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rienced broadcaster with a history of thoughtful contribu­
tions to a philosophy of national broadcasting. In what 
could well be a sign of future directions, to fill the gap left 
by Long the Corporation has appointed its former director 
of corporate services, a man with a background of finance 
and Auditor General’s Department.

It is interesting to speculate where the ABC Board sits 
in all this. Have they too become captives of technological 
whizzbangery and commercial imperatives, wedded to the 
idea that ratings and overseas program sales are still what 
national broadcasting in the 1990s is all about?

It is now over a decade since the first ever comprehen­
sive review of the ABC. In the policy vacuum which 
prevailed at the then Australian Broadcasting Commis­
sion, it was left to that Committee of Review to articulate 
a philosophy of national broadcasting and to develop objec­
tives which would translate into legislation.

The ensuing decade has seen the beginning of a revolu­
tion in the Australian broadcasting system which will take 
full effect in the next few years. If ever there was a moment 
for the ABC to reassert its role and relevance in Australian 
society, it is now.

This is not to suggest a return to world of the Argonauts 
and Blue Hills, based on a nostalgia for the ABC of the 
distant past, as some of its misguided friends seem to 
advocate. But instead of concentrating on commercial 
exercises and partnerships of dubious value and which 
may present a significant threat to its traditional respon­
sibilities, the ABC Board should grasp the opportunity to 
state a philosophy of national broadcasting for the start of 
the second millennium.

A major function of the ABC under its charter is to 
provide innovative and comprehensive broadcasting serv­
ices of a high standard. The charter contains a number of 
objectives related to this, such as contributing to national 
identity and cultural diversity. These are broad rather 
than restrictive,"and are open to new or different interpre­
tations to suit changing social and cultural conditions.

In a new environment of multiplying services and frag­
menting audiences, the ABC needs to articulate a reflec­
tive, intellectually challenging view of the place of the 
broadcaster, its cultural value and the importance of its 
national voice. It should look beyond its own resources, and 
consult its audiences about its role in their lives, now and 
in the future. It should pick the brains of Australia’s best 
thinkers. It should apply intellectual rigour to the process 
of developing a philosophy. And having done so, it should 
promote and disseminate this philosophy so that it is clear 
not only to Canberra but to all Australians.

If the ABC is unable to do this on its own, perhaps 
another comprehensive review is needed. □

New Peak Body 
for Broadcasting

The Broadcasting Industry Advisory Council (BIAC), 
which met for the first time in August, has replaced 
the former Broadcasting Council, a body which had 
outlived its usefulness.

The Broadcasting Council had increasingly focussed on 
fairly low level technical and similar issues, and there was 
a perception that it had become a lobbying forum and a 
captive of industry interest groups.

The new council is chaired by the Minister (David 
Beddall), and membership is by invitation from the Minis­
ter. It is established under s.216 of the BSA entitling the 
Minister to establish advisory and consultative bodies.

There has clearly been an effort to upgrade membership 
and focus the body on high level policy issues. Where chief 
executives represented their organisations on the earlier 
council, that role is now filled by the highest level person, 
usually the chair. Thus Mark Armstong and Nick Shehadie 
rather than David Hill and Malcolm Long represent the 
ABC and the SBS respectively, and Bruce Gyngell in his 
capacity as FACTS chairman, rather than Tony Branigan, 
represents commercial television.

Community broadcasting is represented by the CBAA 
(still afloat but battling after financial problems outlined 
in CU 92). The membership of the BIAC will be expanded 
as new areas such as narrowcasting and satellite pay TV 
become operational and establish peak bodies.

The DTC’s Chris North told CU that the objective was 
that the BIAC should provide a sounding board for the 
Minister. The kind of issues it is likely to tackle include 
‘transport of broadcasting’ (ie satellite coverage extending 
across many countries, and unwanted incursions by satel­
lites); the problem of continued support for Australian 
content in ‘an era of plenty’; the implications of digital 
technology; convergence, global communications and ver­
tical integration.

There will be no rigid agenda and the aim is to have the 
agenda set by the group, though unless there is active 
participation the Minister may be obliged to set agendas to 
ensure that the key issues are covered.

CU understands that the ACTU was approached to 
represent a ‘user’ viewpoint, though it seems that Presi­
dent Martin Ferguson was not prepared to accept this 
responsibility - which anyway would appear to be more 
appropriately offered to a consumer or public interest 
organisation, perhaps in consultation with Consumer Af­
fairs Minister Jeannette McHugh.
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