
Q & A
What was the purpose of the trip?
For the past 12 months or so, Brian Johns 
[ABA chairman] has been speaking about a 
number of issues that lead inevitably to the 
need for international regulatory co-opera­
tion, particularly regional regulatory co­
operation in the Asia-Pacific area. He has 
spoken about borderless markets and the 
impact of convergence. So while we have 
been domestically and internally focused 
in the past two years, in more recent times 
we have been looking outward. We have 
started to forge relationships with our 
traditional western counterparts— the US 
Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC), UK broadcasting regulators, h  
New Zealand, Europe and more re- H  
cently Canada, and now we are in 
better shape to approach our Asia-Pacific 
neighbours with a view to co-operation 
and closer liaison.

Why do you say we are in better 
shape now?
Simply because we have been through 
the internal and domestic focus period. 
We have established the ground work for 
memoranda of understanding with the 
American, the British and now the Cana­
dian regulators. We are beginning to 
understand what might be the scope of 
the co-operation and liaison that we could 
offer to countries that are not really regu­
lated in the way in which we, and our 
Western counterparts, are. For these rea­
sons we are better equipped now to talk 
to our Asia-Pacific neighbours.

Did you find similar concerns in 
the countries you visited?
We visited four countries, all of them quite 
different. Our Asian neighbours all have 
different regulatory and governmental im­
peratives, as well as different social aspira­
tions and histories. There are, nonetheless, 
some similarities. Giles Tanner and I found 
some concern in all those countries (ex­
cept perhaps Japan), just as there is here in 
Australia, about the threats to national 
development and community stability from 
foreign satellite broadcasting.
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In Australia, that concern tends to be 
about the effects such broadcasting might 
have on our culture. That’s true also of 
our Asian neighbours, but they are also 
concerned with the national develop­
ment role that television in particular 
plays in their countries. There is concern 
about the capacity for discontent or 
unrest that could be fostered by satellite 
broadcasts. They appreciate that there is 
perhaps not a lot that can be done about 
it and they have all embarked on a 
strategy to counter foreign satellite broad­
casting which is reasonably similar in 
each country.

Indonesia is a little different from 
Singapore and Malaysia because 
Indonesia is a satellite provider.
Singapore and Malaysia have tried, as has 
China, to ban satellite dishes. However 
these governments appreciate that this is 
at best a temporary measure. The best 
approach they can take to this perceived 
threat is to roll-out television services that 
are domestically licensed and controlled 
within their own countries. In this way 
they can exercise regulatory control over 
what the people are seeing and hearing 
and perhaps blunt their appetite for for­
eign programming. This is seen to be 
strategy most likely to provide the best 
response to this worrying issue.

That sounds not unlike our 
Australian content issue?
We are more concerned with cultural 
aspects of foreign programming. Our 
Asian neighbours see the role for televi­
sion in their countries is to promote 
national development and national co­
herence and bringing society on. That is, 
I think, an extension of a concern that 
could be called cultural, but it is also 
more than that.

They see broadcasting as more of 
an education issue than an 
entertainment issue?
It is certainly an information tool which 
they think they have an obligation to use 
to achieve the best social outcomes.

Do these four countries have 
regulators with similar powers and 
functions to those of the ABA?
None of them has a regulator that is 
statutorially independent of the Executive 
or of Parliament. There is close and direct 
continuing Government control of the 
broadcasting sphere in all of these coun­
tries. However, the bureaucrats in those 
countries are wrestling with the same 
issues we are and there was a high degree 
of interest in the independence of the ABA 
and its role. I detected some evidence of a 
wish by some government officials to see 
themselves as more independent than 
they are at the moment. There are govern­
mental moves, in some of these countries, 
to move in that direction.

Singapore, I think by the end of the 
year, will have a new (their first) broad­
casting authority. The Indonesians are 
introducing a new broadcasting Act into 
their Parliament before the end of this 
year, which should also liberalise ar­
rangements somewhat.

There is interest in the ABA model, but I 
don’t think there is an interest in slavishly 
imitating it. In fact to do so, for some of 
those countries, would be inappropriate, 
in my view. They need to take their own 
steps along the path of regulation.
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What is the status of broadcasting 
in those countries? Is it as diverse 
as it here?
One can’t generalise. Indonesia has ex­
panded the number of broadcasting out­
lets in the past few years quite consider­
ably. There is a strong emphasis on local 
content but that is married to a realistic 
appreciation of the fact that it will not be 
immediately possible, nor does it seem 
likely to be lawfully regulated for—the 
government is simply encouraging more 
local content. Broadcasting is a mixture

Japan is unique— its services are virtually 
all locally produced with very little for­
eign content. In that way they resemble 
the Americans. I think they are prepared 
to allow some degree of foreign owner­
ship and they will increase that degree—  
it seems to be about 10 per cent at the 
moment, but I think they are considering 
easing that in the future. The Japanese 
Ministry of Posts and Telecommunica­
tions was quite interested in the Austral­
ian media rules and in the distinction 
between ownership and control.

*[A country's] history, social values of the people, their 
aspirations and the state of technological 
advancement that exists in those countries...must go 
into the mix to determine w hat is an appropriate level 
of regulation and w hat is the best method.$

of government and commercially owned 
services, but the new services are almost 
entirely commercial and there are quite a 
number. They involve local business 
people, of course, and the Indonesians 
are not disposed to allow foreign owner­
ship into mass media.

Malaysia is also interested in rolling out 
more services, but has plans to launch its 
own satellite for broadcasting purposes, 
amongst other things. There has been 
more licensing of new services recently 
and more are proposed.

Singapore has moved to corporatise 
parts of Singapore Broadcasting Corpo­
ration to diversify the provision of serv­
ices. New services are being provided 
there and more services are planned.

There has been considerable growth in 
new services in those countries in recent 
years. That is, I think, principally a result 
of the concern that if they do not provide 
these services in a controlled and domes­
tically regulated fashion, then they will 
be provided for them by foreign satellite 
operators.

Are there restrictions of foreign 
ownership of the media in those 
four countries?
Indonesia allows none. Singapore pro­
vides their new services through ar­
rangements between government and 
business community with very little for­
eign ownership. Malaysia is very nation­
alistic about the provision of its services 
so the control is dominated by locals.

What issues, apart from regional 
co-operation, were you looking at?
We were looking to raise the ABA’s 
profile in our neighbouring countries 
and learn about our region. There is still 
a considerable amount of work to be 
done in those countries, and in others. 
Gareth Grainger has visited the Pacific 
islands with the same objectives— rais­
ing our profile and understanding our 
neighbours.

We also need to find out at first hand 
what is the broadcasting environment in 
these countries and what is the scope, if 
any, for co-operation and liaison. On that 
basis, our trip was useful. Japan is em­
barking on a plan for infrastructure devel­
opment in the cable area, but I doubt 
whether there is a lot of scope for mutu­
ally useful initiatives between ourselves 
and Japan. In places like Indonesia and 
Singapore, but less so with Malaysia, 
there is real scope for us to offer our 
services to them, and for them to be able 
to help us in the international forums 
operating in this region and which are 
designed to foster understanding and 
assist in the development of broadcast­
ing. We visited the Asia-Pacific Broadcast­
ing Union and the Asia-Pacific Institute 
for Broadcasting Development, both in 
Kuala Lumpur. In the short life of the ABA 
we have had very little to do with these 
forums or with groups like the Asia- 
Pacific Telecommunity and the Interna­
tional Telecommunications Union. We 
are now seeking to rectify that with a view

to playing our part in regional activities.

How does the role of APEC fit in?
APEC is certainly at the apex of regional 
co-operative arrangements at govern­
ment level. It’s a bit early to say whether 
the umbrella of APEC will extend to 
some of the areas which interest the 
Australian broadcasting community.

Is there an expectation that as 
APEC develops, it will cover areas 
such as broadcasting?
I think APEC will be initially very focussed 
on trade issues and trade liberalisation. 
Broadcasting is a product, of course, and 
it would be caught by APEC initiatives, 
but that issue of audio-visual services 
and international trade is a vexed one 
and it remains to be seen whether it will 
be lumped in with general trade consid­
erations. In any event, regional regula­
tory co-operation is probably best pur­
sued bi-laterally to begin with.

What type of services could the 
ABA offer?
Services similar to those Colin Knowles 
[ABA General Manager Planning and 
Corporate Services] recently provided to 
the South African regulators. A delega­
tion from the new South African regula­
tor visited us earlier this year, and as a 
consequence, the ABA was invited to 
send a senior officer to assist with estab­
lishing their authority and, in particular, 
with radio planning issues. Colin 
Knowles’ assistance was very much ap­
preciated.

A couple of things have happened 
since our return to Australia. I have 
been invited by the Indonesian Ministry 
of Information and the Asian Mass Com­
munication Research and Information 
Centre (AMIC), a Singaporean based 
research organisation, to speak at a 
conference in Jakarta in December. I 
will be very pleased to accept and build 
on the relationships we have estab­
lished. As well, we have had some 
foreign interest expressed by operators 
in using our formal opinion service 
preparatory to them offering their serv­
ice to local carriers.

Was there any interest in 
programming issues, for example 
Australian content and children's 
television?
There was interest in the way local
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content levels are regulated. In the coun­
tries we visited, through one means or 
another, local content levels are high. 
Certainly the governments wish to see 
them stay high or go even higher. In 
some places, language is a strong im­
perative for providing local content pro­
grams, but there are language services 
that can be provided to more than one 
country. There are also some production 
difficulties with local programming, for 
example in Singapore with Chinese lan­
guage, because it is such a small market. 
They would like to sell their program­
ming to other countries.

A final message?
I think it is clear that although there is a 
lot of interest in the ABA model of 
regulation there is no one model appro­
priate for all circumstances. Each coun­
try must find a balanced way to deal with 
its domestic environment. That is shaped 
by history, social values of the people, 
their aspirations and by the state of 
technological advancement that exists in 
those countries. All those must go into 
the mix to determine what is an appro­
priate level of regulation and what is the 
best method. It is clear there are any 
number of regulatory models and no one 
is intrinsically better than another when 
circumstances and time are taken into 
account.

Most discussion seems focussed 
on television. What about radio?
That’s because international issues arise 
more in the television arena. There are 
some radio issues, for example, between 
Australia and Indonesia, there are some 
interference problems and planning is­
sues which need to be co-ordinated. But 
they are not major problems between us 
and there are no major radio problems of 
which I was made aware during the trip.

Where do we go from here?
We need to continue to build on the 
relationships we have initiated. Organi­
sations like AMIC, ABU, AIBD are all 
involved regionally with broadcasting 
matters. With their help, the ABA can 
investigate Asia-Pacific markets and gar­
ner information about issues of interest 
to us. I have offered the ABA’s services to 
some of the people and organisations 
we met and I anticipate that a mutually 
beneficial, ongoing relationship will be 
forged. 0

Converging  teleco m m u n ica tio n s  an d
BROADCASTING IN THE SOUTH PACIFIC

Pacific Island governments, although restricted by the high cost of providing 
telecommunications services, have a strong interest in boosting the level of local 
content on their broadcasting services. They are keen to have the issue handled on 
a country-by-country basis rather than at a regional level.

This is one of the key outcomes ob­
served at the ‘Converging of Telecom­
munications and Broadcasting in the 
Pacific’ seminar by the ABA’s General 
Manager Policy and Programs, Mr Gareth 
Grainger.

The seminar, held in Suva on 30-31 
August and hosted by the South Pacific 
Forum (SPF) Secretariat, discussed the 
crucial role played by satellite technol­
ogy in delivering telecommunications 
and broadcasting services in the region 
and its potential for delivering more 
broadcasting services to scattered island 
nations of the region.

The seminar was the first hosted 
by the SPF Secretariat to address 
both telecommunications and broadcast­
ing issues and was well attended by 
communications officials from the re­
gion. Australian representatives included 
Mr Grainger and officials from the ABC, 
Telstra and Optus.

Mr Grainger in a speech delivered to 
the seminar, pointed out that for much of 
its first 18 months, the ABA had focussed 
its attentions on implementing a new 
regulatory structure and was now begin­
ning to turn its focus outward, recognis­
ing that the driving force for change in 
the communications sector was the break­
ing down of domestic market bounda­
ries and the emergence of regional and 
global markets.

Mr Grainger said this was a complex 
area because market development in the 
region was uneven and there were widely 
different national policy priorities and 
concerns. The ABA’s first task was to 
understand these issues, and to identify 
some of the real opportunities for devel­
oping collaboration as opposed to merely 
chronicling problems. Forums such as 
the SPF’s broadcasting and telecommu­
nications seminars were needed to en­
able countries of the Asia-Pacific region 
to formulate new approaches so that the 
environment of regulatory and support 
services can actively promote both our 
economic and social interdependence.

G a r e t h  G r a i n g e r

According to Mr Grainger, building 
bridges within the region between gov­
ernments and regulatory agencies and 
between regulatory agencies and profes­
sional support services called for exten­
sive dialogue to establish mutual under­
standing of the different national cul­
tures, including regulation, and the way 
these inform legal practices and operat­
ing norms.

He said that in Australia we were begin­
ning to recognise that the regulatory 
challenge was a shared, regional chal­
lenge and that as Australia was not a 
broadcasting island, nor would it be a 
broadband island, self-regulating in the 
comfort of its own sovereignty.

Mr Grainger also chaired a session on 
distribution mechanisms for telecommu­
nications and broadcasting in the region, 
and paticipated in a discussion panel on 
the regulatory issues arising from the 
collaboration between telecommunica­
tions companies and broadcasters.

The Forum Secretariat welcomed the 
ABA’s participation in the seminar and 
has invited the ABA to continue a dia­
logue with SPF members on broadcast 
regulatory matters.

Forum members include Australia, Cook 
Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, 
Nauru, New Zealand, Niue, Papua New 
Guinea, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, 
Vanuatu and Western Samoa. 0
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