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Inquiry into the competitive neutrality of Australia’s national broadcasters
Submission – camilla webster (18 June 2018)
Question 8: Considering the commercial activities of the national broadcasters (e.g. where they are selling or purchasing goods and services), is there evidence that they have taken undue advantage of their government ownership, to the detriment of competitive outcomes?
I have not seen any such evidence. I note that if commercial media companies offer evidence of detriment but ask for it to be kept confidential (on the basis of commercial sensitivity), it will be impossible for the public to assess the weight of that evidence.
I have yet to see evidence that any factor other than the flow of advertising to Google and Facebook has a significantly detrimental effect on the private media sector.
Question 9: What is the differential impact of regulation on commercial and national broadcasters, and is there evidence of consequent adverse impacts on competition and outcomes?
Since the commercial and public broadcasters operate under fundamentally different regulatory regimes, I do not see how their challenges and opportunities can be compared. We do not attempt to measure and compare the impacts on apples and pears of the different regulations that apply to them, or to assert that apples are competing with pears.
Even if adverse impacts on competition were demonstrated, I would stress the fact that competition is not an end in itself but is supposed to serve the public interest. Any move to hobble or handicap the ABC in the name of a level playing field might benefit the private media sector but such benefit would pale into insignificance compared with the damage it would cause to the interests of consumers.
Question 10: Is the reporting and accountability by the national broadcasters on their best endeavours to observe competitive neutrality adequate?
Question 11: Are you aware of any specific instances where the ABC or SBS may have received any other competitive advantage, due to their public ownership, to the detriment of a private competitor?
As for Q.9. To speak of competition between two such different kinds of media is misguided. The bottom line for the commercial sector is to round up an audience for their advertisers and to make profits for their owners; for the ABC it is to fulfil its role as a public service, offering to all Australians (not just those with money to spend) diverse, educational, high-quality content. The importance of this role to the public has been re-affirmed repeatedly over the last 85 years. 
The content offered by the ABC is, in general, not available from the commercial media. Even where there appears to be overlap - eg news services - the content is in fact very different. The stories covered, and the kind of coverage, demonstrate 2 different species of 'news'. If the ABC's news and current affairs programs were not available to me, I would not turn to the commercial media as a substitute. As far as I am concerned, there is no competition.
Question 12: The SBS Charter requires it to take into account the activities of the ABC and community television on radio and television. In the context of the competitive neutrality principles how in your view, is the SBS complying with this requirement? From your perspective does it adequately cover the activities of the SBS?
Question 13: From your perspective do the national broadcasters seek a balance between competing in the market and complementing the market? Is that balance the same for traditional broadcasting and for new digital platforms?
The national broadcasters are complementary, not competitive. Do we say a sunset is competing with a football match because both attract spectators? Do we say the sunset has an unfair competitive advantage because it is free of the regulations applying to the football match? Does it serve the public to say that the sunset should be subject to entry fees and restrictions in order to level the playing field for the promoters of the football match? Surely the best outcome for the public is to be offered both possibilities.
Question 14: Do you have comment on these guiding principles?
[bookmark: _GoBack]I question the usefulness of attempting to apply competitive neutrality principles to the ABC. The commercial and the public media sectors have different aims and different capacities.
I question the assertion that the difficulties faced by the commercial sector today are caused in a significant way by competition from the ABC. This assertion brings to my mind the image of a child beaten at the school athletics by bigger, fleeter children - the losing child cannot strike back at those competitors, so goes home and vents frustration by kicking the poor old dog.
The guiding principles are only a means to discovering what serves the public best. I strongly believe that even if the argument that the ABC has a competitive advantage is accepted, the public interest would be very poorly served by introducing limits on, and handicaps to, the ABC's operations. The interests of the public should be of greater importance than the interests of the commercial media.
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