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Forest Industries

In response to a com plaint from  the 
W ilderness Society (Tasm ania), the ABA 
has recently com pleted an investigation  
into w h ether a radio advertisem ent for 
the F o re st Industries A ssociation  of  
T a s m a n ia  L td , a n d  b r o a d c a s t  on  
6 Jan u ary  1995 by com m ercial radio  
station 7HHO H obart (also  know n as 
MIX 101 HO-FM ), constituted ‘political 
m atter’.

The advertisem ent in question used  
an interview form at, betw een an uni
dentified announcer and ‘Tasm anian  
forester Joh n  Sim pson’.

The subject of discussion w as cable
logging, which w as presented as a posi
tive cou rse of action leading to a better 
ou tcom e than the alternative p rocesses. 
R eference w as m ade to various loca
tions in Tasm ania w here cable-logging

has been carried  out. The advertise
m ent con clu ded  with the statem ent: 

T a s m a n i a n  f o r e s t  i n d u s t r i e s .  R e s p o n d i n g  

p o s i t i v e l y  t o  c o m m u n i t y  c o n c e r n s  a n d  

t o d a y ’s  f o r e s t  i n d u s t r i e s .

Assessment
Having identified that the issue under 
discussion in the ad vertisem en t w as 
cable logging, the A BA ’s n ext step was 
to determ ine w hether or not the issue 
is a ‘political issue’; that is, to see if 
there w as a substantial level of public 
d eb ate  on that issue at the d ate  of  
broadcast. T he next step w as to gauge  
the substantiality of the link betw een  
the issue of the advertisem ent and an 
issue currently being publicly debated. 
The test is intended to be applied on a 
ca se  by c a se  basis, as the p olitical 
con text m ay change over the life of an 
advertising cam paign.

To establish the con text of the broad
cast of this advertisem ent, the ABA

undertook a search  of the M e rc u ry  (H o
bart) and the A u s tra lia n  new spapers, 
published from  27 D ecem ber 1994 to 
7 Jan u ary  1995.

The issues of forest protection and 
forest m anagem ent are issues which  
have been, and continue to be, the 
subject of debate in the public arena at 
both the State and Federal level. The 
ABA also acknow ledges the particular 
significance of this issue within Tasm a
nia, and notes that these are issues for 
w hich debate is ongoing. The level of 
debate has, at times, been particularly 
intense and has included rallies and 
other street protests, as well as heated  
discussion in the media.

The debate has included coverage in 
the m edia of issues relating to the spe
cific issue of logging —  that is, includ
ing w h ether or not logging should  
o ccu r at all and the by-products of 
logging.

In their subm issions to the ABA, both  
7H H O  and the Federation of Australian 
Radio B roadcasters (FARB) referred to 
the escalation in debate of these issues 
follow ing the Federal G overnm ent’s re
new al of w oodchip  exp ort licences in 
late D ecem b er 1994.

H ow ever, while there had been a high 
level of coverage on this and related  
issues in the w eeks leading up to this 
broadcast, at the time this advertise
m ent w as b road cast the level of debate  
taking place on the specific issue of 
logging w as not substantial enough to 
satisfy the test.

Therefore, the ABA considered that 
the subject of this advertisem ent did not 
have a sufficient relationship with a 
political issue for the advertisem ent to 
be caught by the definition of political 
m atter.

The ABA acknow ledges that, while 
under a strict interpretation of the test 
w oodchipping and logging may be seen  
as separate issues, the average v iew er/

The codes
C o m m e rc ia l te le v is io n , c o m m e rc ia l ra d io , th e  ABC  a n d  SBS a ll o p e ra te  u n d e r  

codes  o f  p ra c t ic e , w h i le  o th e r  b ro a d c a s t in g  se c to rs  a re  w e l l  a d v a n c e d  in  th e  
d e v e lo p m e n t o f  t h e i r  re s p e c tiv e  codes . T he  A B A  supe rv ise s  t h e  o p e ra t io n  o f  
th e  codes  a n d  p e r fo rm s  an  in d e p e n d e n t  a d ju d ic a to r  ro le  w h e re  c o m p la in ts  
a re  n o t  re s o lv e d  b e tw e e n  th e  c o m p la in a n t  a n d  th e  b ro a d c a s te r  c o n c e rn e d .

P r im a ry  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r  c o m p lia n c e  w i t h  th e  code s  a n d  f o r  re s o lv in g  
c o m p la in ts  res ts  w i t h  th e  b ro a d ca s te rs . I f  a s ta t io n  fa ils  t o  a n sw e r a c o m p la in t  
w i t h in  60  days , o r  i f  th e  re sp o n se  is u n s a t is fa c to ry , th e n  th e c o m p la in t  can  be  
re fe r r e d  t o  t h e  A B A  f o r  in v e s t ig a t io n .

Investigations
The  A B A  is r e q u ire d  to  in v e s t ig a te  u n re s o lv e d  c o m p la in ts  a n d  t o  in fo rm  
c o m p la in a n ts  o f  th e  re su lts  o f  such in v e s t ig a t io n s .

T he  A B A  can  a lso  in v e s t ig a te  c o m p la in ts  a b o u t  th e  n a t io n a l b ro a d ca s te rs , 
th e  A B C  a n d  SBS.

T he  A B A  a lso  in v e s t ig a te s  c o m p la in ts  a b o u t  m a tte rs  r e la t in g  t o  th e  s ta n d a rd s  
f o r  c h i ld r e n 's  te le v is io n  o r  A u s t r a l ia n  c o n te n t  o n  te le v is io n ,  t h e  s ta n d a rd s  f o r  
c o m m u n i t y  b r o a d c a s t in g ,  s u b s c r ip t io n  b r o a d c a s t in g ,  s u b s c r ip t io n  
n a r ro w c a s t in g  a n d  o p e n  n a r ro w c a s t in g , a n d  c o m p la in ts  in  r e la t io n  t o  a n y  
t y p e  o f  b ro a d c a s t in g  se rv ice  w h e re  th e  c o m p la in t  r e la te s to  a p o s s ib le  b re a ch  
o f  t h e  A c t o r  c o n d it io n s  o f  lic e n ce .

T he  A B A  has a ra n g e  o f  s a n c t io n s  a v a ila b le  t o  i t  in  t h e  e v e n t o f  a b re a ch  o f  
a co d e  o f  p ra c t ic e , p ro g ra m  s ta n d a rd  o r  lic e n ce  c o n d it io n .  A n y  a c t io n  ta k e n  
d e p e n d s  o n  th e  se riou sness  o f  t h e  b re a ch .
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listener would be unlikely to m ake such  
a distinction and m ay assum e a link by 
association. In com p lex circum stances  
of this nature, licensees will need to 
exercise carefully their judgem ent in 
deciding w hat is or is not political.

In this case, the ABA did not consider 
that the link by association w as strong  
enough for this advertisem ent to have 
been considered political m atter.

What is political matter?

If the Forest Industries advertisem ent 
had been found to be political matter, 
and its broadcast had been requested  
by a person other than the licensee of 
7HHO, then it would need to have been  
tagged with the ‘required particulars’. 
T h e in fo rm a tio n  p ro v id e d  by th e  
required particulars assists the audience  
to identify the person w ho approved  
the advertisem ent and req u ested  its 
broadcast, and also w hether or not this 
person belongs to a political party or 
som e other group.

Some matters broadcast will obviously  
be political matter, for exam p le a 
broadcast designed to affect a person  
on a matter of current political con tro
versy. It is not n ecessary for the adver
tisem ent to prom ote explicitly a particu
lar political party, or ad vocate a particu
lar point of view. In fact, broadcasts  
w hich simply provide inform ation may 
also be considered to be political m at
ter, if the issue is one of prom inent 
public debate.

The ABA acknow ledges the practical 
difficulties w hich m ay arise, both for 
the regulator in assessing com pliance  
and also for the industry in ensuring  
that licensees com ply with the require
m ent to tag political m atter with the 
required particulars.

Broadcast environment
W hile it is obvious that broadcasting  
stations should be responsive to the 
environm ent in w hich they w ork, the 
A BA  a c k n o w le d g e s  th a t it is n o t  
n e c e s s a r ily  re a lis tic  to  e x p e c t  an  
individual station to undertake daily 
monitoring of the political con text for 
each  individual broadcast of an item  
(w hich is being done at the request of 
a n o th e r  p e r s o n ) .  A fte r a ll, s o m e

a d v e rtis e m e n ts  m a y  b e  b ro a d c a s t  
several hundred times over a period of 
som e months.

The ABA acknow ledges that this ap
proach  could well result in a single 
advertisem ent som etim es requiring a 
tag and som etim es not, depending on 
the ebb and flow of public discussion. 
This has obvious administrative impli
cations for each licensee and the adver
tising clearance system  provided by 
FARB and the Federation of Australian 
Commercial Television Stations (FACTS).

The ABA accepts the view  that, in 
som e circum stances, the reasonable lis
ten er/view er is likely to m ake an asso-

ticulars, in som e cases the preferred  
ap proach  m ay be for licensees to assess 
the subject of the advertisem ent in terms 
of its likelihood of becom ing a political 
issue. Such an advertisem ent w ould be 
tagged from the outset, in anticipation  
of surges in the intensity of debate on 
those issues.

The industry should rem ain aw are, 
how ever, of the environm ent in w hich  
material is broadcast. Some issues m ay  
b eco m e u nexp ected ly political, w hich  
m ay require any m atter that is broadcast 
at the request of another person to carry  
a tag on subsequent screenings. For 
exam p le, an agen cy m ay place an ad-

[

r
3 F  I T S  PoUTlCS 
n b j e *  M l N D .

ciation betw een one issue (for exam ple  
logging) and an oth er (fo r exam p le  
w oo d ch ip p in g ). This m ay be even  
though, under a strict interpretation of 
the test, there m ay not be a direct and  
substantial relationship betw een the is
sue of the advertisem ent and the issue 
w hich is the subject of substantial pub
lic debate.

The ABA also considers that there are 
issues about which debate is virtually 
continuous, but w hich periodically flare 
up to a very high level of public discus
s io n . T h e issu es  o f  lo g g in g  and  
w oodchipping are tw o such exam ples.

The ABA is of the view  that, in decid
ing w hether or not a particular adver
tisem ent should carry the required par-

vertisem ent relating to the availability 
of bus timetables. Ordinarily this w ould  
not be a political issue. H ow ever, if the 
subject of timetable availability becam e  
a subject of substantial public debate  
(in response, for exam ple, to various 
events w hich occurred  due to a lack of 
know ledge about bus times) then the 
advertisem ent w ould be considered to 
be political m atter and w ould be re
quired to carry the required particulars.

Consultation

The ABA intends to consult writh the 
variou s se cto rs  of the b road castin g  
industry, to further develop the points 
m ade above, to provide guidance for 
the identification of political matter.
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