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The health and future of public broad
casting is a hot topic amongst media 
analysts, journalists, policy makers 
and politicians at the m om ent - but is 
it discussed across the breakfast ta
bles of Australia? Unfortunately, pub
lic opinion is usually only dem on
strated w hen the institution changes. 
A favourite radio program  fails to 
return, a m uch loved presenter de
cides to do som ething else or an 
entire format is overhauled with a 
different audience in mind. Then you 
see, hear and  read the reaction, then 
you feel the passion and rage, then 
you know  the depth  of concern and 
the connection with the community.

Sectoral diversity

An interview with the musician Sting 
appearing on SBS Television last month 
saw him lamenting the fact that there 
was too much media choice these days. 
He felt there was something to be said 
for the time w hen all of Britain tuned to 
W ednesday Drama in the evening, a 
kind of electronic unification of the 
nation. This was a comment on the 
British broadcasting system; by com
parison, it reveals how  differently Aus
tralia approached the building of what 
has becom e a unique and highly suc
cessful radio broadcasting system.

Commercial radio was only intro
duced into Britain in 1974, with the 
only possible result being a threat
ened BBC m onopoly losing audiences 
to the newcomers. Australia's system, 
on the other hand, com m enced in the 
early 1930s with both the commercial 
industry and ABC Radio growing to
gether with different objectives and 
providing, from the outset, a strong 
and competitive environment. As com
mercial radio was being introduced 
into Britain, Australia was adding its 
third radio sector, as community sta
tions w ere licensed to meet broad

casting and social policy objectives. 
The addition of SBS Radio to the na
tional broadcasting sector in 1975 filled 
a need not being met by existing 
broadcasters.

The inherent strength of this three- 
cornered radio industry has provided 
not only competition and choice for 
listeners, but radio of exceptionally 
high quality. This system has allowed 
each of the sectors to develop reason
ably independently of one another, 
with the occasional scuffle around the 
edges focused primarily on licensing 
and transmission policies.

The outlook for national 
public broadcasting

The strengths of the national sector 
include its diversity, independence 
from Government or commercial in
fluence, focus on quality and differ
ence, dedication to comprehensive 
news gathering and analysis, freedom 
to make radio other than for a dem o
graphic with a large disposable in
come, geographic and sociographic 
spread, and commitment to produc
ing radio which adds value to peo
ple’s lives and helps them  make sense 
of the world.

It has been widely reported that 
the ABC faces a budget shortfall this 
financial year and is about to embark 
on a major re-shaping. There has also 
been speculation that both the ABC 
and SBS will face budget cuts w hen 
nex t m o n th ’s Federal B udget is 
brought down. Despite pre-election 
commitments, the Minister for Com
munications and the Arts w on't rule 
out the possibility of cuts to the na
tional sector. What does this mean for 
ABC and SBS Radio? Radio is a people 
medium - resources are mostly tied up 
in staff and discretionary expenditure 
is therefore minimal. Consequently, 
any reduction to its budget necessar

ily results in staff losses and program 
changes.

The Corporation’s re-shaping ex
ercise to deal with the current funding 
shortfall will have a significant impact 
on radio programming. However, ABC 
Radio has also determ ined a num ber 
of key em phases for the future which 
will guide its strategy and further re
shaping. These emphases, considered 
vital to the organisation’s continued 
relevance and success to audiences, 
are: refocusing localism, strengthen
ing news and current affairs, and en
hancing specialist and cultural pro
gramming. Clearly, any further de
crease in the budget available to the 
ABC will result in a greater adverse 
impact on programming than is pres
ently envisaged, and potentially affect 
the current range and num ber of ABC 
Radio networks.

Listening to ABC 
and SBS radio

A quick tour through the national 
sector displays its breadth of cover
age in terms of both program ming 
and comm unity reach. ABC Radio 
offers four national netw orks and a 
netw ork of local stations across met
ropolitan and regional centres of 
Australia.

The package includes two FM 
music netw orks - Classic FM, which 
as the title suggests, has at its core 
classical music but w hich also ranges 
across various specialist music styles 
and includes aw ard w inning acoustic 
art program s and dramas. At the other 
end  of the musical spectrum  is Triple 
J  This netw ork brings a younger au
dience the new est in music with a 
heavy emphasis on  local content. The 
recent "Unearthed" project resulted 
in Triple Jr ecor ding and playing some 
29 musicians or bands from 19 re
gions around Australia. Triple J also
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pushes the edges of the envelope as 
it covers issues of specific interest to 
young Australians.

ABC Radio's talk and  information 
networks are distinctive from com
mercial and com m unity radio, and 
from one another. O ne of the great 
identifiers across all of the ABC's net
works, however, is the ABC news 
them e - albeit a little bent out of 
shape on Triple J. At a time w hen 
Australian comm ercial radio news 
gathering and production is at its 
lowest ever, the value of a strong and 
independent Australian new s service 
cannot be underestim ated.

In fact, the most recent addition to 
ABC Radio's package of services was 
the News and Parliamentary Network 
(PNN). This rolling new s service was 
designed and launched in 1994 to 
incorporate the ABC’s legal obliga
tio n  to  b ro a d c a s t  P a rlia m e n t. 
NewsRadio relies on  the strength of 
ABC News, which generates some 
2500 stories a day across 58 domestic 
and 19 overseas new s bureaux.

Radio National is the ABC's spe
cialist network, a un ique service pro
viding listeners w ith in-depth infor
mation, discussion and debate on 
contem porary social, political and 
economic issues. The local stations 
are just that - quality program m ing 
covering local stories and issues in 
each of the capital cities and som e 49 
regions around the nation. The re
gional stations also have a particular 
emphasis on rural program m ing and 
service information, w ith both  city 
and country enjoying ABC Radio 
sports coverage.

SBS Radio celebrated its 20th an
niversary last year. It was established 
to provide the m any com m unity au
diences with news, information and 
entertainment in their ow n languages 
and is unique in the world. In 1975 
SBS Radio broadcast in eight lan
guages. Today there are 68 languages 
represented on a national netw ork 
reaching all capital cities and  some 
larger NSW and Victorian centres.

Radio

r j Measuring up to the future

The M inister for C om m unications 
called  last m onth  for the ABC and  
SBS to  ‘ben ch m ark ’ their services 
in o rder to determ ine their success 
or failure. The national secto r of 
the rad io  industry has alw ays used  
a w ide range of perform ance m eas
ures because  the financial ind ica
tors o f the com m ercial industry  are 
inapplicable  to publicly  fu nded  o r
ganisations. Unlike the com m er
cial sector, the m easure of m arket 
share for the national secto r is n o 
w here  near as im portan t as the 
m easure of aud ience  reach  - the 
num ber of A ustralians using  the 
services each  w eek. Last m onth , 
a round  six m illion A ustralians lis
ten ed  to at least one ABC Radio 
station  each  w eek. This w eek ly  
reach figure has grow n from  just 
over four and  half m illion in 1990.

O ther m easures used  by ABC 
Radio to benchm ark  services in
clude regular aud ience  a p p re c ia 
tion  research , in te rn a tio n a l and  
dom estic aw ards for program s, p e r
form ance of individual program s, 
shifts and  stations against perfo rm 
ance briefs and  targets, analysis of 
new s conten t, aud ience  feedback  
and  transm ission fault trends. ABC 
and  SBS Radio are naturally  su b 
ject to  the  strict a c co u n tab ility  
m easures to Parliam ent a lready  in 
p lace for the  respective C orpora
tions.

An essential m easure of the  n a 
tional radio sector, and  one  of the 
fundam ental tenets of a d em o c
racy, is the ability to p rov ide  a 
range of perspectives. W ith ten  
th o u sa n d  vo ices h ea rd  on  ABC 
Radio every w eek  and  the inheren t 
d iversity  o f languages, cu ltu ra l 
perspectives and  voices on SBS 
Radio, the N ational b roadcasting  
sector is a vital part of the A ustral
ian b roadcasting  system  and  one  
not rep licated  anyw here else in 
the world.Q

ABA SEEKS COMPLIANCE 
WITH ‘SPIRIT’ OF OZ 

DRAMA RULES

The Australian Broadcasting Au
thority (ABA) has issued new  vol
untary guidelines for com pliance 
w ith Pay TV licence conditions re
garding expenditure on local drama 
program s, following the acknow l
edged ineffectiveness of the present 
rules.

Section 102 of the Broadcasting 
Services Act requires pay televi
sion licensees w ho provide dram a 
program s to spend  at least 10% of 
their annual program  expenditure 
on new  Australian drama programs. 
The ABA defines a pay TV drama 
service as one w hose annual dram a 
program m ing com prises m ore than 
50% of its total program m ing. Pres
ently, there are 13 dram a pay tel
evision channels in operation.

The legislation, drafted prior to 
the developm ent of the pay TV 
industry in Australia, fails to ac
count for the fact that it is pay TV 
broadcasters and channel provid
ers, rather than licensees them 
selves, w ho  generally incur ‘p ro
gram  expend itu re’. As a result, the 
la w ’s in te n tio n  can  easily  be  
avoided.

The revised guidelines, devel
oped  in consultation w ith the pay 
TV industry, seeks to encourage 
non-licensee program  purchasers 
to ‘honour the spirit’ o f the licence 
condition. The ABA’s Chairman, 
Peter W ebb, expressed confidence 
that the industry w ould  respond 
positively to the new  guidelines.

The guidelines are in tended as 
an interim  m easure pend ing  the 
outcom e of the Ministerial review  
of Australian content on pay televi
sion, w hich is to be com pleted by 1 
July 1997. In a press release, the 
ABA stated it expected the guide
lines w ould  form a ‘valuable inpu t’ 
into the review.Q
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