questionings. We can be 

We believe that Cabinet ministers expected more 

resistance to the cuts than they got, and that some in the 

ALP were surprised that a struggle on the lines of the '8 

cents a day' campaign - which halted plans of ALP 

Communications Minister Gareth Evans to split up the 

ABC and part-commercialise it - was not taken to the 

present government. 

This was not former managing director Brian Johns' way. 

But buckling to government has not brought about any 

better treatment. Indeed the position of the ABC and 

relations with the federal Government are as bad as we 

have feared they could become. 
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History repeating itself 

The increasing commercialism of the ABC is causing great concern to many. As the corporation has become more cash-

strapped, it has sought to increase its income through commercial enterprises. The proposed deal with Telstra is but the most 

recent of these attempts. Our position is that some attempts to raise funding by commercial means lay the ABC open to 

commercial pressures and editorial compromises. This is not a hypothetical argument. The ABC has been through all this before 

and been roundly condemned - managing director David Hill lost his job over it. 

This is the story of whistle blower John Millard, who was 

dismissed from his job in ABC television after he had blown the 

whistle on the backdoor sponsorship of several ABC television 

programs in the early '90s. 

"What makes this case so interesting is that Millard was a 

whistle blower inside the ABC, a broadcasting authority with a 

strong and courageous tradition of assisting whistle blowers in 

all walks of life to expose wrongdoing." * 

IN 1992, while working as a reporter on The Investigators, John 

Millard began to suspect a story had been 'canned' because it 

was critical of a builder who was also a reporter on the ABC co-

production The Home Show. 

He was also concerned about the close liaison between the ABC 

and the Australian Tourism Association Industry over the 

infotainment program Holiday. In 1991 the ATIA memoed its 

members saying that the ABC had asked for help in the 

production of Holiday, suggesting that tour operators could 

have a better chance of getting on the program if they offered 

Ironically, it was Channel Nine's Sunday program that 

eventually brought it to public attention, on 18/9/94. The 

following day ABC chair Mark Armstrong announced the 

setting up of an inquiry under George Palmer QC. Two other 

inquiries followed, the Coleman Inquiry and a Senate inquiry. 

All three backed up Millard's allegations and censured the 

ABC. 

Palmer noted several matters which could give rise to 

potential conflict or compromise, while backing up John 

Millard's position on backdoor sponsorship absolutely. 

These concerns were many. For example, indirect advertising 

or 'product placement'- accusation of which has more 

recently been levelled at A River Somewhere. Avoidance of 

critical comment in relation to matters associated with 

potential and regular external funders. Political interference 

via funding provided by Government Departments and 

Government Business Enterprises. Diversion of resources 

from the budgets of wholly internally funded programs to 

those of co-produced programs. Selection of programs 

uncomfortable supporters at times. 

The fact that some ABC personalities speak at our meetings and 

rallies does not mean that the ABC as an organisation supports 

our campaigns. Indeed, one of our disappointments has been 

that ABC management has never fought against the cuts. It took 

the budget cuts on board, let go over 1000 staff and learned to 

live with less - all without adverse public comment on the cuts 

from either management or board. 

 

We were helped here by the separate community 

group, the Friends of the ABC. They have many 

thousands of members in local branches across the 

country. Sometimes they criticise us too, which is 

healthy! A review of the ABC in 1996 - the Mansfield 

report - noted the extraordinary levels of public support 

in Australia for the ABC. Some 10,600 submissions were 

received, a record number for a broadcaster committee 

to consider. 

Donald McDonald 

chairman of the ABC board, speaking at the Royal 

Institute for International Affairs in London on 6/7/99 

 



free accommodation and board to the production crew. 

He found that the ABC's health program Everybody was funded 

by the snack food, junk food and processed food industries - 

this ensured that serious health concerns about the rise in child 

obesity and the growing consumption of snack and junk foods 

were not put forward in the program. 

By early 1993, John Millard claimed to have discovered 

seventeen examples of improper editorial influence on stories 

potentially damaging to commercial interests working closely 

with the ABC on various co-productions. He firmly believed that 

this interference breached the ABC's long tradition of 

independence. He claimed that ABC staff had been engaged in 

indirect advertising and that programs avoided making critical 

comments about current or future funders. He also believed 

that resources were being diverted from ABC programs to the 

CO-productions 

*William de Maria, Deadly Disclosures, 1999 

John Millard took his complaints and concerns up the ladder of 

responsibility; they were dismissed at every level. Eventually an 

investigation into his claims initiated by the chairman of the 

board whitewashed all the allegations. 

'Above all, the Hill era was characterised by wasteful and ill-

advised adventurism.' 

David Salter, past producer of Media Watch, speaking at a 

Friends meeting in Canberra. 

'But the most sinister undercurrent of David Hill's years at 

the helm was his backroom agitation for sponsorship. He 

dreamed of great new streams of cash, but quite rightly 

calculated that it was resistance from the ABC staff and 

audience, not the Government, that was the real obstacle to 

the commercialisation of the ABC. 'You must realise that 

firm editorial guidelines were in place at that time but 

consistently disregarded with the full knowledge, no, 

encouragement of the management that was meant to 

enforce them. Three judicial inquiries put an end to that kind 

of abuse. Or did they?' 

 

conditional on the availability of external funding. The 

impact on internally funded programs of external funding for 

other programs. 

"The very presence of a commercial investor ... gives rise 

to an irreconcilable conflict between preserving the 

absolute independence and integrity of the ABC ... on the 

one hand, and, on the other hand, recognising and giving 

at least some satisfaction to the valid expectations that a 

commercial investor has in investing in such a program." 

from the Senate report 

Senator Alston, 1995 Senate report: At all times the ABC 

must be prepared to forgo supplementary external funding 

in favour of the maintenance of the integrity and quality of 

the existing services. 

The Palmer Inquiry found that John Millard had been 

victimised by senior managers for blowing the whistle on 

backdoor sponsorship. By this time Brian Johns was 

managing director. He ordered that Millard be offered a job 

in ABC television where he had worked for 10 years before 

being sacked. Johns acknowledged he had 'suffered 

detriment to his career because he was concerned about the 

ABC's editorial integrity.' But no apology was made and 

Johns declared he had 'every confidence' in 'the relevant 

managers'. No one involved in the flouting of editorial 

guidelines or in the cover up lost their job. 

In July 1996, after the Palmer Inquiry, John Millard said: "A 

win, for me, would be the recognition that external funding 

[for television programs], outside CO-production, 

sponsorship - call it what you like - is corrupting of editorial 

integrity and the independence of the ABC. That'd be a win. 

But the very path being signalled through cutbacks by 

Richard Alston points, not to a reduction in backdoor 

sponsorship, but to a perpetuation of it." John Millard now 

works as a producer on the highly acclaimed Australian 

Story. He is as concerned as he ever was about the 

corruption of the ABC culture by the dependence of external 

funding. 
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Ian Henschke elected to the ABC Board 

The newly elected staff representative to the board of the 

ABC programs do the research and stay honest 

by Queensland Farmers' Federation president Richard 



ABC is Ian Henschke, who currently works on Lateline and 

is based in Adelaide. In the same election, ABC staff elected 

Ramona Koval as deputy of the staff elected director. 

Ramona Koval is the presenter of Radio National's Books 

and Writing and is based in Melbourne. 

Ian Henschke has worked in radio and television for 20 

years. He has worked as a producer, presenter and 

reporter in rural and current affairs programs including 

Countrywide and The 7.30 Report. After working for The 

7.30 Report in four states he joined Landline in 1997. 

Ian has won numerous awards for his work in rural and 

current affairs. In 1999 he won the Banksia Award for 

Communication for his work on Landline and was Telstra 

Rural Journalist of the Year in 1998. 

He also won the inaugural ABC/Reuters scholarship to 

Oxford University to study global warming and carbon 

trading and went on to make a documentary for Four 

Corners and BBC World. 

We wish Ian all the best in his demanding new role. 

LATE NEWS 

The ABC would aggressively seek new commercial 

opportunities similar to its $67.5 million Telstra proposal 

and could not rely solely on government funding, the 

public broadcaster's new managing director, Jonathan 

Shier, said yesterday. 

Mr Shier, appearing at a Senate Budget estimates 

committee, said the sale of content for TV, the Internet 

and other media, as well as e-commerce and other 

retailing activities, would be increasingly important 

during his term as ABC managing director. [our italics] 

Michelle Gilchrist, The Australian, 25/5/200 

 

Armstrong 

"This leads me to the real issue, of just how well rural people 

are served by our country radio and rural newspapers. 

"Such programs as Country Hour and Landline on ABC, and the 

ABC news and current affairs have enormous credibility. We 

may not always agree with them, but it is always honest. These 

programs research issues properly, give a balanced point of 

view, and - I am sure - don't get paid a million dollars. 

"These programs and the country newspapers give country 

people access to local and community news as well as global 

news. They provide an honest presentation of country 

Australia to people who might never hear of anything outside 

their own suburb and the opinions of talk-back presenters. 

"They deserve out thanks and support." 

Northern Miner, Charters Towers, 13/8/1999 

 

And the winner is .... the ABC! 

Our intention was to publish the list of awards that were given 

to the ABC in 1998-99 - but the list extends to four and a half 

pages of small print in the annual report for that year. 

There were 21 international awards, 90 national awards 

(including 12 Walkleys, the most coveted, and 7 Logies), 60 

State and Community Awards, 105 Enterprises Awards, and 6 

Other Awards, including the Public Service Medal to Chris 

Masters of Four Corners in the Queen's Birthday Honours List. 

Not a bad record - and it's much the same every year. 

Congratulations to all the teams at the ABC for broadcasting at 

its very best! 
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A Thousand Years on a shoestring 

"Across Australia, you're listening to Radio National." 

Listeners to that network can always expect to be taken across the world, 

and on New Year's Eve they also went on a journey across the centuries, 

The ABC - serving the community 

The second week in May was another NATIONAL 

SCIENCE WEEK. Those who tune in to ABC 

television, radio or online will be aware of an 

incredible range of more than 1000 events that 



all ten of the second millennium, in a daring and glorious feat of 

broadcasting: A Thousand Years in a Day. The ABC's finest hour - or 15 

hours? - a grand parade of dedicated talent from the most precious of our 

cultural institutions. 

'The BBC's network of local and regional stations was given a million 

dollars for a Millennium Project "capturing the lives of British people over 

the past century" and generating more than 600 programs. 

A Thousand Years in a Day was done on no budget, in 40 people's spare 

time: a thousand years on a shoestring. A group of them thought up the 

idea early in 1999, and Stephen Crittenden, executive producer Religion, 

took on the job of co-ordinating a project quite different from what they 

knew ABC TV and the Nine Network were planning. "We wanted to do 

something momentous that captured the scale of it all." He wanted, more 

specifically, to convey the depth and breadth of history to a generation 

who for one reason and another were losing their sense of the past.' 

Ken Inglis, author of This is the ABC. In Eureka Street March 2000 

Familiar RN voices presented different centuries, bringing in enthusiastic 

historians and others from around the globe. Norman Swan gave a 

horrendous Health Report on the Black Death in the 14th century. Kirsten 

Garrett made the startling proposal that the most important date in 

Australian history may well be 1433, when the Chinese empire abandoned 

its navy to cut itself off from the rest of the world, removing the possibility 

that Australia could have been settled by the Chinese. 

We learn that Cortez brought back syphilis from the New World and hear 

a roll call of famous syphilitics. Women were given their rightful role in 

history with, among others, Anna Lanyon's account of Cortez' guide, 

interpreter and lover the Amerindian woman Malinche, and Rebecca 

Gorman's report on the 12th century through the life not of Henry II but 

of his wife, the redoubtable Eleanor of Aquitane. 

Back to Ken Inglis' piece, where he writes: 'St Francis of Assisi, by a former 

head of the Franciscan order in Australia who ... gives us the saint's 

message for our time, which might have him branded by the Institute of 

Public Affairs a typical RN lefty: champion of the frail, opponent of 

consumerism, concerned for all creation, not just humanity.' 

Terry Lane asks which was the more important event of 1770 - James 

Cook's discovery of NSW or the birth of Beethoven? Justice Michael Kirby 

and Geoffrey Robertson argue on the justice of the trial of Charles I. 

Beguiling, lively, enthusiastic voices: academics wearing their learning 

lightly. And marvellous music from across the centuries. 

A Thousand Years in a Day is available in a boxed set of ten CDs from 

ABC Shops for $100 - or $90 to Friends of the ABC - and worth every 

cent. RN at its marvellous best. 

 

continued throughout May to take science out of 

the laboratory into the community. 

As well as the plethora of programs broadcast on 

radio, television and online, the ABC was involved 

in many events which are open to the public but 

don't go on air. One of these is Science in The 

Pub. The presenters Bernie Hobbs, Paul Willis and 

Wilson da Silva fly off with assorted boffins to 

visit outback towns and chat science over a beer 

or five. 

 

OUTBACK REVIVAL, an ABC Forum, was held at 

Longreach QLD in August last year. Its purpose 

was to discuss ways of bringing new life to the 

outback. More than 180 people attended, 

including Deputy Prime Minister John Anderson. 

The initiatives from that forum should 

reverberate through the outback for a long time. 

 

TRIPLE J SPREADS THE MESSAGE OF MIRABEL The 

Mirabel Foundation helps children whose lives 

have been affected by parents using illicit drugs 

and, in many instances, by the death of a parent. 

Last September JJJ threw its weight behind 

Mirabel as part of its annual Real Appeal, 

featuring interviews and stories about the 

organisation. Over one weekend guest celebrities 

- including Mikey Robbins, HG Nelson and the 

Sandman (who streaked - on radio?) - manned 

the phones at JJJ to take donations. The appeal 

raised $300,000 and many offers of goods and 

services. 

 

AUSTRALIAN STORY When Deanne Kelly, federal 

MP for Mackay, heard about a projected trip to 

WWI battlefields in Europe by students of North 

Mackay High School in Queensland, she 

suggested it would make a good 'Australian 

Story'. 

The ABC visited the school and filmed the group, 

lent them a digital video camera and sent a team 

from London to film with them for two days 

around Villers Bretonneux. This Australian Story 

was broadcast on Channel 2 on 4 November '99. 



 

Gladys 

Where ignorance is bliss 

Communications Minister Alston stunned his audience into 

silence with an argument for a moratorium on Internet gambling. 

Speakers at the Ministerial Council meeting on gambling had 

argued that Australians can access 740 offshore gambling sites 

and send their money to other countries. Senator Alston 

attempted to put their fears at rest when he told them that 

overseas sites are no great threat because the cost of a long 

distance call is a 'big disincentive' for most gambling Australians. 

It seems no-one in the audience was game to inform the minister 

that the Internet gives access to any site on the worldwide web 

for the cost of a local call. 

Life imitating art, again 

In The Games, that brilliant ABC television spoof of the Olympics, 

John Clark and Brian Doyle grappled with the problem of a sprint 

track a metre or two short of 100m. Not so funny is the 

incompetence of the person who made the women's running leg 

2km short in the world triathlon championships in Perth on 30 

April, thus enabling every entrant to break the world record. 

 

Water shortage 

It was revealed by the Daily Telegraph that the ABC Parliamentary 

reporters in NSW have to pay for their own bottled water. We 

suggest that the ABC house committee should seek a bread and 

water allowance. 

The other side of the (hi)story "Banks of course are an historical 

part of Australian culture, in fact Ned Kelly and his gang used to 

rob them. Who would ever imagine the roles would be reversed? 

They have been," thundered Laws, taking a swipe against the rise 

in bank fees. The affair with the banks is well and truly over. 

The last word, from a letter in The Northern Territory News 

'To the powers that be with dollar signs in their eyes. I could 

write you a thousand words or perhaps fill 10 pages but they 

would all end up saying the same thing: "Hands off our ABC!" ' 

 

  

Speaking of chairpersons, I'm reminded of what the 

former Speaker of the House of Representatives, Joan 

Childs, once said on the subject. 

When asked in Parliament if she wished to be referred to 

as 'chairman' or 'chairperson', she replied: "You can call 

me 'chairperson'. I have no sex when I'm in this chair." 

It brought the House down. 

Michele Asprey, AS, 12/97 

Proper words in proper places 

If you are interested in the English language, like to curl up 

with a good dictionary, wonder about the right word to use, 

or tend to fume when a word is misused or mispronounced 

in the media, then Australian Style, the bulletin of 

Macquarie University's Style Council Centre, is for you. 

Australian Style always includes a report from SCOSE - the 

Standing Committee on Spoken English - which advises the 

ABC on all aspects of spoken and written English. Australian 

Style is a delight to read and a model of attractive 

publication. It's published twice yearly and it's free. To go on 

the mailing list contact: Australian Style, c/- AusInfo, GPO 

Box 1920, Canberra ACT 2601

 

"Proper words in proper places, make the true definition of 

style." 

Jonathan Swif

 

ABC goes back a long way 

In his eagerness to convey just how important he believes 

the ABC to be, a correspondent to the Corporation made a 

somewhat ambiguous claim. 'The ABC,' he declared, 'has 

been a prime transmitter and generator of cultural product 

since the time of Moses.' It is assumed he meant Charles 

Moses, the ABC's third chief executive. 

  

 


