
Planning and the ABA

B roadcasting services - radio and 
television - are major sources of 
information, views and enter
tainment in this country. Some 

services are delivered to you over the 
airwaves, which until now have been 
regarded as a scarce public resource.

Planning decisions must balance pub
lic interest against technical factors. For 
this reason, planning and management of 
the broadcasting parts of the radiofre
quency spectrum, known as broadcast
ing services bands, have been assigned to 
a new regulatory body, the Australian 
Broadcasting Authority (ABA), to be un
dertaken in an open and accountable 
way.

The planning functions of the ABA are 
set out in Part 3 of the Broadcasting 
Services Act 1992(\he Act). The emphasis 
is on the efficient and effective allocation 
of the broadcasting bands to meet market 
and social needs. All of the stages of the 
planning process must be the subject of 
wide public consultation.

The Act provides for a three stage 
planning process. This process is central 
to the operation of the Act. Unless part of 
the spectrum is made available by the 
ABA on a temporary basis, channels can
not be made available for new services 
until the planning is completed. The three 
stages are:
• Establishment of priorities for plan

ning the provision df services;
• Preparation o f frequency allotment 

plans that determine the number of 
channels to be available in particular 
areas of Australia, to provide services 
that use the broadcasting services 
bands; and

• Preparation of licence area plans 
which determine the number and 
characteristics, including technical 
parameters, of the broadcasting serv
ices that are to be available in 
particular areas.
In undertaking these tasks the ABA 

is to prom ote the econ om ic and 
effidentuse of the radiofrequency spec
trum and to have regard to planning 
criteria set out in the Act.

Plan n in g  Pr ior ities

Once the Minister has determined
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the broadcasting bands, the ABA is re
quired to determine a planning priority 
list The list is to identify the order ini 
which broadcasting services will bej 
planned. Forexample, the list may iden
tify FM radio in north-west Queensland 
as being the immediate priority and AM 
radio in south-west Victoria as being 
low on the list

Frequency  A l l o tm e n t  P lans

In accordance with the determined 
priorities, frequency allotment plans will
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be developed progressively to cover all 
parts of Australia and all portions of the 
broadcasting services bands (AM and FM 
radio, VHF and UHF television). These 
plans will set out the numbers of channels 
to be made available in each geographic 
area. The framework within which this 
work will proceed will be determined 
after public consultation.

The frequency allotment plans may

need to be varied from time to time to 
ensure that they continue to reflect the 
current status o f channel capacity in 
each market All proposed variations to 
these plans will be subject to public 
consultation. The adoption o f the fre
quency allotment plans by the ABA will 
be notified in the Australian Govern
ment Gazette The plans will be pub
lished by the ABA

Licence A r ea  Pla n e

Each licence area plan will set out the 
number of services to be made available 
in a specified region. This contrasts with 
the frequency allotment plan which is 
based on a broader geographic unit. A 
licence area plan will contain details of all 
services using the broadcasting services 
bands, their licence areas, and technical 
characteristics. Details of reservations of 
capacity by the Minister for community or 
national broadcasting services will also 
be set out in the relevant licence area plan. 
The plans will also provide details of 
licence area populations and overlap 
populations, including overlaps between 
radio and television services. The techni
cal parameters for the services will 
include transmitters necessary to deliver 
the service to the relevant licence area.

Prior to preparing a draft licence area 
plan for comment, the ABA will seek 
submissions from all interested persons 
about all aspects of planning for broad
casting services in the region. Such 
submissions might include proposals for 
new services as well as proposals for 
changes to the licence areas and/or trans
mission parameters for existing services.

At any time, licensees may approach 
the ABA with proposals to vary licence 
areas or the technical arrangements set 
out in the licence area plan. Before any 
such variations are approved, the pro
posals will be the subject of further 
public consultation. Where latitude is 
provided in the technical specifications 
o f the licence area plan, minor varia
tions to site locations and emission 
parameters, lying within scope of the 
published licence area plan specifica
tion will not require amendment to the 
licence area plan.
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T echnical p la n n in g  guid elines

The ABA will develop technical plan
ning guidelines to establish the param
eters o f individual services that use the 
broadcasting bands.

A llo c a tio n  of Br o ad castin g  
Services Band  Licences

With the exception of the capacity

reserved for national and community 
broadcasters, all other capacity set out in 
a licence area plan will be available for 
commercial licences, under a price based 
allocation scheme. Channels not immedi
ately required for broadcasting services 
may be allocated for other purposes (such 
as test transmissions) for a fixed period 
determined by the ABA. At the end of that

Complaints About Programs

P rimary responsibility for handling 
complaints about program con
tent now rests with the radio or 
television service itself.

The new complaints procedure is part 
of a wider shift in responsibility to broad
casters for ensuring that programs reflect 
community standards. Broadcasters are 
expected to deve top self-regu latory codes 
of practice on matters relating to program 
content and how they handle complaints.

If you are offended by racism or 
sexism in the media, you can complain 
to the Human Rights and Equal Oppor
tunity Commission or the relevant Anti- 
Discrimination Board in your State. You 
can complain about advertising to the 
Advertising Standards Council.

Co m p la in ts  a b o u t  com m ercial
AND COMMUNITY RROADCASTERS

If you have a complaint about pro
gram content on commercial radio or 
television or on community radio, you 
must make that complaint directly to the 
broadcaster concerned.

The broadcaster should tell you how it 
intends to deal with that complaint and 
what opportunities are available to you to 
take the matter further, if you are dissatis
fied with the response.

If a broadcaster fails to respond to your 
complaint within 60 days, or you have 
received a response but are dissatisfied 
with the response, then you have the right 
to complain directly to the ABA.

If the ABA does investigate, it is 
obliged to inform you of the result o f its 
investigation.

Co m p la in ts  a r o u t  ABC an d  
SBS services

If you have a complaint about pro

gram content on the ABC or the SBS it 
must be made directly to the broadcaster 
concerned. Like the commercial and 
community broadcasters, the national
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broadcasters have primary responsibility 
for dealing with complaints about pro
gram content.

In some circumstances you are enti
tled to take yourcompiaint to the ABA for 
investigation. Like commercial and corn-

period the spectrum will once again be
come available for main-stream broad
casting.

The ABA will issue Radibcommunica- 
tions Act licences for such alternative uses 
of the broadcasting services bands.

munity broadcasters, the ABC and the SBS 
are charged with the responsibility for 
developing codes of practice relating to 
programming matters.

The ABA cannot investigate a com
plaint about program content on the ABC 
or SBS which is not covered by a code of 
practice. If your complaint relates to a 
matter covered by a code of practice, and 
if you have complained to the ABC or SBS 
but received no response within 60 days; 
or you have received a response to your 
complaint, butyou are not satisfied with it 
you may pursue the matter with the ABA.

The ABA must investigate sucha com
plaint and inform you of the results o f its 

I; investigation.
As a result o f the investigation, the 

ABA may recommend to the ABC or SBS 
I that they take action in relation to the 
l complaint, which may include publish- 
!: ing an apology or retraction. If the ABC 
;; or SBS fail to act upon a recommenda- 
l tion by the ABA, then the ABA may 
j: decide it should report bn the matter to 
:j the Minister for Transport and Commu- 
j! nications, who then has to table the 

ABA’s report in Parliament

; Conclusion  j
Under the new system you must com- 

i plaintothebroadcasterjconcemedandit 
should deal with your complaint. If it does 
not respond or you are dissatisfied with 
the response you can ask the ABA to 
investigate.

Remember, the ABA is not required to 
investigate your complaint unless you 
have first complained to the broadcaster 
concerned.
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