The media is not like any other industry. It is an industry almost all (if not all) Australians encounter daily. It is an industry responsible for deeming what events are newsworthy and reporting these events in a fair and balanced way. There is much trust placed in the media.

The media as a whole has the ability to influence the thoughts and beliefs of Australians (and anywhere else). This can be done through editorials (letters to the editor), reporting with bias, deeming some stories unimportant or ignoring them completely and also by blowing out of all proportion other stories. In theory, a competitive media industry compensates for any bias by one media outlet by the reporting of different views from other media organizations and other forms of media. Media organizations do and will always have the ability to determine what is newsworthy.

The media is not like any other industry and can’t be treated like any other industry. 

Its role in society is of such importance that it must always have its own rules and regulations.

Why removing Foreign Ownership restrictions are not advisable.    

When it comes to the issue of removing foreign ownership restrictions you first must look at the big picture. No one knows what the future holds. No one. Only two years ago the world seemed a pretty safe place. Now it is not quite so. 

By allowing more foreign ownership in media, what we are doing is reducing the influence we have on ourselves by ourselves. One could argue that it isn’t that great now, 

with multi national Newscorp (with American of last 17 years as boss) dominating the newspaper market. The point is that any foreign ownership increase will reduce this influence. No one knows what the future holds but it becomes harder to rally around a national cause if foreign proprietors do not necessarily agree with that cause. 

The most effective method to reduce any unnatural foreign influence that could occur through the Australian media would be to limit foreign ownership by country, continent (or region) and religion. This would be most effective and would give diversity of ownership, however it would be too controversial, too regulated and even more expensive for the regulatory bodies.        

The most mentioned advantages of removing the restrictions are the increase in investment and the potential of new competition in the media sector.  

New investment may or may not occur. However diversity of opinion is far more important than a possibility of new investment.

The potential of new competition at first seems highly desirable. Initially there would be more competition but as happens in all industries the competition comes down to just a handful who dominate. It can be said that this is the case now with Newscorp, PBL and Fairfax.  

Why Cross-Media exemptions are not desirable.

The whole idea of certificates for exemption from cross-media rules is ridiculous. As if an undertaking by the company concerned that separate editorial policies exist will guarantee diversity of opinion. Editors whether they like it or not are subconsciously under the thumb of the man in charge. Just as all party politicians are under the thumb of  their leader. Keep the following quote in mind.  

“There is no such thing, at this date in the world’s history, in America, as an independent press. You know it and I know it! There is not one of you who dares to write your honest opinions, and if you did you know beforehand it would never appear in print.

I am paid weekly for keeping my honest opinions out of the paper I am connected with. Others of you are paid similar salaries for similar things, and any of you who would be so

foolish as to write honest opinions would be out on the streets looking for another job.

If I allowed my honest opinions to appear in one issue of my paper, before  twenty four hours my occupation would be gone. The business of the journalist is to destroy the truth; to lie outright; to pervert; to vilify; to fawn at the feet of Mammon, and to sell his country and his race for his daily bread! You know it and I know it and what folly is this toasting to an independent press? We are the tools and vassals for rich men behind the scenes. 

We are the jumping jacks; they pull the strings and we dance. Our talents, our possibilities and our lives are all the property of other men. We are intellectual prostitutes.”

John Swinton New York Press Club 1890’s

It is a naive to suggest that these certificates will keep the existing diversity.

Why Diversity of Opinion is Essential.

Along with the importance of quality in reporting by media organisations is the diversity of opinion by the media as a whole. Whether the diversity is adequate now is debatable. Maybe the reason why there is lack of diversity between the Coalition and Labor is because of the lack of diversity in the media. In the US the number of media companies has dropped from fifty to six from 1983 to 2000.  The Democrats and Republicans sure aren’t as different as they once were either.

Removing restrictions on foreign ownership may increase diversity in the short term but in the mid to long term is highly unlikely to. As alluded to earlier, in the long run the industry would eventually be dominated by just a few. This will not enable diversity. You need more than a few players. An example of lack of diversity is in the USA at present. The media there have hijacked foreign policy. Only one half of the story is being told to consumers. What is worse is that most people aren’t aware of the way the Middle East situation is being reported to them. This example illustrates how dangerous it can be to put business first in this industry. The USA has now six major players. Australia has 3 now. 

A healthy society is one where opinions (as long as not offensive) can be brandished about without fear of reprisal. A healthy society argues, debates, agrees, corrects and scoffs at a wide range of opinions. The importance of the media in this continual evolutionary debate on all matters helps to take a country forward or hinders its progress. Diversity of opinion is of the utmost importance.    

Reject The Amendments

The amendments should not be supported at all. 

1. National Interest- The national interest could be compromised. Not worth risking.

2. Diversity of Opinion-The removal of foreign ownership restrictions in my view will far more likely reduce the diversity than increase it. Remember that the diversity is reducing world wide (at least where our news sources come from) so we must be aware of this because even if our diversity remains stable it actually decreases because of the global trend.

3. Reshuffle- To allow an increase in foreign ownership and relaxation via a certificate of the cross media rules is simply replacing one or two of Australias bigger media companies with one or two foreign media companies. We aren’t talking about the steak knives industry here. It is the media and its importance should not be underrated. Also, remember that any publically listed company has a responsibility to increase shareholder value. Any quality or service improvement to the consumer may only be of secondary importance.

The current rules and regulations are a form of protectionism. There is no doubt about this. It may be going against the supposed global trend (US Steel, European Agriculture)

but one has to remember Australia has only 20 million people. The media is too important an industry to risk losing control of. It is the voice of the nation. It asks questions and does its best to answer them. This is not the time to risk  short term gain for a possible long term pain.

As an individual you should never give away your beliefs. As a nation you should never give away your voice.

