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GENERAL CONCERNS

The Federal Government's proposed legislation to abolish cross-media ownership restrictions is very concerning.  It would be a bad thing for Australia if the Parliament allows it.  Having a diversity of media ownership is absolutely critical to democracy.   It is essential to have a free, fair and unbiased media, which airs a diversity of commentary, for a democracy to function properly. We need an independent media to keep governments accountable; and the fewer media outlets there are, the less likely that’ll happen.

This legislation, if passed, will significantly weaken democracy in Australia.  It is anti-democratic.  Democracy should be protected, and senators should, in the interests of the Australian people, reject this legislation. 

If the cross-media ownership restrictions are taken away, the likely result is that Kerry Packer's Publishing and Broadcasting Ltd, owner of Channel Nine, a number leading magazines including The Bulletin and the Australian Women's Weekly, and part owner of FOXTEL, will acquire Fairfax, owner of The Age, the Sydney Morning Herald the Australian Financial Review and BRW.   More takeovers could follow.  Rupert Murdoch’s News Limited could buy a national commercial radio network and a national television network, either Channel Seven or Channel Ten.  PBL could also buy a national radio network.  It is conceivable that there could end up being only three people, or at least only three companies controlled almost the entire Australian privately-owned media providers – radio, television and newspapers combined.  In the state of Tasmania, the number of media proprietors could fall to as low as two.  

Senators should not allow this to happen.

The ownership of Australia's media is already far too concentrated, and the federal government's proposed legislation will put the Australian media in even fewer hands that it is already in.  The legislation may be in the interests of some of the media proprietors, but is certainly not in the interest of the public.  The existing media corporations have too much power, and this legislation will give more, to fewer corporations.

As to the Minister for Communications, Senator the Hon Richard Alston’s claim that the Internet is going to open up new sources of information, that is a furphy.  The web-sites containing Australian news content on the Internet are largely the same as the existing media operators: Fairfax, News Corporation, "ninemsn" (Channel Nine) and the ABC.  

The cross-media restrictions as they currently exist protect media diversity, and they should be left in place, not weakened or removed.

COMMENTS ON THE EXPLANATORY MEMORANDUM (OUTLINE)

The opening paragraph states that this Bill will “reform” the foreign and cross-media ownership regime in Australia.  That is an incorrect statement.  Reform means to make better, and this legislation, if passed would make the foreign and cross-media ownership regime in Australia worse, not better.

The second paragraph of the memorandum states that the measures contained in the Bill will “encourage greater competition”.  That is a false claim, and an entirely incorrect description of the legislation.  By allowing merges and takeovers in the, already concentrated Australian media industry, this legislation does the exact opposite, it encourages less competition.

The third paragraph makes the entirely unsubstantiated claim that the Bill “is expected improve access to…technology”.  This claim is baseless and without foundation.   In the same sentence the false claim that the legislation will increase competition is again made, entirely incorrectly.

PROPOSED SAFEGUARDS

The so-called safeguards in this legislation are merely window-dressing.  They will be ineffectual. There is no benefit in having two media outlets, with the same proprietor, in having separate newsrooms if the editorial policy is the same for each outlet.  It is the editorial policy that is critical to ensuring media diversity.  This legislation does nothing to ensure that media outlets owned by the one proprietor have different, unbiased editorial policies.  And note that the editorial policy does not have to be spelled out in a written document.  It could be unstated and unrecorded, but still in force and abided by.  It is well known that Rupert Murdoch and Kerry Packer exert their own influence over the editorial policy and editorial decisions of the media outlets that they own.  

The provision in this legislation that there be editorial separation between media entities owned by the same media proprietor are unenforceable, and thus of little or no use.  Firstly, it would be very difficult to substantiate any violation of editorial separation.  Secondly, there is no guarantee that the ABA would act independently of the minister, in fact it is likely that they will act in accordance with the minister’s own wishes.  Thus, if the minister does not want the media separation conditions to be enforced then the ABA is likely to not enforce them.  The ABA in the past has shown weak and ineffectual.  In fact the current chairman of the ABA, similarly to the minister supports abolishing the cross-media ownership law.

As to the requirement that ministerial approval be given to for any media takeover, the current minister is Senator Richard Alston, and his views are well known.  He favours media takeovers being allowed to occur without government restriction.  So it is almost certain that he would allow any media takeover to occur.  This provision in the legislation could also be an opportunity, and be a cause of the politicisation of the media; as the media proprietors will lobby the government of the day, and use their already existing power to gain ministerial approval for takeovers.

CONCLUSION

This legislation is anti-democratic and against the public interest.  It is disgusting that this legislation is being put forward before the Senate.  It is disgraceful that the legislation has been passed by the House of Representative, and it shows what a bunch of self-serving people a large number of members of parliament are, particularly those members from the Liberal National Parties.  These members of the House of Representatives apparently have no conscience and no thought for the people of Australia and the future of Australian democracy.  I hope that Senators will not act in the same lowly way.
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