L

tor a policy which had been
through as many hands and
eyes as last October's federal
o cultural policy statement,
Creative Nation contained one big
surprise.

Rupert Murdoch was going to set
up a show in Sydney.

The place where residents of Aus-
tralia's biggest city had come for 113
years, to spend their Easters amidst
the bush's prized produce and the
city's sideshows, was about to be-
come an international movie studio.
Hollywood was coming to town.

The Prime Minister's announce-
ment of the Fox studio may, to some,
have sat uneasily in the centre of the
country's first cultural policy state-
ment. . . P

That was the point.

This cultural policy was as much
about the box - TV and new media -
as it was about the traditional arts
which hung from the walls of the
National Gallery in Canberra where
the policy was launched.

Keating, that day, strode through
the crowd a king - a king who had
delivered to a community which had
acquired a special place in his prime-
ministership. They had beenthe play-
ers and spectators in another event
the previous year at Sydney's State
Theatre, credited with turning around
an election campaign that was smell-
ing of death.

They were also - they were told,
they believed - the keysto anew kind
of Australia, an inventive, assured,
wealthier place. A Creative Nation.

The year since Creative Nation
has seen an astonishing amount of
activity the media, arts and commu-
nications - the areas the statement
saw as central to the development of
this Australia.

The Government announced in
Augusta major package of reforms in
telecommunications designed to en-
courage new players into the indus-
try, new services and more competi-
tion. It continued the decisive shift

away from the maintenance of a state-
owned enterprise as the primary ve-
hicle for social policy in telecommu-
nications, towards a greater reliance
on the market place as an engine of
economic and social prosperity.
Another state enterprise, the ABC,
found its place in the new media
marketwas more tendentious. A con-
spicuous omission from Creative
Nation'slargesse, the original national
broadcaster spent 1995 distancing it-
self from an era of creeping commer-
cialisation, following relevations in a
story on Kerry Packer's Nine net-
work. There was a lot of talk about
the Charterand a new CEO wasfound.

The ABC, the rooster of
pay TV policy in 1993,
became the feather duster
of cultural policy in 1994
and telecommunications
policy in 1995.

A venture into pay TV, forced on
anunwilling Government by the Sen-
ate, collapsed because the pay TV
gatekeepers wouldn't buy its output
and the rules of access to pay TV
distribution systems didn't make
them.

The ABC, the rooster of pay TV
policy in 1993, became the feather
duster of cultural policy in 1994 and
telecommunications policy in 1995.

Another king was 'content'. New
organisations - the Australian Multi-
media Enterprise, the Australian Com-
mercial Television Production Fund -
openedtheir doors and Co-operative
Multimedia Centres were chosen.
Established organisations - the Aus-
tralian Film Commission, the Austral-
ian Film, TV and Radio School, the
Australian Children's TV Foundation,
andthe Australia Council - got money
to do new things with new technolo-
gies.

Hilary McPhee, the Chair of the
Australia Council, complained that

the content creators didn't seem to
know how good they had it. Some of
the content creators suggested that
the patrons should stick to their pa-
tronage.

The Australian Broadcasting Au-
thority settled a new Australian Con-
tent Standard for commercial TV, in-
creasing the amounts of Australian
programs, especially documentaries
and children's drama to be screened,
but liberalising the tests of 'Austral-
ian-ness' required for the quotas.

The ABA also released guidelines
explaining the way a new form of
regulation of Australian content - the
requirement for pay TV licensees to
spend 10 per cent of the program
expenditure of 'predominantly drama

- channels' on new Australian drama -

would work.

The Government put media and
communications in the centre of
policy development, settingup a spe-
cial Ad Hoc Committee of Cabinet; a
National Information Services Coun-
cil, chaired by the Prime Minister, to
provide industry and community in-
putto governmentpolicy;anda Chief
Government Information Officer to
co-ordinate a substantial part of the
Government's own participation in
new information services.

With clear political will to make,
and act upon, the complex intellec-
tual connections between communi-
cationsandthearts, the Government's
amalgamation of these two depart-
ments some months before Creative
Nation bore fruit. The possibilities of
collaboration between these areas
were exploited; and the ill-chosen
marriage with the Department of
Transport, irretrievably broken down
before the first date, was finally an-
nulled.

Therelationship between govern-
ment, the media and culture in Aus- -
traliahasalwaysbeen close andheavy
with patronage. Governments have
helped media owners and artists to
do what they want.

Murdoch'sdecisiontodevelop the
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Fox studio in Sydney was reported to
be the price Keating extracted for
what Murdoch had got out of Aus-
tralia. While Murdoch planned his
side of this alleged deal, another
media owner, Kerry Packer, was fall-
ing out with the Government, alleg-
edly overtelecommunications policy.
Optusin which Packer had proposed
to invest put up a plan for regional
cable monopolies around the coun-
try. The Government - both the archi-
tect of media industry structure and
the sole shareholder of the dominant
player - said no, feeling the plan
would reduce competition and dra-
matically reduce the value of the na-
tional telecommunications carrier.

As the year since Creative Nation
closed, the Prime Minister com-
plained at a Sydney Theatre Com-
pany fundraiser that 'the people who
have most of the money never come
to things like this. You know, if we
could get Kerry or Rupert here and
spend a bit of money on theatre in-
stead of just the football'.

It was a call from the patron of
Creative Nationto the kings of estab-
lished media businesses to lay down
some of their arms from the the new
media battle - to spend a little time
and money to become patrons of
some old culture themselves. O

Jock Given
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