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S t a i u  W i l l m o t t  i s  e x e c u t i v e  c h a i r m a n  o f  S E A  F M  L t d  o n  
t h e  G o l d  C o a s t  a n d  c h a i r m a n  o f  t h e  F e d e r a t i o n  o f  
A u s t r a l i a n  R a d i o  B r o a d c a s t e r s . H e r e  h e  t a l k s  a b o u t

C U R R E N T  IS S U E S  F O R  C O M M E R C IA L  R A D IO  B R O A D C A S T IN G , IN  
P A R T IC U L A R  T H E  C O D E S  O F  P R A C T IC E .

The codes o f practice for commercial 
radio came into effect in May 1993. 
How do you think they are working?
I think the significant thing to recognise 
is that commercial radio was working 
under codes for some years which were 
similar to the ones adopted under the 
self-regulatory system. Therefore, while 
the final codes had some modifications 
and involved different procedures as to 
the manner of their implementation, 
essentially they had been there for a 
while. The transition was not an enor­
mous one for the industry.

In terms of how they are operating, we 
believe they have been very successful. 
There is a procedure for the public to 
have direct access to radio stations, and 
express any concerns they have in areas 
covered by the codes. We have found 
the system is working well because the 
stations are able to satisfy the public 
about their concerns. The level of com­
plaints in relation to the codes is ex­
tremely small. Across Australia com­
plaints average about four complaints 
per station each quarter.

Does it  make much o f a difference to 
the stations given that they are, in 
effect, directly accountable to the 
public now?
We have always felt we were account­
able to the public. I don’t think the 
stations see the system as a major change. 
Under the previous system, the com­
plaints were lodged directly with the 
Australian Broadcasting Tribunal (ABT). 
If warranted, the ABT took the matter of 
the complaint up directly with the station. 
The current system encourages more 
direct contact between the station and 
public, which is good, because, on most 
occasions, there is an ability for differ­
ences to be resolved. So, from the point 
of view of both the public and the station, 
the direct liaison is working well.

I think it is the nature of the radio 
industry that it is reasonably close to the 
community it serves, because of that you 
tend to find the liaison between the station

and the public is good. In any system of 
course there will be the odd exception, 
but by and large, the complaints proce­
dure is running very smoothly.

On the issue o f Australian music: the 
former standard had a flat 20 per 
cent requirement, but now the 
proportion varies according to 
format. How is this code working? 
Quite well. The proportion of Australian 
music varies from format to format, but 
the net effect has been that the amount 
of Australian music played has increased.

Some of the formats have a very low 
requirement, as low as five per cent, 
increasing to 25 per cent.

The percentages reflect the amount of 
Australian material that is available. For 
some of the easy listening formats, for 
example, there is a limited amount of 
Australian material available. The great­
est volume is in the rock segment of the 
market. The high percentage require­
ment reflects the fact there is the poten­
tial in that segment to play more Austral­
ian content.

The industry has just completed its first

return to AMPCOM based on the period 
from May 1993 until 30 June 1994 and 
m etropolitan  stations and m ajor 
regionals— which in the main are re­
quired to meet either a minimum of 25 
per cent or 15 per cent—averaged more 
than 22 per cent of Australian content. 
Regional stations, although only required 
to meet a minimum of ten per cent, have 
easily exceeded the previous 20 per cent 
minimum with an average across Aus­
tralia of 23 per cent. So there is a very 
conscious decision by commercial radio 
stations to meet the varying percentages 
applying to Australian content.

Australian radio stations have been 
criticised over their reluctance to 
play, promote and develop 
Australasian music.
Recently, Austereo, as part of the shortly 
to be merged group Austereo and Vil­
lage, has taken the initiative by promot­
ing a whole program to develop and 
expose new Australian music. They are 
by far the largest and the most significant 
group of stations in the under 40 age 
group so their potential impact is far
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greater than anyone else’s. They are 
committing to a total program and spend­
ing half a million dollars, which is a 
substantial amount.

All stations keep a watch on what is 
being released. I think the problem 
everyone has, regardless of who they 
are, is that there is a need to be able to 
identify a new product as having appeal 
to the Australian public at large. As 
commercial operators we need to have 
wide appeal in order to get support from 
listeners and so survive commercially. 
You cannot take a high degree of risk in 
the amount of new material you expose 
without being fairly confident there will 
be acceptance for it.

W h a t  o t h e r  effe cts  o n  in d u s tr y  w i l l  

m e rg e rs  such as th e  V illa g e /A u s te re o  

m e rg e r  h a v e ?

The ABA is currently involved in a plan­
ning process around Australia which will 
lead to more stations of different types 
coming onto the airwaves progressively 
over the next two or three years. As that 
happens there will be a need for all of us 
in all the sectors to operate more effec­
tively in the way we produce quality 
product. I think the need to be more 
effective in the way we do things, in all 
sectors, means mergers. Mergers of the 
Austereo/Village type allow you to be 
more efficient in what you do, because 
the more you can move towards what the 
Americans call duopoly operations, the 
more you can manage cost structure 
without reducing quality of the service, 
which is really what it is all about.

W h a t  e ffe c t d o  y o u  th in k  th is  h a s  o n  

th e  s o lo  o p e ra to rs . D o  y o u  th in k  th e y  

w i l l  b e  fo rc e d  o u t?

No I don’t think that will mean they will 
be forced out. I think that that’s too 
extrem e a position. Certainly, the 
duopolies will have an advantage over 
the single station operators in terms of 
efficiency of operations.

D o  y o u  th in k  th e  s m a ll o p e ra to rs  h a v e  

a  la rg e r  chance o f  success in  re g io n a l  

m a rk e ts  w h e re  th e y  h a v e  g re a te r  

id e n tifica tio n  w it h  th e ir  h o m e  b a se ?

Regional markets have a slightly different 
scenario. What you need to look at 
particularly is the size of each of the 
markets, their strengths, and their ability 
to sustain a quality of service with an 
increased number of services. I think the

same principle applies though—  
duopolies have a better chance of operat­
ing more effectively than single opera­
tors. Localism has more relevance in 
smaller markets but is not the only factor.

W h a t  e ffe c t d o  y o u  th in k  specia list 

m u sic  s ta tio n s  h a v e  o n  th e  m a rk e t?

There is a trade-off in commercial terms 
between the degree of specialisation 
you can effectively have and the level of 
revenue you need to operate. If by 
specialist music stations, you mean there 
will be a trend towards more niche 
programming and narrower music for­
mats, obviously the more stations you 
get in a market the greater the tendency 
to try and find additional program op­

tions. There is a limit for a commercial 
operator though. If you become too 
small then you are no longer viable. We 
have seen this with some of the metro­
politan markets where there has been an 
attempt to play say, a country music 
format and there is a limit to the size of 
the audience for that in Australia at 
present. Commercial radio is constantly 
seeking to find formats which will pro­
duce a sufficient support base from the 
community to justify their commercial 
operations.

A d v e r t is in g  re v e n u e  fo r  c o m m e rc ia l  

ra d io  is in cre a s in g ?

I think that is true. There are areas of 
concern however. The effect on con­
sumer demand of drought in rural areas, 
the possibility of a wages breakout and 
rising interest rates should not be under­
estimated. As each month passes and 
the drought continues, which is hap­
pening in a large number of areas, then 
the impact is deeper on advertising 
revenues. Other areas of the economy 
are starting to cause me concern, despite 
the political rhetoric.

W h a t  is th e  o u t lo o k  in  m e tro p o lita n  

a reas?

It is certainly positive. The magnitude 
and duration of the growth in the Austral­
ian economy is subject to a lot of conjec­

ture in the financial press and among 
economists and forecasters. There are 
any number of forecasters who are ex­
pressing concerns about the duration or 
sustainability of the current growth pat­
tern. Certainly for the next six months 
you can confidently predict a continua­
tion of growth in the commercial 
economy, in the metropolitan markets at 
least. Beyond that I’m not so confident.

H o w  d o  y o u  v ie w  th e  n e w  

n a rro w c a s tin g  se rvice s?

There are a few things I think to note 
about them. Firstly, they provide an 
opportunity to present broadcast pro­
gramming to the public which other­
wise would not be available. Because

of this there are quite a few commer­
cial broadcasters who have chosen to 
extend their services to the community 
by also providing narrowcast services.
At this stage the number of narrowcast 
services using high power transmis­
sion is relatively limited.

There are a large number of low power 
services which tend to be concentrated 
in the tourist information area although 
there are other examples of low power 
narrowcasting services which are per­
forming useful services. A commercial 
operator in Bathurst (NSW) is providing 
narrowcasting services as an adjunct, if 
you like, and using the resources of the 
base commercial operation. No-one else 
could do it because it would be just 
uneconomic. For example, they have 
Tiny Tots Radio directed at the very 
young audience, but there is no way you 
could do that independently, because it 
could not be self-supporting.

Narrowcasting is quite interesting, as is 
the way people have picked it up and 
sought to use it.

H a v e  o th e r  o p e ra to rs  c o m b in e d  

n a rro w c a s tin g  w it h  a n  e x is tin g  

c o m m e rc ia l o p e ra tio n  to  th e  s a m e  

e x te n t?

There are a number of commercial op­
erators who obtained high power nar­
rowcasting licences in the ABA allocation £>

**...tw o stations to  a m arket has only go o d  effects. I'm  

not aw are o f anyw here it has been applied  to  n egative  

effect. It a llow s fo r efficiencies in operations w h ile  not 

reducing the standard o f service b e ing  provided. 99
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process earlier this year and they are 
using them for a variety of purposes. 
Some stations are putting specialist pro­
grams to air, like an hour of fishing 
information or an hour’s real estate pro­
gramming, or farming information. Nar­
rowcasting is an interesting development 
and I think as long as it stays in the areas 
of serving specialist narrow mar­
kets that cannot otherwise be 
served then I think it is an 
appropriate development.

A r e  c o m m u n ity  s ta tio n s  

m a k in g  a n y  in ro a d s  o n  

c o m m e rc ia l m a rk e ts ?

I would have to say that most 
of the community station op­
erators are what we would 
call true community opera­
tors who put programming 
to air of interest to diverse 
community groups. Their 
shareholding and programming 
represents a diversity of com­
munity interests. On the Gold Coast, for 
example, there is a community station 
which performs a very worthwhile serv­
ice, complementary to other services on 
the Gold Coast. They have one extra 
element—they have ethnic groups pre­
senting different programming on differ­
ent nights of the week.

The ethnic groups on the Gold Coast 
therefore have the opportunity to ex­
press what is of interest to them and their 
communities. Unfortunately a small group 
of people are attempting to use the 
community radio banner to set up com­
mercial operations for their own benefit. 
However, in the vast majority of cases 
community radio is performing a useful 
service and we expect to see community 
stations developing throughout Australia 
as part of the planning process.

W h a t  is y o u r  o p in io n  o f  th e  

re la x a tio n  o f  o w n e rs h ip  ru le s : 

fo re ig n  o w n e r s h ip  a n d  t w o  s ta tio n s  

to  a m a rk e t?

Taking the second one first, two sta­
tions to a market has only good effects. 
I’m not aware of anywhere it has been 
applied to negative effect. It allows for

efficiencies in operations while not 
reducing the standard of service being 
provided. Therefore the consumer ben­
efits because two high standard serv­
ices can be maintained— if they were 
separate they might be under more 
pressure individually. In addition, I think 
in markets with a limited number of 
services available it tends to ensure 
there is a diversity of programming. 
You can get a situation where indi­
vidual stations standing alone might 
both concentrate on a particular lis-

f n r f i t t t u
ten er d em o ­

graphic or lifestyle, which 
will produce potentially the 
greatest revenue for them as 
an individual operator. If you 
put the two together they are more 
likely to present complementary pro­
gramming and therefore the commu­
nity benefits. So I think the two stations 
to a market rule has a lot of good 
features and has not produced any 
negative features.

D o  y o u  th in k  th e re  a re  p o te n t ia l  

d a n g e rs ?

No, the nature of the industry is that we 
do not stand alone anyway. The whole 
communications environment is one of 
emerging alternatives to existing com­
munications. There is always a competi­
tive environment in the communica­
tions media between different services, 
be they press, television or whatever, as 
well as other radio services. There are 
always plenty of competing forces 
around to ensure you don’t get any 
negative effects.

A n d  th e  c h a n g e s  to  fo re ig n  

o w n e r s h ip  re g u la tio n ?

This has not produced any significant 
change in commercial radio ownership 
to date although, interestingly, there 
are more foreign media groups looking 
at Australian commercial radio. An Eng­
lish group has taken a stake in Austereo, 
an American group has a five per cent 
stake in Wesgo. Some interest has de­
veloped in the last six months. If there 
were an increase in the interest, I don’t 
see that is a problem. Certainly I would 
have concerns if foreign interest were 
to become extensive, but there is no 
likelihood of that, I think, at the mo­

ment.

A r e  th e re  a n y  o th e r  areas o f  

p a rtic u la r  in te re s t to  y o u ?

I think the commercial radio in­
dustry recognises we are enter­
ing a period of accelerated 
change with the opportunities 
presented by the emerging tech­
nologies for the provision of 
services. I’m not talking in just a 
technical sense, but I’m also look­
ing at the ability to provide pro­

gramming to a variety of new 
outlets and channels of communi­

cation with the public.
Whether it is through broadband serv­

ices, satellite services, computer net­
works or whatever, there is a recogni­
tion we are about to enter an era of 
developing opportunities which will take 
us beyond the existing role we play. I 
think that is pretty important.

D o e s  ra d io  h a v e  a n  im p o r ta n t  ro le  to  

p la y  in  th is?

In my view there will be lots of opportu­
nities. If, for example, commercial broad­
casting enters an era where operators 
have an enormous capacity to dissemi­
nate digitalised information, it gives them 
the opportunity to expand what we are 
doing. These are things I can’t postulate 
on here and now because some of them 
are competitive. It’s up to the industry to 
be active in recognising the opportuni­
ties as they occur.

D o e s  th is  in c lu d e  d ig ita l  a u d io  

b ro a d c a s tin g ?

Yes, because digital audio broadcasting, 
in whatever format it comes, gives enor­
mous flexibility which we don’t cur­
rently have. Therefore we see it as 
creating a lot of opportunities. We look 
forward to them. 0
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