Chapter One: Introduction
In March 1996, a Federal Coalition Government was elected after thirteen years in Opposition. One significant result of the magnitude of the swing to the Coalition that characterised the 38th Parliament's new Government, was a large backbench in the House of Representatives.
 Thirty six of the Coalition's sixty five backbenchers were new to the Federal Parliament. Of the thirty Labor backbenchers, six were new members as were two of the five Independents.
 More than one hundred backbenchers in the House were a reminder of the many politicians who are not part of the Executive, an Executive to which parliamentary processes have given great power. This power is extended by the focus of the Canberra Press Gallery on the Prime Minister and the rest of the Executive. This study examines how the backbench feeds into the images and reality of the parliamentary process carried in the coverage of the national media. It seeks to establish when, why and how backbenchers are reported and the limitations and opportunities that exist for backbench influence as a result of attracting Gallery attention.

There is a widely held assumption among politicians and journalists that the backbench is of minimal influence in the political process. This is manifested in scant Gallery attention to their utterances in Parliament and little public registration of the substantial contribution they make on committees. Even though this study was conducted when there was an unusually large Government backbench in the House of Representatives, the role of individual Members of Parliament (MPs) and coverage of some backbench committees indicated that the backbench can exercise a substantial public voice when their views are in conflict with those espoused by the Prime Minister and wider Executive. It is difficult to assess the power of that voice but the following study registers an image, at least, of a backbench capable of some influence.

There are important differences between accessible local media coverage for MPs dependent upon whether their seats are metropolitan or rural. But there is no uniformity of experience with local media attention related to these two very different local conditions for MPs. Some MPs in rural areas have access to weekly columns in regional newspapers. Others, whose political allegiance is different from those of the local editors and/or their proprietors, have difficulty in gaining coverage. Radio offers many MPs varying access, often reliant on the personality and ability of a local MP to be engaging for particular audiences.

Opportunities that exist for MPs in metropolitan constituencies also vary considerably depending on the willingness of state newspapers to report them. In some city electorates, containing a university, and/or a hospital as well as other factors likely to be the focus of state and national policy, an MP can have a considerable range of issues with which to become involved. Metropolitan media sources, serving national and state audiences, suggest easier access to wider media exposure for city MPs with more television stations, more radio stations and papers of local and national importance on their doorstep. But within metropolitan electorates there are also likely to be more ministers competing with backbenchers for comment. There are more backbenchers in a geographically small area, less distinction between locally defined newspaper and radio influence and greater competition from state leaders for comment, not only on state issues of importance but on state conjecture about the importance of federal issues being raised in the media. In his study of media coverage of members of the House of Representatives in America, Timothy E. Cook also noted the importance of local electorate geography in understanding the variations that exist in opportunity for backbenchers to obtain publicity:

Because districts vary in their access to local media, however, some members can dominate a newspaper circulation area or a television market while others remain almost as anonymous as they are to network television—in which case they may as well spend their resources wooing the national media outlets.

His conclusion is interesting but in the Australian context any similar conclusion would require study from the constituency perspective. Nevertheless, there is evidence that suggests that the more politically ambitious backbenchers, or those who identify the value of national and local media for the achievement of varying goals(personal, electoral and policy orientated—seek publicity from both sources. Backbenchers in electorates touched by the Sydney airport debate, for example, illustrate the blurred edges of the federal, state and electorate nature of some issues. In such instances MPs do not have the luxury to concentrate on local media outlets alone.

This study examined national coverage, not the coverage of backbenchers in their local media. Nor did it seek to compare backbench coverage with Ministers and Parliamentary Secretaries, many of whom also rarely gain national coverage. Both are important extensions of this study of national media coverage and the image that coverage produces of backbenchers within the Australian political process.

This study of national media coverage of the House of Representatives' backbench during part of the 38th Parliament is based on observation and analysis of the political process within Parliament House and interviews with backbenchers and Gallery journalists.
 It is also based on the monitoring of selected political coverage primarily during the designated study period February to June 1997. This included examination of Gallery reports on ABC television news and commercial news on Channels Ten, Nine and Seven, as well as select television commentary programs on each channel. Newspapers monitored for backbench coverage during this period included the Age, Australian Financial Review (AFR), Sydney Morning Herald (SMH), Australian, Courier Mail, Adelaide Advertiser, the Hobart Mercury, West Australian, Canberra Times, Daily Telegraph, the Melbourne Herald Sun, AAP, and the Bulletin magazine. It was not possible to monitor commercial radio news and commentary within the time constraints of the study although some ABC radio, especially AM and PM, was monitored. From the practical basis of that study, the wider implications for the quality of Australia's political communication process are also considered.

Essentially, examination of national coverage concentrated on the Canberra Press Gallery journalists. There were however some exceptions, where it would have been counterproductive to deny consideration of national political coverage from political writers interstate, particularly political journalists and/or commentators who have reported from the Gallery in the past and intermittently still report from the Gallery or commentate from state capitals. One example is respected reporting veteran Paul Kelly whose appearance in the Gallery often signals that something of significant public interest is brewing in Canberra. Other Gallery veterans, Alan Ramsay and Laurie Oakes, have seemingly lost the need for the atmospherics of the Chamber or the need to visibly emphasise to politicians that they are watching and listening for cracks in political accountability and/or credibility. Interestingly, the equally feared and revered Michelle Grattan rarely misses Question Time.

The quality of communication between voters and their elected representatives is a major determinant of the quality of Australian democracy. Reporting and commentary from the Gallery is critical to communication between governors and governed. For backbenchers, gaining the attention of Gallery reporters is dependent on a wide range of variables. This study seeks to establish the more important of these variables as manifested in the coverage of backbenchers during part of the 38th Parliament. There was considerable variation in individual backbenchers' desires to seek or welcome publicity to achieve an aim. An MPs objective in courting publicity may be to influence policy or advance career. Fear of the Gallery and its propensity to make and/or break political careers and governments may be overestimated in the mind of many new backbenchers, but it is prevalent. Balancing backbench desire for Gallery coverage is Gallery appreciation of when and why backbenchers will be reported. This study aims to illuminate something of the complexity of theoretical and practical considerations and the resultant actions from backbenchers and Gallery journalists that produce national coverage of backbenchers.

The political context

Moral assessments in various guises permeate media reporting of the political environment. To an unusually large extent the issues of the 38th Parliament involved high levels of moral questioning. They began with Port Arthur. Both experienced and the many new politicians of the 38th Parliament were shocked by the horror of the massacre of innocents by a lone gunman at Port Arthur in April 1996 and were quickly thrown into an emotive debate about the introduction of new gun ownership laws. This initiation was barely over when it was replaced for backbenchers with the publicly delivered message from their Party leaders, that each of them, ostensibly, could speak and vote on the issue of euthanasia as individuals, according to 'conscience', without fear or favour. Again politicians and those who report them were confronted by an emotive debate that hinged on two morally loaded considerations: the right of a state or territory (in this instance the Northern Territory) to exercise its own code of governance, and the right of a terminally ill individual to determine the time of his or her death. Before that debate
 was concluded in the early hours of one of those 'longest days' in the Senate, Wik had become the emotional, moral issue pushing harder and unnecessarily sharply, given the unexpected fragility of Australia's psyche, onto the political agenda. Challenges to individual, state and national heritage, separable but intrinsically entwined, produced a continuum of conscience driven policy debate in the 38th Parliament.

The unprecedented media concentration in this Parliament on the Independent Member for Oxley, Pauline Hanson XE "Hanson, Pauline" ; the loss of parliamentarians' public moral credibility in the seemingly never-ending series of allegations about 'rorts'; the decision of the Prime Minister, Mr Howard, not to apologise to the 'stolen children' and the 'on again' 'off again' nature of the 'will be', 'maybe', 'sometime in the future' media ownership policy debate intensified an already emotionally overloaded moral political agenda. Tariffs and tax reform entered the agenda and produced varying degrees of media scepticism and acceptance of the inevitability of the political course, based on electoral satisfaction, to determine expectations in the resolution of both. It was in this political context that the following study sought to investigate national coverage of the backbenchers of the House of Representatives.

The 'Canberra' context

The centralisation of federal politics in Canberra is accentuated by the visual images that support the nightly television news reports of federal politics. The seeming credibility of these reports is enhanced by professional editing of a variety of images that will nearly always include some politicians, a shot of Question Time and perhaps an aerial view of Parliament House, the flag and/or the front portico.
 Channel Nine's reports from Parliament House are filmed with a large background screen in their studio in the Gallery depicting Parliament House and the Australian flag. The ABC invariably present their reports from an artificially lit site in a Parliament House courtyard. Reports often end with the journalists announcing their name and signing off with the words, 'reporting from Canberra'.

The dominant recurring images all emphasise is the relationship between federal politicians and Parliament House, Canberra. They emphasise a physical parameter in which the role of politician is played. Federal Parliament is represented as the Chamber during Question Time, usually with the party leaders and or their ministers exchanging insults. The flag represents a sense of national identity and was used as a backdrop extensively by the Coalition Government when individual politicians were interviewed and/or photographed. The flag was also used by Pauline Hanson XE "Hanson, Pauline" 's One Nation Party as a symbol to present a national image of her party. Parliament House, shot from the forecourt or as an overhead aerial view, establishes that the report is from Canberra. Canberra and Parliament House become synonymous in national coverage and Australian federal politicians strive to relate their policies and concerns to the Australian public often from within the confines of this seemingly sanctified political space.

This study reflects, incidentally, throughout various issues raised, on the significance of Canberra as the focal point in national political coverage. It seeks to highlight the present role that coverage of backbenchers plays in providing an image of dialogue between electors and elected from this environment. It also examines the role backbenchers play in the image of 'Canberra' that is produced. This is evidenced in terminology used, when the place of national law making is described by MPs as 'over here', 'down here', 'up here' or more emotively described, for example, as 'Fortress Canberra'.

In discussing the importance of symbolism in the American political context, British political and media academic, Colin Seymour-Ure commented on the importance of the appearance of a two-way dialogue between the 'White House' and the community:

Above all, there is the potent symbol of the White House. The President has to strike a balance between the symbolism of going out to the people and that of bringing the people in to the White House.
 

The consideration within the Australian context is also important. Symbolism and the images of Parliament affect the political communication between all elected representatives and their electors. A rare, blatant example of a politician's awareness of the role of symbolism in reports from the capital, was the deliberate removal of a Parliament House background from a doorstop interview with Gallery journalists by Deputy Prime Minister and leader of the Nationals, Tim Fischer, on 25 June 1998. It was as if Fischer was aware of the distance felt between voter and Australia's seat of Government. This occurred after the Queensland state election on 13 June 1998, in which Pauline Hanson XE "Hanson, Pauline" 's One Nation Party had eleven representatives elected.

As Fischer was doorstopped outside the ministerial entrance door of Parliament House, he turned and looked at the Parliament House background for the interview. His muttered 'Damn' was registered by the assembled tape recorders. He continued:

As the light is neutral can we do a complete 'U' turn and face out to that timber? Is that possible? I want a timber background not a Parliament House background.

The bemused gathering of Gallery journalists complied with his request. ABC 7.30 reporter, Barrie Cassidy, noted the significance of Fisher's concern. He used it to illustrate that politicians knew they were 'on the nose'. Cassidy further interpreted the action for viewers: 

Not a Parliament House background? Even the building itself now damages their reputation.

Fisher apologised to the assembled journalists saying he had '"a particular reason" for the change'. Again Cassidy elucidated:

No need for apologies. Every political adviser in the country would have given him the same advice.

The exchange demonstrated at least one senior politician's acceptance that the public was dissatisfied with a perceived one way dialogue from politicians in Canberra to the electors. It is noteworthy in the introduction of this study because it illustrates something of the messages of public frustration politicians felt they were receiving as some voters turned to support the new party, One Nation. The importance of examining the communication of the backbench to the public during this period raised issues about the responsibility for the image of politicians presented in the national media and its possible influence on increasing claims of public alienation. It also raised the question of the effect minimal national coverage accorded most backbenchers has on public appreciation of the role their representatives play in federal politics.

Publicising the role of backbenchers

One new Liberal Queensland backbencher clearly identified the problem, peculiar in its intensity for backbenchers in the 38th Parliament, of the massive media concentration on one backbencher, Pauline Hanson XE "Hanson, Pauline" :

Of the views I get from my electorate, my new people that I look after, the thing that has been said most often is, 'Why can't you be more like Pauline Hanson XE "Hanson, Pauline" ?' They don't want you to espouse the views that she's espousing, they just want you to stand up and be heard. That's the critical part of this job and I'm just learning how to do that.

The backbencher exemplified a clear determination of this role as a representative, the evident barriers perceived in the fulfilment of that role, and the perceived value of using the media to communicate with constituents. Noting the growing visibility of the Government's backbench in the national media as it publicly 'flexed its muscle' the backbencher indicated a determined willingness to extend the trend during the interview recorded in May 1997:

And there's going to be more, too. We're out there stirring. Some issues have to be driven by the backbench. It has always been my contention that policy making should start with the backbench, not the other way around(not from the top down. I take that to my electorate. I rely on my constituents' advice, not bureaucratic advice, not ministerial staffer advice.
 It is very important that we listen to the constituency.

Ex-Labor backbencher John Langmore XE "Langmore, John"  extends this consideration of the way backbenchers choose to fulfil their representative roles. His analysis introduces an important reflection for those seeking to understand the context of backbench reporting, the limitations on public exposure that result from the need seen by most backbenchers to strike a balance between party, electorate and personal political interest:

If greater weight were more commonly given to representing the interests of the electorate and rather less to parliamentary party conformity, there would be less sense of political alienation and powerlessness around the community.

Langmore XE "Langmore, John"  also noted the value of the role played by the ABC in widening public access to all parliamentarians:

Australian politics makes a fetish of solidarity so that members rarely cross the floor, and the debate influences only radio listeners who stumble onto the news and parliament network of the ABC. The rest of the media only occasionally report what backbenchers say in debate.

One backbencher disclosed his conclusions on the value of using the media, rather than parliamentary processes, as an alternative access to political power. The backbencher weighed the level of publicity given Hanson XE "Hanson, Pauline"  against the restrictions of media use by those bound by party discipline:

I have seen the big bickies that are available for those that defy the conventional wisdom and the politically correct brigade(but the price to be paid for that is … to become a heretic and you get burnt at the stake.

The observations of one of the Gallery's most experienced journalists help to remind backbenchers that publicity in the quest to improve the quality of public information and/or political influence requires a Gallery compliant and respectful of the views and ambitions of backbenchers. Dismissing the significance of backbenchers in the political power structure, the journalist blamed the politicians for diminishing their role:

Backbenchers have to find a way to look at themselves to think they are doing something that matters, so they do kid themselves about their own importance. It's terribly demeaning to have to say: 'I don't matter I just go in there and vote the way I'm told'. I used to have the idea that backbenchers mattered(more than I think they matter now. The only reason no one cares at a national level [for backbenchers] is because they don't matter much, or else they matter a lot less than they'd like to think. And that's the function of the party system and party discipline. I mean it is the politicians who made the decision that backbenchers shouldn't matter by imposing party discipline the way they have. Backbenchers are cannon fodder. It wouldn't be so disastrous if it was normal [for backbenchers to expose their views publicly]. If backbenchers had their own views and were able to express them then everyone would be doing it and it wouldn't matter. Because almost no-one does it and because party discipline says it's bad then it means that the few that do it become bigger news.

Party discipline has meant the backbenchers are held in more contempt and they are less relevant and means that the mavericks are more newsworthy than they would otherwise be.

These observations from journalists and backbenchers illustrate the complexity of issues arising from this study of backbench national media coverage. One vital issue is the role the dominance of the two major parties in the Australian Parliament play in stifling the emergence of publicly recognisable MPs contributing to public and political debate. The strength and adherence to party discipline, which some define as party loyalty, is a major factor in considering the willingness of backbenchers to seek or choose to use the media for politicking. Not examined because of the difficulty of documentation, but certainly evident in interviews, was the immensely competitive peer environment in which backbenchers work. It is important to note it, however, because the fear of peer resentment in gaining positive publicity is as challenging to some backbenchers as the fear of negative coverage. The combined restrictions of peer pressure and a sense of party loyalty bind some backbenchers, especially many new ones, to a pragmatic acceptance that 'disunity is political death' and that publicity in the national media is therefore undesirable.

Media's limitations

The practicalities for journalists of meeting deadlines, the limited space available for political reporting and commentary, influenced by editorial decisions and the strength of competing news, can not be underestimated in considering the quantity and quality of backbench coverage in the news. When Parliament is sitting commercial television news rarely gives space to more than one political news report, although that report will often contain snippets of more than one reportable item. This small allocation to political reporting thus limits possibilities for backbencher coverage except when a comment or action of a backbencher or the collective backbench is deemed newsworthy. The problem is exacerbated by the concentration of the Gallery's commercial television's political commentary programs, Channel Seven's Face to Face, presented by Glenn Milne, Channel Ten's Meet the Press, presented by Paul Bongiorno and Channel Nine's Sunday, where the political feature is an interview by Laurie Oakes. Only a handful of backbenchers appeared on these programs during the period studied of the 38th Parliament. No backbencher was interviewed by Laurie Oakes in his political segment on the Sunday show which seeks to predict and agenda set the issues likely to be important in the following week rather than necessarily illuminate events past.

The space given to political reporting on the ABC is in stark contrast to the limited opportunities for backbench appearances on other networks. ABC television news, the 7.30 Report each week night, Lateline, Order in the House, and the ABC's radio programs AM and PM provide a lifeline to backbenchers seeking national coverage. The relatively frequent appearance of backbenchers in these programs helps to produce a more realistic public appreciation of the diversity of views expressed by parliamentarians.

The space for political reports in newspapers may have lessened considerably since the days of verbatim coverage of debate but there still remains more opportunity for backbench perspectives to be reported in them than on commercial television. Newspapers also provide opportunities for backbench initiative, selectively publishing their letters to the editor and feature articles.

Although during February 1997 there were few reports on backbenchers, by June there was constant coverage of the backbench as issues such as Wik, tariffs, aged care and media ownership caused continual and significant backbench challenge to the directions of Government policy. Whenever individual backbenchers and certain party and backbench committees expressed their concerns vehemently they were reported. The lack of adequate investigation by Gallery journalists into why, for example, Queensland backbenchers were so persistent in their attacks on Government policy emerged from this study as a major consideration of the level of appreciation of backbench perspectives by the Gallery. Perhaps one explanation was the noticeable correlation between the responsiveness of the Executive and the Gallery to backbencher actions and comments.

Other vital considerations in the limitation of backbench coverage are the routines of journalism, daily deadlines, and what political journalists have designated over time as their key points of focus in political reporting. It is an appreciation of all these forces that appears to encourage an understanding of predicability in the reporting of political news and leads to the production of strategies for political news agenda setting by politicians and 'spin doctors'.
 Definitions of 'news values' remain illusory and 'newsworthiness' needs to be considered as the culmination of competing news balanced by the dictates of the routines of journalism on any given day.

Relationships

Central to the quality of Australian political communication is the relationship that exists between Gallery journalists and politicians. The symbiotic characteristic of that relationship is far more complex than a mutually accepted balance at any one time of the role of user or used. Chapter Two examines this relationship based primarily on interviews of Gallery journalists and backbenchers during 1997. It allows the practitioners to establish their perspectives on the working environment which has produced the national coverage of backbenchers examined in this monograph. It is an essential starting point because it is the attitudes both groups hold toward each other, and the resultant importance each gives to the other in the pursuit of their individual professions, that characterises the nature of backbench coverage in the national media. There is a considerable diversity of respect and use in both groups determined by individual assessment of each other's worth. 

Former Labor Prime Minister Paul Keating's name was continually raised by journalists as an example of a backbencher keen to establish an enduring relationship with the Gallery. 'He hit the ground running', exclaimed one veteran journalist who, like others, used Keating as an example of the benefits of a relationship with the Gallery. The attitude Keating adopted to the Gallery in his early years as a backbencher was noted by former Gallery reporter and now the Australian's national affairs editor, Mike Steketee. The seeds of the relationship with the Gallery planted early in Keating's political career, saw him reap the benefits throughout his parliamentary years from the knowledge he gained of the workings of the Gallery:

A useful rule of thumb is that the less power politicians have, the more they seek out the media to advance their case and the less likely they are to be successful. The reverse is also is true: the more powerful the position, the less they will depend on the media but the more coverage they will receive anyway.

A case in point is Paul Keating. As a backbencher after entering Parliament in 1969, he spent long periods with senior journalists, particularly Alan Reid who had worked in the Gallery since the early 1930s, soaking up knowledge and history but also staking his claim for influence. As Treasurer during the Hawke Government, there was no minister and few backbenchers who more assiduously cultivated leading members of the Gallery.

Backbench opinion on the need for a relationship with the Gallery varies depending partly on the ambitions of the backbencher. Even backbenchers ambitious for Executive power do not always agree that the media is the best avenue to establish a claim to Executive status. Nevertheless there are few ministers who would deny the importance of a relationship with the Gallery for those seeking political power.

For some new backbenchers lacking the political and media experience of their peers, the relationship between being appreciated by political journalists was linked to preconceived estimates within their own party of their future worth:

A lot of us never get rung, never get asked. I mean who cares about you. I'm an endangered species. We don't get any favours from anyone. That's fine by me. You are just caught out a bit, I guess. Any new member is in the same situation. You are building your knowledge, experience and resources over time. Some hit the road running but others have to stumble and fall. The party works on its senior people and its new rising stars and they don't communicate so much to the rest of us who aren't seen as great rising stars. You don't get too peeved about it, you have to do your own training, learn the media techniques, putting out a press release, two or three.

The attitude of individual MPs to the media will be swayed by experience and ambition. It will also depend on their understanding of how to establish and use a relationship with the Gallery. A very large or small backbench produces pressures for backbenchers seeking to impress the Executive and/or remain in Parliament. Promotional positions for backbenchers become more competitive in both instances. The expendability of individual backbenchers using the media to express dissatisfaction with the Government is less likely to attract Prime Ministerial concern and hence, the Gallery, when there is a large backbench.

Image

Chapter Three examines the image of the backbench conveyed by coverage of backbenchers in the national media. Party, electorate, and conscience are three central characteristics of representation that govern the role of a backbencher. The relative importance of these major determinants of parliamentarian behaviour varies, at times one dominating the others and at times all reflected in unison. The image of the role of individual backbenchers and the generalised 'backbench' is presented in the national media when selected actions and comments of backbenchers are reported. 

The image communicated to the Australian public by the media is produced consciously and unconsciously by politicians and journalists. While the politicians are largely responsible for the availability of the image that is conveyed, reporters and commentators exercise a powerful role in the production of a public image through selection of what is reported and how it is reported. The media's role of selectivity has the potential to distort the image of the role of backbenchers in the parliamentary process given that coverage will be the result of Gallery and/or editorial assessments of newsworthiness. The importance of conflict in the reporting of the backbench can accentuate an adversarial image rather than a constructive and discursive role for backbenchers. 

The Prime Minister and the Executive play an important part in the positive or negative image of the role of backbench portrayed in the media. The Government backbench, likewise, can affect the image of the Executive. If the political process of consultation is not carefully adhered to on issues affecting backbenchers, committee chairs and committees can play a substantial role in attracting publicity if the media also judge the issue consequential. Part of this Chapter examines the debate on media ownership as a case study in the reporting of an issue that produced an image in the media of an involved and influential backbench. It was an image that journalists helped to create despite the fact that reports also clearly registered other factors affecting the Prime Minister's hesitancy in embracing policy change. Nevertheless, the Government's decision to shelve the proposed policy changes appeared to be a win for the backbenchers. Media coverage makes it difficult at times, for the public to differentiate between image and reality of backbench influence.

Attracting the media 

Being and/or becoming newsworthy rarely just happens. This is especially true in the political communication process for backbenchers. As political academic Patrick Weller and Gallery reporter Michelle Grattan wrote in 1981, a 'backbencher probably finds that his main media problem is to be noticed'.
 Little has changed. That is not to say that individual backbenchers will never be inadvertently thrust into the limelight by the national media, often by doing or saying something 'stupid'. National coverage, however, can be the result of planned strategy more often than it is unplanned. Coverage can be the utilisation of a moment of opportunity or long term establishment of the right to be spokesperson on a particular topic. Even unplanned media exposure will relate to a pre-existing set of characteristics, for example, being noted as the expert in the field being reported, being in a position of authority such as committee chair or being reliable for the quick and effective quotable quote. 

Chapter Four examines factors that have produced backbench coverage in the 38th Parliament, establishing insights into how, when and why backbenchers are reported. From an analysis of backbench coverage, this Chapter produces a list of the most evident factors and strategies that generate backbench publicity. There is a danger in establishing a perception that any one factor will necessarily attract coverage without the presence of others. For example, saying something outrageous may attract Gallery attention but it is more likely to do so when it comes from a Government backbencher rather than an Opposition backbencher and challenges Government leadership and/or policy. The importance of the issue, the time and place of the comment, the personality and reputation of the backbencher making comment all contribute to the likelihood of coverage. Of overriding importance in 'making news' is not only the understanding of what is likely to be reported, but a desire and willingness to be reported.

Conflict, issue and the PM factor

Chapter Five examines in detail three primary contributors to backbench coverage. It analyses the importance of conflict, particularly in the context of identifying the newsworthy aspect of a particular issue and the influence of the proximity of the Prime Minister as well as his response to action or comment from the backbench. Tariff policy created a prolonged and divisive debate within the Coalition and is used to illustrate the complexity of issue definition for backbenchers seeking to exert political pressure through media coverage. To illustrate the Gallery's focus on the Prime Minister and the affect his response has on backbench reporting, this Chapter also examines the media's reporting of the Independent Member for Oxley, Pauline Hanson XE "Hanson, Pauline" , and the coverage given to the Liberal Member for Leichhardt, Warren Entsch XE "Entsch, Warren" 's call for a boycott of Sunday church services.

The reporting of the 38th Parliament has been dominated by issues that have involved conflict. As one Gallery journalist asserted: 

The Gallery is preoccupied with the politics of conflict because they make the best stories and our masters at head office are a lot more interested in conflict then we are. If there ain't no conflict, there ain't no story.

Conflict is evident in the majority of backbench reports but the many levels of conflict and its intrinsic political characteristic at times disguise its omnipotent presence. The successful use of conflict to gain publicity will depend largely on the context in which it is used. Many backbenchers and journalists interviewed believed that a Government backbench, or an individual backbencher, in conflict with Executive policy and/or the Prime Minister, is the most likely to be reported. The acceptance by backbenchers that conflict with leadership tempts Gallery interest encourages its use by some. As a result, attacks on the leadership often camouflage the real issue that a backbencher hopes to make public. This Chapter analyses the validity of these widely held assumptions, examining the significance of issue, conflict and the response of the Prime Minister as determinants affecting backbench coverage.

'No hard and fast rules'—Zammit XE "Zammit, Paul"  and the airport noise debate

Resignation from the Government is the ultimate personal protest for a backbencher. Three Government backbenchers resigned to sit as Independents during the 38th Parliament, Paul Zammit XE "Zammit, Paul" , Member for Lowe, John Bradford XE "Bradford, John" , Member for McPherson and Tony Smith XE "Smith, Anthony" , Member for Dickson.
 This Chapter examines the reporting of the resignation of Liberal Member, Paul Zammit. Set in the context of the airport noise debate, the case study provides the opportunity to illustrate the multiplicity of considerations about backbench coverage raised in earlier chapters. More extensive coverage was given Zammit's attempted resignation when the Prime Minister intervened than when Zammit actually resigned. This was despite the fact that Zammit released an extraordinarily damning and documented attack on his Prime Minister and one of his staff on the day he resigned. The proximity of the Prime Minister to an issue of conflict and the challenge Zammit's coverage offers to the belief that conflict with the leader is irresistible to Gallery reporters are two important themes in this Chapter. The context of the airport noise debate helps to exemplify that coverage for a backbencher is rarely the result of one factor, but rather represents the timely meshing of many.

The airport noise dispute traverses party loyalties, state and federal boundaries. Its analysis considers how backbenchers balance their respective representative roles when a local issue governs the marginality of their seat. Tensions between backbencher and Government become increasingly strained when communication channels to the Executive are exposed as unsatisfactory for the provision of an acceptable response from the backbencher to his or her electorate. National coverage can represent a backbencher's final plea to be heard by the Executive and is an important indicator to his or her constituents that their interests are being addressed by their federal member. Analysis of the reporting of Zammit XE "Zammit, Paul" 's resignation in the context of the airport noise issue challenges simplistic generalisation of key factors that produce national coverage for backbenchers.

The centrality of the Prime Minister to the national coverage of the backbench is a major theme that develops throughout this study and is particularly pertinent in the Zammit XE "Zammit, Paul"  situation. The discipline exercised over many MPs by adherence to the dictates of the two party system is also reflected as an important influence on backbench coverage. Individually, the value backbenchers place on national coverage is a major determinant of their likelihood in gaining it. The complexity of the political environment, and the reporting of backbenchers within it, is continually emphasised. Reporting of the backbench is influenced by political structures, individual backbench adherence to certain roles and Gallery appreciation of how important backbench challenge is as at any given time to the status quo.

Endnotes

�.	The backbench has numbered approximately 102 during the period of study designated between February and June 1997. It was not since 1975 when Liberal Malcolm Fraser became Prime Minister replacing Gough Whitlam's Labor Government, 1972–75, that such a large Coalition backbench had sat in the House of Representatives. For an interesting biographical account of the new members of the House of Representatives, see, Paul A. Pickering, 'The Class of 96: A Biographical Analysis of New Government Members of the House of Representatives', Australian Journal of Politics and History, vol. 44, no. 1, March 1998, pp. 95–112.
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At the time of a major announcement, he would work his way around each of the main offices in the Press gallery to sell his initiative. Typically he would dramatise and often exaggerate its importance, providing graphic representations on a piece of paper, catchy phrases and his political analysis. All this was meshed perfectly with the needs of journalists who were looking for a way to explain to their audience or readers the significance of an event.
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