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controversy that would have obscured the 
phone-hacking issue.

Australia’s major print media is too 
important to be left to two powerful owners 
whose interest is to use their media outlets 
as vehicles for their political and extensive 
commercial interests. 

The recent Leveson Inquiry has shone a 
light on the damage that can be done to the 
lives of ordinary citizens and the corruption of 
public processes that occurs when any media 
owner is allowed to become too powerful. 
It has also revealed that the media cannot be 
trusted to self-regulate.

The Federal Government must take posi-
tive steps to increase Australia’s mainstream 
media diversity. It should also encourage 
informed community debate on the 
central recommendation of the Finkelstein 
Independent Media Inquiry to establish an 
independent News Media Council which 
would oversee all media platforms.

‘Murdoch & Company’, by Professor Robert 
Manne (June edition of The Monthly) 
provides an insight into some of the extraor-
dinary activities of Murdoch and News Corp 
revealed in the Leveson Inquiry.

Media matters 

At the time of writing, Fairfax Media had 
announced it will cut the editorial staff 
of The Age and Sydney Morning Herald – 
by around 25% from roughly 800 to 600. 
It will move both papers to a tabloid format 
and merge their newsrooms. In other words, 
the decline in news diversity, localism and 
quality will be even more drastic than that 
which resulted from previous cuts.

Around the same time, Gina Rinehart, the 
world’s richest woman, had just lifted her 
stake in Fairfax to almost 19% in her ongoing 
push for seats on the Fairfax Board. It has 
been widely reported that she has selected 
Jack Cowin, owner of Hungry Jack’s fast food 
in Australia, to take one of the seats she 
is seeking. Cowin sits on the Ten Network 
board with Rinehart and has made it clear he 
believes that Fairfax directors have a right to 
set the editorial line of its papers. 

It looks likely that lost to Australia will be 
Fairfax newspapers with high standards of 
editorial independence – a factor which is 
crucial in a country which only has one other 
major newspaper company, Rupert Murdoch’s 
News Ltd.

Newspapers are still an important means for 
many in the community to access information. 
The medium frequently lends itself to matters 
being investigated and reported in greater 
depth than do television, radio or online. 

While in Australia recently, Professor 
George Brock, Head of Journalism at the 
City University of London, gave an address 
on lessons learnt from The Guardian and 
Leveson Inquiry’ roles in investigating the 
phone-hacking activities of Rupert Murdoch 
and his News Corporation. 

He later explained to FABC why the BBC, 
which does some excellent investigative 
journalism, could not have maintained the 
required impetus for the investigation of a 
matter so controversial and with such repel-
lant implications.

Commercial newspapers are not subject 
to the same pressures imposed on a public 
broadcaster, by virtue of the fact that it is 
tax-funded, which can influence its editorial 
decisions. 

Furthermore, the phone-hacking 
activities of News Corporation required 
an intensity of pursuit which would likely 
result in accusations that the BBC’s editorial 
judgement was being influenced by the 
temptation to indulge in a vendetta against 
a critic; a matter that in turn would create a 
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Rupert Murdoch made up of faces 
of phone hacking victims 
artwork created by Nathan Wyburn
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Discover the ABC

International development 
is a niche area of specialist 
expertise within the ABC 
where staff work across the 
Asia Pacific region to help 
media organisations better 
communicate with people. 
Communication is a form of aid. In times of 
disaster having access to quality information 
is as essential as food, water and shelter. 
It saves lives. While in everyday life, informa-
tion and communication empowers people 
to make decisions that can improve their 
lives. It educates the poor about good 
hygiene so they don’t become sick, teaches 
farmers new agricultural practices to grow 
more food for better livelihoods. It connects 
displaced people with family and friends. 
It involves marginalised groups in community 
decision-making by alerting them to issues 
and allowing their voice to be heard. 

Many countries do not have a healthy 
media to respond to and reflect the informa-
tion and communications needs of citizens or 
to celebrate their culture. In extreme cases 
this weak citizen-state-media engagement 
threatens stability and social cohesion.

ABC International Development (ID) works 
with broadcast media to responsibly inform, 
entertain and educate communities – to oper-
ate in the public interest and contribute to 
a community’s wellbeing. The Australian 
Government’s overseas aid agency AusAID 
funds this important work as part of the ABC’s 
strong international public diplomacy role in 
the Asia Pacific Region. This enables the ABC 
to share the benefits of the Australian public’s 
investment in public broadcasting and the 
ABC’s insights into running credible and inde-
pendent public interest media organisations. 

Currently, about 25 ID staff manage 
communication for development programs 
in Cambodia, Vietnam, Papua New Guinea, 
Solomon Islands and Vanuatu as well as 
a regional Pacific program spanning 14 
countries. The work involves partnerships with 
media, governments and civil society organi-
sations, and draws on the ABC’s extensive 
international relationships and credibility.

So exactly what does ID do? Strengthening 
media organisations and their information 
delivery includes building skills at organisa-
tional management and journalism levels. 
It includes improving content production 
processes, such as developing programs that 
both inform and entertain, and facilitating 
participatory communication activities, like 
talkback. It tackles access issues from informa-
tion and communications technologies 
infrastructure to social isolation. It shows gov-
ernment and non- government organisations 
how to use the media to reach communities.

Following six successful years developing 
talkback radio in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, 
ID is now focusing on improving the capacity 
of provincial media services to produce and 
broadcast relevant and balanced talkback 
programs. Talkback is a new concept in these 
provinces and has been embraced by locals 
who, often for the first time, can question 
and learn from leaders making decisions 
that affect them. This will help build a better 
understanding of, and transparency around, 
governance issues.

In Papua New Guinea (PNG), ID manages 
the Media Development Initiative. Through 
a focus on radio, the project supports efforts 
of PNG’s National Broadcasting Corporation 
(NBC) to provide broadcasting services across 
the country particularly in rural and remote 
areas of PNG where 85% of the population 
lives. The recent emphasis on supporting the 
provision of high quality content about health 
(safe motherhood) and gender (gender-
based violence) addresses two of the major 
development challenges confronting PNG. 
Over 12 weeks, the NBC produced more than 
30 hours of radio programming on the issues 
around violence against women, during the 
Use Your Voice campaign. The NBC made TV 

ABC International Development 
by Jo Elsom

spots with influential stars with the message 
“strong men don’t bash women”. Digicel 
allowed the project to send text messages 
to more than 1.4 million mobile phone 
users. The impact has been noticeable, with 
social services across the country reporting 
increased use of their services.

The success of ID’s work is partly due to its 
approach to local Asia Pacific partnerships, 
based around listening and supporting the 
ideas and activities our partners believe will 
help them most, and fostering a sense of 
local ownership – rather than imposing what 
we think will help. This approach embodies 
the ABC values of respect, collegiality, 
integrity and innovation. ID is also fortunate 
to have experienced staff recognised for their 
dedication. Francis Herman was awarded an 
honorary Order of Australia medal for helping 
the Pacific develop a strong and vibrant 
media sector. While Domenic Friguglietti 
will be presented with the Royal Order of 
Sahametrei medal for services to the people 
of Cambodia.

Jo Elsom is Manager, Business 
Development & Strategic Partnership, 
ABC International Development 

Use Your Voice radio campaign presenter Matilda Gaveva
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Technology

FABC Tasmania

FABC Tasmania on the job. Tas held a 
major public forum, is conducting street 
stalls and has presented a petition to the 
ABC’s new chairman.

ABC Auction Room presenter 
William McIness

Friends of the ABC in 
Tasmania is fighting to 
stop local ABC production 
following the Tasmanian 
Tiger into extinction. 
While ABC television production has been 
seriously cut Australia-wide in recent years, 
as ABC management diverts scarce resources 
to outsourcing, states outside NSW have suf-
fered most, and the smaller states in particular. 
It appears the ABC wants to close production 
facilities altogether in some states, with the 
exception of local news at least for now.

Tasmania has made some outstanding 
programs – like Gardening Australia and 
Collectors which retained a local flavour and 
also appealed to broader audiences. Yet in 
addition to the local news and its weekly 7.30 
program, the only regular television program 
that Tasmania now produces is Auction Room. 

Tasmanian ABC TV no longer broadcasts 
local football and ABC management refuses 
to commit to covering other local sport in 
its place. Gardening Australia was moved to 
Melbourne. Auction Room appeared only 
to result from the community outcry when 
Collectors was wound up, and the ABC 
will not commit to any future production 
in Tasmania when its series-run finishes in 
December this year.

The ABC is abrogating its responsibility 
to reflect the local interests of Australians 
in every state and territory. It is meant to 
be a national broadcaster, not the Sydney 
or Eastern seaboard broadcaster. Local 

content reflects and values the diversity of the 
Australian experience – reducing our nation 
to a vague average as viewed from Sydney or 
Melbourne fails us all.

Resources are being diverted away from in-
house ABC production in favour of outsourc-
ing. ABC management is stripping the public 
broadcaster of the skills needed to produce 
quality programming. ABC television is being 
transformed into a platform for programming 
produced by private production companies.  

With hundreds of staff having been pushed 
out the door, ABC studios are a hive of activity 
no more. No longer is the ABC able to train 
tomorrow’s program-makers or nurture and 
assist truly independent and innovative 
producers. And the costs of this vacuum are 
felt even more in regional areas. The ABC’s 
last published annual report revealed the 
broadcaster’s redundancy bill more than 
doubled between 2010 and 2011, rising to 
$7.3 million. 

Don’t be misled. The fact that a program is 
labelled as an ABC program no longer means 
that it was necessarily produced by the ABC. 
The ABC’s contribution may have been merely 
to fund the program and provide a minimum 
level of oversight in an effort to ensure it does 
not breach the ABC’s editorial policies. 

If you think the lightweight tone of an 
ABC television program you are watching is 
not dissimilar from commercial television, it 
is likely to have been made for the ABC by a 
private production company that also makes 
programs for commercial sale. It may well 
have been produced at the outset with sale 
to a commercial outlet in mind after it has first 
screened on the ABC. 

Fighting for local ABC production

Captions now exist for much ABC program-
ming. They are more correctly described as 
‘closed captions’ as they are only visible if 
turned on by the viewer. 

Friends has been surprised to learn that 
the caption option is not only being used by 
viewers who are deaf or have hearing impair-
ments.  Some people turn them on if they 
have difficulty understanding programs with 
British accents, for example.

One problem which many viewers have 
reported to FABC, however, is that the cap-
tions appear too high on the television screen 

and detract from viewing. They have reported 
that they would prefer them to be located 
at the very bottom of the screen, i.e. where 
subtitles for foreign films are usually located.

FABC has asked the ABC if there is any 
good reason for the present location of the 
captions, and whether or not the problem can 
be rectified.

When a reply is received, we will place 
information on FABC’s website, or you can 
phone the FABC office.

If you would like to contact the ABC about 
this or any ongoing transmission problem you 

are experiencing, visit the ABC’s website at 
the same web address that is on the back of 
every FABC newsletter for giving feedback 
to the ABC on programming and services. 
Or you can phone the ABC on 1300 13 9994

Information about the ABC’s  
closed caption service is at:  
www.abc.net.au/reception/tv/ccfaq.htm

Reading your TV

Some ABC viewers have discovered that their new digital 
set-top box enables them to view captions on television 
programs. The captions are text descriptions of the speech, 
music and sound effects of a TV program. 
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Responsibilities of the ABC Board

An outstanding ABC Broadcaster

Vale Alan Saunders
Philosopher and ABC Radio National 
broadcaster, Dr Alan Saunders, has died of 
pneumonia after suddenly falling ill.

Alan spent 25 years at RN. He founded 
The Food Program, had presented Screen 
and By Design and was presenter of 
The Philosopher’s Zone, one of RN’s most 
frequently downloaded programs.

An award winning journalist, Alan received 
the Pascall Prize for Critical Writing and 
Broadcasting in 1992 and the Australasian 
Association of Philosophy’s Special Media 
Prize in 2007. He is also the author of A is for 
Apple and Alanna, and held a PhD in history 
from the Australian National University.

Alan’s exemplary programs on Radio 
National, with their effective combination of 
scholarship and lively interviewing, repre-
sented all that is most admired about high 
quality ABC radio programming.

With a new ABC chairman 
having been appointed, 
David Salter suggests it’s 
time for the ABC Board 
to consider if the national 
broadcaster is meeting 
its Charter.
The debate about whether or not the ABC 
is adequately funded to do its job invariably 
becomes a game of ping-pong between 
those of us who cling to the ABC as our only 
genuinely independent broadcasting source 
and those who resent their tax dollars being 
spent to produce content they dislike. The 
Aunty-haters rarely have the courage to call 
for the ABC’s abolition or sale – they’d prefer 
to see the broadcaster neutered through 
death by a thousand budget cuts.

In truth, the ABC’s funding is rarely cut. 
Sometimes a vengeful incoming government 
(Fraser in 1976, Howard in 1996) will swing 
the fiscal axe, but most ‘cuts’ have actually 
been reductions in the rate of growth. 

A generation ago, senior management 
would trot down to Canberra with a few files, 
fend off some tepid budget questioning 
from bored politicians and then do a quiet 
deal with bureaucrats from the Postmaster-
General’s Department over lunch at the Royal 
Canberra Golf Club. 

But when David Hill became managing 
director in 1987 he made funding an overtly 

political issue. His ‘eight cents a day’ campaign 
was a blatant attempt to harness the voting 
clout of the ABC’s true believers to blackmail 
the Hawke government. It yielded an indexed 
triennial funding deal, but the Department of 
Finance outfoxed Hill by tying any increases to 
an economic measure that rarely reflected real 
increases in costs and wages.

From that point, the ABC’s appropriation 
has been the dominant issue for Aunty and its 
‘friends’. But what’s lost in this 25-year-long 
debate is the significance of the board 
and management in setting priorities for 
expenditure. Ask not how much money is in 
the kitty, but what it’s used to buy. Should 
there be a full multimedia news bureau in 
Beijing or would that cash be better spent on 
developing a local sitcom?

Inevitably, the cost-efficiency thugs 
(sorry, management consultants) moved in 
and helped nudge management towards 
the unsavoury business of reducing “non-
essential” production. That’s how ABC 
television has all but abandoned sport, 
cultural programming and in-house drama, 
documentaries and natural history. Beside 
news and current affairs, the bulk of Aunty’s 
flagship output is now derived from outsourc-
ing, co-productions or straight buy-ins.

The inevitable result of this pruning has 
been that the main free-to-air channel is 
dominated by word-driven content. Talk is 
cheap on television, but it gives current ABC 
output a disappointing sameness.

With the exception of The Book Club, 
you’ll search long and hard to find a single 

prime-time program on ABC1 this week 
devoted to music, art, opera, literature, ballet 
or sport.

The board sets broad policy, not the detail 
of implementation. But maybe the incoming 
chair could ask his senior executives how all 
this radio-with-pictures stuff meets the criteria 
of the ABC’s own charter.

This is an edited extract of David Salter’s 
article in Crikey.com. David Salter is a veteran 
journalist and broadcaster, and former 
Executive Producer of Media Watch.

The ABC is the outcome of its Board    

Peter Russell-Clarke & Myf Warhurst 
in Warhurst’s Nice – another light-
entertainment program on ABC TV  


