
Australia - looking out to our 
region
We talk to the ABA's new part-time member, Kerrie Henderson about 
convergence, and the benefits for Australia in opening up to our region.

What role do you see the ABA playing in the 
convergence debate?
I think a  m ajo r are a  o f  skill a n d  e x p e rtise  th at 

th e  A B A  h as to  b rin g to  b e a r  is its ability to  

ad d ress  issu e  o f  co n ten t. I d o n ’t think th e re  is 

a n o th e r reg u la to r in this co u n try  th at h as th at  

level o f  exp e rtise . A s y o u  start to  h av e  a  

c o n v e rg e n c e  o f  fo rm  an d  co n te n t it b e co m e s  

in creasin g ly  difficult to  d ev ise  w ay s  o f  

reg u latin g  co n ten t. Y o u  c a n ’t lo o k  at a series  o f  

e le c tro n ic  p u lses an d  tell w h a t th ey  are , let 

a lo n e  w h e th e r th e y ’re  offen sive, se cre t, o r  an  

in vasion  o f  p rivacy . I think m o st o f  th e  

d iscu ssio n  a b o u t th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  th e  

in form ation  su p erh ig h w ay  until re ce n t tim es  

h as really  b e e n  a b o u t the te c h n o lo g y  an d  

d elivery  m ech an ism s. T h e  co m m u n ity , o n  th e  

o th e r h an d , is in creasin gly  c o n ce rn e d  a b o u t the  

m aterial the su p erh ig h w ay  w ill deliver.

I think th e  A B A  h as a g re a t d ep th  o f  re so u rce s  

w h e n  lo o k in g  at co n ten t. It h as th e skill to  g e t  

o u t th ere  an d  co n d u ct th e  re s e a rc h  an d  identify  

co m m u n ity  attitudes, an d  th en  p re se n t op tion s. 

T h e  A B A  a lso  has the ad v a n ta g e  o f  getting

a c ro s s  m ultiple te ch n o lo g ie s  n ow .

B ro a d ca stin g  isn ’t just television  a n d  rad io  an y  

m o re . It’s n arro w castin g , it’s su b scrip tion , it’s 

free-to -air, an d  it’s d elivered  b y  m ultiple  

m ean s.

T h e  A B A  is u n iq u ely  p ositio n ed  to  b e  useful 

in this d eb ate : to  d escrib e  th e  co n te n t issue, 

an d  to  b e  ab le  to  in tegrate  it into a  d iscu ssio n  

o f  m o re  tech n ica l reg u la to ry  issu es. T h ere  

a re n ’t to o  m an y  p e o p le  o u t th ere  w h o  h av e  

th at w ealth  o f  e x p e rie n ce  from  co n te n t th rou gh  

to  tran sm ission .

How do you see us fitting into the global 
perspective on this issue?
A ustralia d o e s n ’t h av e  an  e n tre n ch e d  cab le  

television  sy stem  an d  w e  h a v e  o n ly  just 

in tro d u ced  te lep h o n y  co m p etitio n . W e  also  

h av e  a v ery  g o o d  high te ch n o lo g y  b a se  an d  

g o o d  ‘cuttin g e d g e ’ so ftw are  p e o p le , te lep h o n y  

e q u ip m en t su p p liers an d  sw itch  m an u factu rers.

All this m ean s th at w e  are  in a  su p erio r  

p o sitio n  to  d e v e lo p  a  so p h istica ted  u se  o f  

b ro a d b a n d  serv ices  an d  e le c tro n ic  

co m m u n ica tio n s  services.

I think o th ers  a re n ’t ab le  to  d e v e lo p  th ese  as  

easily , eith er b e ca u se  th ey  h av e  estab lish ed  

in terests, o r  th ey  d o n ’t h av e  th e re so u rce s  o r  

th e  skills.

W e  h av e  so m e  flexibility an d  a  sm all en o u g h  

m ark et to  a llo w  so m e  o f  th e  b ig  p lay ers  to  

in vest h e re  in ‘cu ttin g e d g e ’ a p p ro a c h e s  to  see  

if th e y ’ll w o rk , b efo re  th ey  try th em  in the  

m eg a -m a rk e ts  su ch  as E u ro p e  an d  th e  US. If 

w e  c a n  h arn ess  th at a d v an tag e , th en  I think w e  

h a v e  th e  ability to  build  o n  th e  in form ation  

su p e rh ig h w a y  to  lift o u r w h o le  e c o n o m y  fa ce  

u p  a  n o tch  o r  tw o , a w a y  fro m  p rim ary  

p ro d u ctio n  an d  into e lab o rate ly  tran sfo rm ed  

m a n u factu re  o f  te ch n o lo g ica l p ro d u cts , an d  

co n ten t.

Isn't a small population also a disadvantage, 
as we can be swamped by places like the US, 
forcing us to go their way?
Y e s , th at it is a  real risk. H o w e v e r, I think w e  

h a v e  g o o d  p ro sp e cts  o f  offsetting th at p ro b lem  

b e c a u s e  o f  th e  a b se n ce  o f  e n tre n ch e d  system s  

h e re  at th e  m o m en t. P e o p le  a re  o n ly  just 

starting to  m a k e  d ecisio n s a b o u t w h e re  an d  £ >
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how they’re going to deliver broadband 
services, so w e have an opportunity to link 
development of appropriate content to the 
development of multiple delivery systems.

Consciousness of the risk of being ‘swamped’ 
can help to encourage us to develop our own 
product and to resist the deluge that might 
otherwise occur. Success requires a proactive 
approach, though, and a level of national 
confidence (not arrogance) which we will have 
to work hard at.

Are you saying the late development of pay 
TV is turning out to be an advantage?
Yes, I really think it is. We can look at the 
introduction of pay TV as, ‘Why didn’t we have 
it yonks ago?’ or we can look at it as a real 
opportunity. I certainly think we have the 
chance to make an impact, to pioneer new  
systems and to devise systems that suit us. 
Hopefully they are flexible enough to suit other 
cultures and other people and we can export 
them.

This despite Australia's apparent record in 
not always displaying the marketing clout to 
actually go overseas.
That is partly because w e’ve been very inward 
looking in the way we have defined ourselves.

We have seen ourselves as a bastion of the 
white western world, as a sort of outpost. We 
have assumed that if we couldn’t sell or 
develop our product here, the only alternative 
was to sell it to someone who could, in 
particular the Americans and the Japanese. We 
are now learning the art of real partnership, of 
joint development and risk sharing with 
regional partners.

I think w e’re now seeing ourselves as a player 
in a multi-faceted, regional market. I think 
that’s had a real difference on the way that 
Australian business sees what it can do. We 
couldn’t deliver a system that would be capable 
of just being slotted in the US with its mega 
market. But w e could deliver or develop a 
system which is capable of addressing small 
markets, whether they be small in number or 
small in the number of people who have 
access to sophisticated technology.

I think we are now more focussed on our 
region. W e’re able to look at it with confidence 
and say, ‘Yes! There is a niche market for this 
in Malaysia or Indonesia, or elsewhere’ rather

ABA^Update

than thinking, ‘Well, w e’ll have to sell it off, 
because we can’t deliver it in fully developed 
and final form for established developed 
markets’.

Do you think we are looking at those 
markets?
I don’t think w e’re looking at them as hard as 
w e might. But wearing another h a t , as the 
NSW Chairman of the Australia-Indonesia 
Business Council, I see membership of that 
council growing hand over fist. It has more 
than doubled in the last two years and a lot of 
that growth is coming from the middle-sized 
businesses. These are businesses that in the 
past would have said, ‘Look, it’s all too hard. 
W e can’t export our stuff.’ They would have 
relied on someone else to develop their 
products overseas and settled for a royalty 
payment back. Now they’re saying, ‘W e’ll find 
a partner in Indonesia, and maybe together 
w e’ll attack another market’.

So w e are  going in on a co-operative basis?
Yes. In the past Australian businesses have 
wanted to own a foreign investment outright. 
W e would want to set up an operation and 
own it and run it. A lot of developing countries 
realised that that meant they never actually 
acquired skills or technology. Most introduced 
joint venture requirements for foreign 
investment, which has been very instructive for 
Australia. W e’ve learnt the value of partnership 
rather than the assumption of superiority.

W e are also learning a little humility, which 
stands us in good stead within the region.

Is the increase in the number of members in 
the Australia-Indonesia Business Council 
reflected in the increased trade between the 
countries?
Yes, although it must be said that many new  
members are still at the beginning or 
exploratory stages of their involvement. A good  
example of the growth is education. Australia 
has now eclipsed the US as the preferred place 
for Indonesians for tertiary study. That’s a 
radical change when you consider the pull of 
the reputations of places like Yale and Harvard. 
It can only be good for us.

Are the prospects for Australia in the region 
in the communications industries also bright?
1 think they are, particularly because of our 
infrastructure expertise, but it w on’t be easy or 
simple to achieve.

There are som e important similarities. We 
have large areas of difficult terrain, and a
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co m p arativ ely  sm all p o p u la tio n  w h o  ca n  

a c ce s s  this tech n o lo g y . T h at’s n o t s o  v e ry  

different fro m  a  lot o f  o th e r co u n tries  in th e  

region . A lth o u g h  th ey  h av e  larg e  p o p u latio n s , 

th ey  h av e co m p a ra tiv e ly  sm all n u m b ers o f  

p e o p le  w h o  c a n  a c c e s s  th e  te ch n o lo g y , an d  

w h o  h av e th e  re s o u rc e s  to  d o  so . T h e y  a re  

facin g issu es o f  b ig, difficult a re a s , serv icin g  a  

sm all m ark et. A u stralia is build ing th e  e x p e rtise  

in d oin g just that.
O u r reg io n al p artn ers  w a n t th e  c a p a city  to  b e  

ab le  to e x p a n d  th eir m ark ets , b e ca u se  th ey  

k n o w  th at as th ey  le v e ra g e  u p  th eir e c o n o m ic  

b a se , d e m an d  w ill in cre a se . B u t a t th e  m o m en t, 

in term s o f  ro lling o u t th e  infrastru ctu re an d  

setting u p  th e  system s, w h a t m e e ts  A u stralian s’ 

n eed s is likely a lso  to  b e  a d a p ta b le  to  m e e t th e  

n eed s o f  co u n tries  in o u r reg ion .

I think w e  h a v e  a  lo t to  le a m  to o . T h e  p e o p le  

in ou r reg io n  an d  th e  co u n tries  in o u r reg ion , 

p articu larly  ASEAN co u n tries , a re  eth n ically  

diverse. T h e y ’re  juggling m u ltip le  cu ltu res an d  

m ultiple lan g u ag es , a t  th e sa m e  tim e as trying  

to  build unity. W e  a re  co m m itted  to  

m ulticulturalism . All o f  us a re  a lso  d ealin g  w ith  

issues su ch  as co n te n t reg u latio n  an d  th e  

delivery o f  in frastructure.

What comments do you have to make about 
content as a special trade issue, bearing in 
mind cultural differences within the region?
P eo p le  w a n t to  reg u la te  co n te n t fo r different 

reason s. It se e m s to  m e  th ere  a re  tw o  m ain  

reason s: o n e  is political, o n e  is p reserv in g  

cultural an d  n ation al identity.

T h e  political reg u latio n  o f  co n te n t is q uite  

im p ortant to  o u r reg ion al n eig h b o u rs. It is 

im p ortant to  s o m e  reg im es th at th ey  b e  ab le  to  

con tro l the p olitical co n te n t an d , co n v ersely , 

q uite  im p ortan t fo r A ustralians th at o u r p olitical 

regim es n o t co n tro l th e  political c o n te n t o f  

w h a t w e  say. O n  th at front, o u r in terests a re  

alm ost d iam etrically  o p p o s e d .

O n  the o th e r front, h o w e v e r, o u r  id eas o f  

preservin g cultural a n d  n ation al id entity  really  

d o  line u p  in a  w ay . W e ’re  all talk ing a b o u t o u r  

kids not d ro w n in g  in a  s e a  o f  A m erican  a c ce n ts  

an d  fast fo o d  ad s, a n d  h avin g a  feel for w h o  

th ey  are an d  w h e re  th ey  b elo n g , w ith  a  s e n s e  

o f  history an d  a se n se  o f  com m u n ity .

I think w e  n e e d  to  start e x p lo rin g  co n te n t  

control issu es in an  ad ult a n d  intelligent 

fashion, th rou gh  d ia lo g u e  w ith  o u r  reg ion al  

n eighbours. I d o n ’t think th at it h elp s for u s to  

leap  up an d  d o w n  a n d  say, ‘Isn ’t this 

ou trag eou s. T h e se  dread fu l au thoritarian  

regim es w an t to  su p p ress  p olitical free  s p e e c h ’, 
a n y  m ore than  I think it is useful fo r th em  to

leap  u p  an d  d o w n  an d  talk  a b o u t th ese  

‘o u tra g e o u s  A ustralians m ak in g  dreadful 

re m a rk s ’. W e  n e e d  to  establish  a  d ialo g u e o n  

w h y  w e  as co m m u n ities  m a y  o r  m a y  n o t w a n t  

to  co n tro l p articu lar a sp e cts  o f  th e  co n te n t o f  

co m m u n icatio n s . W e  also  n e e d  to  e x a m in e  th e  

im p act a ttem p ts to  co n tro l m ig ht h av e  on  

issu es su ch  as d e m o c ra c y , g ro u p  an d  

individual fre e d o m s, o u r ro le  in th e  reg io n  an d  

th e  g re a te r g lo b al co m m u n ity . D ifferent 

co u n tries  m ay  c o m e  u p  w ith  differing an sw ers  

to  th o se  q u estion s, b u t if w e  d o n ’t e x p lo re  

th em  in detail v e ry  s o o n  th e te ch n o lo g y  itself  

w ill o v ertak e  us.

In a sense, it already has.
Y e s . T h e  o n ly  w a y  w e  w ill b e  ab le  to  d eal w ith  

th e co n te n t reg u latio n  is co -o p e ra tiv e ly . T h e  

o n ly  w a y  co u n tries  w ithin  th e  reg io n  w ill b e  

ab le  to  ad dress th e  issu e  o f  w h a t’s to  b e  

co n tro lled  an d  w h a t isn ’t, is b y  b ein g  ab le  to  

ad d ress  it in s o m e  w a y  at th e  p oin t o f  origin . 

A ch ievin g  this in volv es a  m u ch  m o re  

so p h istica ted  d ia lo g u e  an d  a  m utual 

u n d erstan d in g  o f  th e  n eed s  o f  th e  variou s  

co u n tries  in the reg ion .
If w e  all stand  b a ck  an d  sim p ly hurl ab u se  at  

e a c h  o th e r a b o u t th e  d isgracefu l p ro d u cts  e a c h  

w an ts to  p ro m o te  n o -o n e  w ill b e  ab le  reg u late  
co n te n t at all. I d o n ’t think a n y o n e  in this 

reg io n  is go in g  to  w in  th at s o rt o f  a rg u m en t.

What are the prospects for that type of co­
operation?
L on g term  I think th ey  a re  g o o d . B u t if w e  are  

g o in g  to  d e v e lo p  this so rt o f  co -o p e ra tio n , 

d ialo g u e  h as to  o p e ra te  o n  m u ltip le  levels: 

b e tw e e n  go v ern m en ts , b e tw e e n  reg u lato rs  an d  

b e tw e e n  com m u n ities. It in volves a  d eal o f  

hum ility o n  b oth  sides to  realise  w e  all h av e  

so m eth in g  to  learn  from  e a c h  o th er, an d  to  

tak e  tim e to  really  e x p lo re  id eas. N ow , this isn ’t 

g o in g  to  b e  a cco m p lish e d  ov ern ig h t a n d  to  

s o m e  exte n t, if w e  a re  g o in g  to  d o  it, w e  n e e d  

to  g e t o u r ru n nin g sh o e s  o n  to  build  th e  links 

a n d  relationship s.

So I think it’s im p o rtan t th at the A B A , for  

e x a m p le , builds links w ith  reg ion al reg u lato rs  

an d  e n co u ra g e s  b ro a d ca ste rs  to  g e t to g e th e r to  

e x c h a n g e  v iew s, an d  m a y b e  to  e x c h a n g e  

p ro g ram m in g . G o v ern m en ts  n e e d  to  talk m o re  

a b o u t p o licy  a n d  co m m u n ity  attitudes.

C o m m u n ities an d  individuals n e e d  to  lo o k  at
this so rt o f  cultural in teractio n . T h a t’s

so m e th in g  w e  te n d  to  dism iss as ‘w in d o w -
d ressin g ’ in this cou n try . If it d o e s n ’t h av e  a

d o llar figure a tta ch e d , it’s ‘just th e cultural

s tu ff. W e  ten d  to  w rite  it o ff an d  p u t it o n  th e  [ >
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periphery. But if you develop something that 
actually gets in at the grass roots and allows 
people to start to understand the minds of 
others from different cultural backgrounds, 
then that really is the underpinning of 
dialogue.

You mentioned some of the elements that 
we can offer to other countries in the region. 
What do you think we have to learn?
We have to learn, among other things, 
tolerance and how to listen.

We tend to assume we can just teach our 
neighbours how to rewrite their legal systems 
and how to establish regulatory regimes. It is 
true that we can help but we must not proceed 
from the assumption that their needs are 
always the same as ours. I look at how a nation 
with more than 200 different linguistic groups, 
Indonesia, manages to preserve both the 
mother tongues and a national language, and 
encourages people to'have both ethnic and 
national identity, and to recognise that these 
can be separate. Translating that to Australia 
starts to address issues facing people with, say, 
Italian-Australian or Aboriginal Australian 
backgrounds. I’m not saying the Indonesians 
do it perfectly. They don’t. They have 
problems. So do we.

We can also learn about alternative means of 
dispute resolution. T^is is particularly relevant 
to communications, where the infrastructure 
stakes are so high. You could go down the 
western confrontation path of ‘Clause 57 says 
you do this or I sue you’, but when you are 
dealing with such massive infrastructure costs 
the expense of doing it this way is just so high 
that few communities can afford to waste that 
sort of resource. Many of our regional 
neighbours are skilled at mediation and 
alternative ways of resolving disputes.

So is this Indonesia in particular, or does it 
apply to other countries in the region as 
well?

Indonesia is an example, but there are other 
countries as well where the focus tends to be 
on the group rather than the individual. It 
happens in other places in the region too, 
where respected third parties can ‘run 
interference’ between people in dispute.

ABA^jUpdate

It will take a long time before the dialogue 
can get going but the technology is racing 
ahead in leaps and bounds. How do you 
marry the two?
A sixty four dollar question, that one. There are 
some areas where I suppose you just have to 
rely on the fact that necessity is the mother of 
invention. As the crisis becomes acute, the 
need for concerted action also becomes acute.
I think we are, as a country, realising that, 
when push comes to shove, we can act in 
concert with our neighbours without losing our 
identity. I think if it comes to crisis that will 
happen but, in terms of forging a deep, solid 
relationship there is no shortcut. It can’t be 
about legislation and sanctions, because at the 
end of the day, nations don’t behave as a group 
all that differently from individuals. Real 
change is rarely achieved on a ‘do it or else’ 
basis.

Do you think Australia's efforts should 
continue to be focussed on the Asian region?
I think we have to continue to look to Europe 
and America, because we share a heritage with 
them but it’s time we stopped depending on 
them, looking to them for our primary 
influence and inspiration. We are located in the 
South East Asian region. Our neighbours are 
people of the region, and we share a heritage 
with them too.

Just on a more general note, are you looking 
forward to your time at the ABA and what 
are your areas of expertise and interest?
Telecommunications has been an area in which 
I’ve practised which adds another dimension to 
the consideration of issues such as 
convergence. I have experience in Indonesian 
law and business which also helps me to bring 
a focus on the region, a focus beyond 
Australia.

I have fairly extensive experience in copyright 
law which focuses me very much on the 
importance of creative enterprise. That in turn 
brings me back to content: the importance of 
creative product and an emphasis on how easy 
it is to lose your rights to or access to your own 
creative product.

I’m really looking forward to my time at the 
ABA. The issues are fascinating. 0
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