SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE ENVIRONMENT, COMMUNICATIONS, INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND THE ARTS LEGISLATION COMMITTEE

Introduction

Grant Broadcasters Pty Limited is a privately owned family company that has been in operation for over 60 years in regional radio in Australia.

It owns 15 commercial stations as follows:-

Darwin, NT – HOT 100 and MIX FM

Hunter Valley, NSW – 2NM and Power FM

Wollongong, NSW – WAVE FM

South Coast, NSW – 2ST and Power FM

South East Coast, NSW – 2EC and Power FM

Geelong, VIC – K-ROCK and BAY FM

Ballarat, VIC – 3BA and Power FM

Murray Bridge, SA – 5MU and Power FM.

It also owns a 50% shareholding in the licencee of 6iX in Perth.

Our philosophy is to serve the local communities in which we operate. We do not undertake any networking and we provide local news and information in every market.

We are vehemently opposed to the Broadcasting Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Bill 2002 for the following reasons:-

1. There is no demonstrated public benefit in the amendments.

2. There will be a decrease in competition for advertising.

3. There are unlikely to be any independent broadcasters left as they will be at a competitive disadvantage.

4. The long-term effect is that Australian media is likely to be owned and controlled by foreign companies.

5. There is currently insufficient diversity in ownership in Australia.

6. Local news and service to the community in regional Australia will decrease further and there could be a general lessening in the provision of all services.

7. It is doubtful the Australian Broadcasting Authority will be able to effectively police the amendments.

1. No Public Benefit in the Amendments

The Explanatory Memorandum states 

“The measures in the Bill will enhance the potential for investment in the Australian media sector. They will encourage greater competition while ensuring a continued diversity of opinion and information and appropriate levels of locally relevant news and information.”

There has been no suggestion from Government that there is not already a diversity of views, nor how the proposed Bill will increase or even maintain the current levels of diversity. 

As stated in the Explanatory Memorandum to the Bill

“The Government’s election policy notes that ‘without reform, the current media ownership laws will consign the Australian media sector to an outdated structure, little or no capacity for new players, an absence of further competition, and an inability to respond to a rapidly evolving and converging international media environment.’”

As there is nothing proposed to increase the number of media outlets, the only potential for investors is for greater concentration of ownership, which means fewer players and lesser competition. This is recognised in points 115 and 116 in the Explanatory Memorandum. 

2. Decrease in Competition for Advertising

With increased ownership and control across media, larger and more diverse media companies will have more control over advertising rates and placement leading to a decrease in competition.

We are in a special position to comment as our station in Wollongong, WAVE FM, competes with the jointly owned WIN TV and i98. This is the only market in Australia where the TV station and radio station are commonly owned and is a result of the grandfathering of the cross-media restrictions. They are often sold in combination and with a very high amount of cross promotion. We find competing in this environment very difficult and the concentration effectively lessens our potential revenue.

There will also be a decrease in competition with national revenue, i.e. revenue that comes from advertising agencies in the larger markets. Whilst it only represents an average of 30% of our business, it is a very important 30%. If the TV networks or large press organisations consolidate and potentially own radio stations as well, this will reduce competition for national advertisers as the larger organisations will be able to dictate price and the selection of markets for regional advertising.

3. Competitive Disadvantage for Independents

We believe that independent media organisations will disappear in the Australian media landscape as they will be bought out or pushed out by larger media companies.

If an independent radio operator wishes to remain independent, they may well face competition of the TV and press being jointly owned. This could lead to revenue domination by those consolidated media which will affect the ability of independent operators to provide service to the community.

4. All Australian Media is likely to be foreign owned and controlled

Whilst the purpose of the Bill is to allow Australian media companies to expand and compete globally, we believe that the long-term effect of the amendments will mean that Australian media may all end up in the hands of overseas companies. This has been the result of allowing foreigners to own radio licences in Australia.

Radio has had foreign ownership rules relaxed since 1992 and the current status is that more than 50% of commercial radio licences are foreign owned and controlled (DMG, RG Capital, ARN).

It is impossible for a company our size to acquire press or TV as they are much larger companies in a financial sense. This disparity in size is equally so of Australian media companies and foreign owned companies. They are likely to be bought out by overseas interests who have much deeper pockets. The disparity in the Australian dollar against the US dollar or Sterling Pounds makes Australian media very attractive. By way of example, the Daily Mail Group of London has bought all of the metropolitan radio licences auctioned in recent months. The Explanatory Memorandum states “It would be legislatively possible to remove the foreign ownership provisions without amendment to the cross-media rules. Such an approach would not be in the interests of either potential foreign investors (for whom there would be less incentive to invest in Australian media enterprises if limitations on cross-control remain) or domestic broadcasters, who would have a competitive disadvantage.” We believe that Australian media will already be at a competitive disadvantage due to the capital available to overseas interests.

The Explanatory Memorandum also states “Experience in radio suggests that foreign investors increase the potential pool of media owners, and create increased competition in the sale of licences.” Whilst it may increase the potential pool of media owners, for radio, it has in fact decreased the total number of owners with significantly reduced services, as they attempt to recoup the large investments that they have made by networking. 

Most other countries do not allow foreign control of broadcast media. Why should Australia?

5. There is currently insufficient diversity in control in Australian media

It is our belief that media in Australia is already tightly held by just a few players when compared with the situation 10 years ago. Commercial radio is owned by about 20 companies, commercial TV is owned by about 7 companies, and daily press is owned by about 4 companies. The majority of internet news services are compiled by existing media and therefore do not offer separate views and Pay TV has substantial ownership by existing media companies. The only Australian news service provided by Pay TV is merely a compilation of the existing free to air TV stations and also does not provide an alternative view.

6. Local news and service to the community in Regional Australia will decrease

The amendments proposed in the Bill require only the bare minimum of conditions to be met – editorial independence and minimum of local news and community service announcements. No mention is made of the very considerable service to a local community that is regularly given by local radio stations. In January of this year, NSW again faced disastrous bushfires. News bulletins cannot cover this type of situation nor can Community Service Announcements. Our regional radio stations go way beyond these minimums as they have the staffing resources to do so. 2ST/Power manned the local bushfire centres in the Shoalhaven for 3 weeks and in the Southern Highlands for 2 weeks for approximately 12 hours per day. Attached is a letter from Peter Andren, Federal Member for Calare appreciating our efforts during that time.

Local news and service to the community in regional Australia has already significantly decreased as a result of a concentration in ownership and networking. Specifically this was addressed by a parliamentary inquiry into regional radio. We believe that allowing the Bill through will only result in a further decrease in local news.

Regional Television has also decreased its local news with only one network now producing a local news bulletin.

Local press availability varies from region to region. In some markets the paper is only produced once per week. As a result the content of local news in the press is of minor significance.

There is no local news in regional markets on pay TV, internet and magazines. Access to these forms of media in the regional markets is merely a relay of the national service or publication. The odd internet site carrying local news in regional Australia, of which we are not aware of any but consider they may exist, will be provided by an existing media outlet and therefore, do not represent different views from that already provided.

We believe that the effect of the relaxation of foreign ownership rules in commercial radio have significantly contributed to the decrease in services in regional areas as those companies achieve economies of scale to pay for their large investments.

We believe that the imposition of bare minimum conditions of local news as proposed by the Bill will have the effect of reducing local news in the regional markets.

7. Australian Broadcasting Authority unable to effectively police

The ABA are under resourced and in our opinion, unable to effectively police the cross media exemption certificates. In an article published in the Australian on Thursday April 4 in the media section , Senator Alston was reported as saying “..if people believed a company was breaching the “separate process” rule, they could complain to the ABA, which would then have to conduct an inquiry. If found to be in breach of the rule, companies could face penalties ranging from forced divestment of the asset to a “very substantial fine”.  Inquiries held by the ABA often take over 6 months to complete due to the lack of resources. 

Summary

If the Members of Parliament consider public interest, they will see that there cannot be a benefit to anyone other than large media organisations wishing to sell to even larger media organisations. This will not result in diversity of opinion and information.

There have been many letters and articles written to newspapers expressing opposition to any changes – three are enclosed which we believe express a very well considered view.

Senator Alston has suggested “the world has changed” and cites new technology as the reason for change. If this is so and the internet and Pay TV are such powerful alternatives to mainstream media, why is there any need for change? Those so anxious for investment have them as an alternative. In any event, we believe the same major players are already involved in ownership of new technologies.

Finally, why make life even harder for yourselves by further increasing the power of the major players?

