
ABA And Oz Content: 
Trade-Offs Everywhere

The initial reaction to the ABA’s 
working paper on its Australian 
Content Standard Review, re­
leased in late November, was that 
fears that the existing Australian 
content standards would be re­
vised downwards had been un­
founded.

In a major win for children's televi­
sion and production industry groups, 
the ABA proposed:
• a significant increase in the re­

quired amount o f children's drama, 
from 16 to 32 hours a year for each 
station; and

• 50 per cent of the annual require­
ment for preschool programs to be 
first release Australian program­
ming;

• a 10-hour a year quota per station 
for single issue, in-depth documen­
taries.

Closer scrutiny of the paper revealed 
that the proposals are accompanied by 
a number of significant trade-offs: for 
example, official co-productions and 
lOBAcertificated programs would be­
come eligible Australian programs for 
the quota - outcomes which have been 
strenuously resisted by some propo­
nents o f a genuinely Australian ‘look' 
for commercial television; and the 
drama quota time band would be ex­
tended to a 12-hour period (midday to 
midnight), thus diluting the effective­
ness of the quota, which previously 
ran from 6pm and 12pm - virtually 
ensuring that viewers had access to 
quality Australian drama in prime 
time.

The ABA inherited the Australian 
content and children's standards de­
veloped and imposed by its predeces­
sor, the ABT. In the current environ­
ment where existing networks face 
imminent competition from new serv­
ices and have lobbied hard for relaxa­
tion of content requirements, few ex­
pected that the ABA would maintain 
the requirements in their current form.

It will nevertheless be difficult for 
the networks to object too strongly to

the ABA's proposals after the recent 
Creative Nation statement handed 
them a financial boost for the produc­
tion of Australian programs in the 
form of the $60m commercial televi­
sion production fund (see C U 105). CU 
understands that ABA Chairman 
Brian Johns was the prime mover in 
the proposal to establish this fund.

The Government's comprehensive 
list of sports which cannot be siphoned 
off to pay TV and its prohibition on 
advertising on pay TV should also help 
mitigate any adverse network reac­
tion, as Johns suggested in the ABA's 
media release announcing the propos­
als. ‘It is not unreasonable', he said, ‘to 
ask the industry to pass on some of the 
benefits resulting from these meas­
ures to viewers in the form of increased 
levels of Australian programming.'

Kiwi Threat Exits
The working paper follows a discus­
sion paper released in July, in response 
to which the ABA received 53 submis­
sions.

Suggestions in the earlier paper 
which caused some concern included 
allowing SBS and ABC programs to 
count as first run when re-screened on 
commercial television (an idea which 
seems to have been quietly dropped), 
and counting New Zealanders as Aus­
tralians in the definition of an Austral­
ian program.

The paper knocks on the head the 
threat of recognition under the stand­
ard of New Zealand persons and pro­
grams. The ABA judges that the argu­
ments, put by the CLC for one, that it 
would be beyond its legal powers to 
include New Zealand programs in the 
standard, are correct.

But it has stuck with its proposal 
that all programs which have a 10BA 
certificate should qualify as Austral­
ian for the purposes of the standard, 
while non-10BA programs will have to 
comply with a ‘simplified' creative ele­
ments test.

The ABA is also proposing an in­
crease in the overall transmission 
quota for Australian programs from 
50 to 55 per cent over the next three 
years. In addition, stations would be 
allowed to count some programs which 
start before midnight up to 2.00am. 
This would cover live sports programs, 
as proposed by Ten in its original sub­
mission, but not other categories of 
program.

This proposal is ‘modest', as the 
ABA itself concedes, since the average 
level attained by the whole commer­
cial television industry is currently 56 
per cent. It offers no rationale for such 
a modest requirement, saying merely 
that it would ‘play a valuable role as a 
safety net'.

Kids’ Lobby Happy
Barbara Biggins, president of the Aus­
tralian Council for Children's Films 
and Television, described the ABA's P 
program proposals as ‘great'. The 
Council put a strong case for the 50 per 
cent quota for P programs, believing 
that a quota would provide some guar­
antee that production teams could be 
kept together. This would allow P 
producers to keep in touch with their 
audiences and adapt to changing cir­
cumstances.

The virtual doubling of the C drama 
quota is ‘terrific', Biggins said. ‘The 
existing quota is too small - the pro­
grams are hard to find and hard to 
promote'.

The children's lobby continues to 
be concerned that there should be suf­
ficient live action drama for young 
viewers rather than programs of the 
toy-related marketing type which, 
amongother shortcomings, remove the 
opportunity for children to see other 
children performing competently.

Continued on page 10 ...
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The quota period for both P and C 
programs has been extended to en­
compass the period 7am-8.30am on 
weekdays, a move Biggins also wel­
comed. She said that in the past the 
Council had not favoured encouraging 
children to watch from so early in the 
morning, but changing social circum­
stances and the fact that there is cur­
rently no alternative to violent car­
toons at the earlier hour had caused 
them to change their position.

Docos Recognised
The proposal which surprised and 
pleased many in the production indus­
try was the ABA's foreshadowing of 
the introduction of a quota for new 
Australian documentaries - ten hours 
per station annually.

Over many years, documentary 
makers have lobbied regulators for 
special treatment, arguing that Aus­
tralia's reputation as a country which 
produces world class documentaries is 
not reflected in the output o f the com­
mercial networks, whose documentary 
programs are almost entirely limited 
to the ‘travel and adventure' genres. 
FFC-funded documentaries are rarely 
aired on commercial networks. There 
was disappointment and disillusion in 
this sector o f the production industry 
when the ABTs original Oz Content 
decision (1989) failed to take account 
of submissions on behalf o f documen­
tary.

Longtime independent documen­
tary maker Sharon Connolly, currently 
executive producer at Film Australia, 
welcomed the ABA's proposal. ‘One 
hopes that the networks will embrace 
this opportunity to capitalise on the 
substantial documentary audience 
that the ABC and SBS have built up', 
Connolly said. She suggested that the 
networks might also benefit from pur­
chasing and on-selling the pay TV 
rights to documentaries.

The documentary quota proposal 
involves another trade-off, since the 
current quota for ‘diversity' programs 
is to be abolished. The ABA claimed in 
its original paper that the diversity 
quota had not worked, though it is

quick to emphasise that it does not 
reject the concept of encouraging di­
versity. Few would disagree with the 
claim that the diversity quota has not 
achieved its objectives.

In finalising its new standards, the 
ABA will need to give consideration to 
how it defines ‘documentary'. The 
working paper calls documentaries 
‘programs of one hour or more in length 
that deal with a single subject or issue, 
but w hich are not m agazine or 
infotainment style programs'. This is 
close to the definition o f ‘social docu­
mentary' used in the ABT Oz Content 
standard, but still leaves the door open 
for news crews to be sent off in down­
time to produce a ‘quota quickie'.

Sharon Connolly commented that 
it was encouraging that this definition 
apparently did not exclude nature 
documentaries. The effect of the pre­
vious standard was to bracket, un­
fairly, Australia's leadingnature docu­
mentary makers, who had often played 
a vital role in environmental issues, 
with makers of infotainment docu­
mentaries of the ‘A Day on the Barrier 
R eef variety.

Connolly said that it was to be hoped 
that the networks, with access to the 
new production fund, would begin to 
pay better than the ‘ridiculous' prices 
they currently paid for the few docu­
mentaries they did screen. T hey 
should pay at least as much as the 
public broadcasters do', she said.

Drama Changes

FACTS argued in its submission that 
there is no explicit legislative require­
ment for the ABA to set particular 
levels of drama, children's programs 
or indeed, any program genre. The 
ABA rejects this argument, saying:

While (the ABA) accepts that the Act 
makes no explicit reference to Aus­
tralian drama in relation to com­
mercial television, the ABA believes 
that it has the power to determine 
that an Australian content stand­
ard shall relate to drama programs 
and that it is within the discretion 
of the ABA to accord drama the 
status that it has.

The ABA says that it has a significant 
degree o f discretion as to what consti­
tutes Australian programs, as long as 
any standard it determines is consist­
ent with the Act.

That being said, the ABA sees a 
need for further consultation on the 
required amount o f drama, since it 
feels the existing level may not neces­
sarily still be appropriate. To encour­
age discussion, it has developed two 
models for setting the amount of 
drama.

One option would require 150 hours 
a year (excluding C drama) with a sub­
quota of eight hours of miniseries and 
telemovies (as proposed by the FFC). 
A major victory for the producers and 
the networks is that this would now 
include official co-productions, which 
were excluded from the original ABT 
standard on the grounds that they 
would not necessarily involve drama 
which was identifiably Australian and 
was developed for an Australian audi­
ence. It would also include fully 
scripted sketch comedy programs - a 
sensible move.

The proposed 150 hours level is 
well below the average achieved by the 
networks between 1990-1993 (211 
hours). The ABA's rationale for pro­
posing a drop of this dimension is that 
its proposed model seeks to take ac­
count o f the need for a degree o f flex­
ibility and the encouragement of spe­
cific program formats. The 150 hours 
figure ‘is suggested as one that maybe
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realistically achieved by each of the 
three networks’ and in the case of 
Nine, represents an increase of 12 
hours on the level o f first release Aus­
tralian drama achieved in 1993. The 
ABA postulates that an hour-based 
quota could encourage the production 
of the most hours for the least possible 
expenditure if the hour level is set too 
high or there are not enough ‘offsets’ (= 
trade-offs).

The second option is to maintain 
the current drama quota but simplify 
the points system. The ABA acknowl­
edges that the fact that the current 
system does not require a set number 
of hours is an advantage since it allows 
a range of values on program formats 
and flexibility to determine a mixture 
of formats.

The trade-off in this area would be 
the removal of the ‘Australian factor’ 
test and its replacement by reliance on 
10B A certification OR a ‘one-step crea­
tive elements test’ as a means of deter­

mining whether the program is Aus­
tralian.

A  program’s score would be based 
on its format factor (the same as the 
current quality factors - in ascending 
order, series/serials produced at the 
rate o f one hour or more a week, series/ 
serials produced at the rate o f one hour 
or less a week, and miniseries/cinema 
films/telemovies).

The ABA rejects any approach 
based on program costs, saying that it 
does not believe that making program 
licence fees more subject to direct regu­
lation is desirable. This will not please 
SPAA, which strongly supported a cost 
factor in assessing quality. The ABA 
comments that none of the submis­
sions it received fully developed a li­
cence fee factor approach. ‘The ABA is 
reluctant to become involved in deter­
mining a fair price for Australian 
drama programs’, it concludes.

Both of the above models involve 
another maj or trade-off: increasing the 
first release drama time band to a 
twelve hour period between midday

and midnight. Theoretically, this 
would allow networks to dust off an­
cient drama pilots, unscreened epi­
sodes of failed series, or bad rejects 
from the AFI Award screenings, and 
put them to air in graveyard timeslots 
while at the same time gaining quota 
points.

Where to From Here?

The ABA is not cooling its heels over 
the holiday period while people ponder 
the implications of these proposals. 
On the contrary, it is seeking written 
comments on the proposals by 6 Janu­
ary, with the expectation that a final 
draft of the revised standard will be 
released before the end of January. In 
the meantime, there will be discus­
sions with producers, broadcasters and 
other interested parties. □

Cultural Policy: 
Hot Topic

With cultural policy well and truly 
established on the Federal Gov­
ernment agenda, Griffith Univer­
sity in Queensland has grasped 
the opportunity to mount a major 
international conference on the 
subject next year.

As the organisers point out, cul­
tural policy issues ‘now dominate de­
bate about communications and infor­
mation technologies, cultural indus­
tries and cultural development, herit­
age management, tourism and urban 
planning'.

They are calling for papers (by 31 
January) on a wide range o f associated 
topics, including communications and 
new technologies, culture and govern­
ment.

Titled Cultural Policy: the State of 
the Art, the conference will be held in 
Brisbane between 28 May-3 June. The 
organising committee for the confer­
ence comprises Tony Bennett, Sandra 
Buckley, Jennifer Craik and Colin 
Mercer.

Contact point is: The Administra­
tive Officer, Institute for Cultural 
Policy Studies, Faculty of Humani­
ties, Griffith University Qld 4111, 
phone (07) 875 5511 fax (07) 875 7772.

Meanwhile, the Department of 
Communication s and the Arts has pro­
duced the conference papers from its 
recent cultural talkfest Creating Cul­
ture - the new growth industries (Au­
gust 11-12). The papers are accompa­
nied by a video (what, no CD-ROM?) of 
the conference highlights, including 
vox pops from delegates, a dinner 
speech by Leo Schofield, and speech 
extracts and memorable quotes from 
every speaker.

This production is a snip at $24.95. 
The conference papers cost the same 
(or free to those who attended). Pur­
chase at Government bookshops, or by 
calling 008 020 049/faxing (06) 295 
4888 with credit card details, or from 
AGPS Mail Order GPO Box 84 Can­
berra 2601. □

Setting Standards
liaising the Standard9, a Consum­
ers Telecommunications Network 
(CTN) seminar (2 December) on 
the ‘rather arcane9 topic of user 
and consumer participation in tel­
ecommunications standards set­
ting was surprisingly well at­
tended, CTN Co-ordinator Trish 
Benson told CU after the event.

About 60 people from the industry 
and residential consumers attended. 
Representatives from AUSTEL, ATUG 
and information networks were among 
the speakers at the seminar, which 
considered the recommendations of a 
CTN report earlier this year on the 
subject o f consumer participation in 
this area.

Benson said the day generated con­
siderable enthusiasm for settingup an 
informal forum to provide input to the 
standards settingprocess, through the 
AFCO representative on technical 
standards committees for instance. 
Anyone interested in further informa­
tion should contact Trish Benson on 
(02) 318 2026, fax (02) 318 2031, TTY 
(02) 318 2967. □
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