Department of Communications & the Arts 
Nishi Building
2 Phillip Law Street
CANBERRA ACT 2601
(via e-mail)

Dear Sir / Madam,

Reference: Viewer Access Satellite Television (VAST) Review - Department of Communications & the Arts 

Introduction

I am advised that submissions for the above review closed on the 22nd of June 2018.

On the 8th of June 2018, I wrote to the following regarding VAST Content and the fact that a number of newer free-to-air (FTA) channels such as 7Flix and 9Life were not available on VAST:
1. Senator Mitch Fifield MP (Minister for Communications)
1. Senator Bridget McKenzie MP (Minister for Regional Communications)
1. Hon. Sarah Henderson MHR (Member for Corangamite)
1. Australian Communications & Media Authority (ACMA)
1. Freeview TV
1. Southern Cross Austereo
On the 25th of June 2018, ACMA replied in writing, advising that there was no legislative requirement to broadcast channels that commenced after the end of the simulcast period for the metropolitan licence area. 

ACMA advised that the simulcast period ended on the 10th of December 2013 and that 9Life commenced in 2015 and 7flix in 2016.

ACMA also advised that the Authority had been in recent contact with regional television broadcast licensees in regards to their compliance with the Australian content quota requirements, particularly in relation to 9Life. 

On the 11th of July 2018, Senator Bridget McKenzie, Minister of Regional Communication, also replied, reiterating the advice provided by ACMA. 

Senator McKenzie suggested that I make a submission to the VAST review, albeit that the submission period had closed.

A copy of that letter is hereto attached. 

Given Senator McKenzie’s suggestion and given her reply and the ACMA reply arrived after the close of the VAST Review submission period, I hope that my views may taken into account in the review process, especially given the issues I raised appear to fall within the Review’s Terms of Reference.

New FTA Television Channels

If the VAST system is to truly provide Australians in rural, regional and remote areas with equal access to FTA services, then broadcasters should be required to broadcast all FTA channels on VAST, regardless of commencement date.

No response was received from my aforementioned email to Southern Cross Austereo requesting advice as to their intention to broadcast 7flix on VAST.   

FTA Radio Stations

Current VAST radio programming is limited to various stations of the two main public broadcasters, ABC and SBS.

To enable a greater equality of access, consideration should be given to extend VAST programming to include:

(1) Community-owned stations, particularly higher-rating metropolitan community stations
(2) Commercial radio stations, particularly higher-rating metropolitan stations and/or commercial radio networks stations that offer syndicated programming. 

FTA Television Content

Many FTA broadcasters, both Public and Commercial, are flouting both Content and Advertising quotas by the following broadcast practises:

1. Constant re-broadcasting (repeating) of the same episodes of a particular program up to 5 times during the week. 
With the availability of program preset recording features on most modern digital TV television sets as well as on-demand viewing technology offered by Freeview, this constant re-broadcasting (repeating) of programs is unnecessary. 
Instead, this repetitive re-broadcasting practice appears as a way in which broadcasters can minimise the amount and cost of new content that they require for a given period.

1. The constant re-broadcasting practice has recently also been extended to some movie programs.

1. Many commercial broadcasters fill long periods of their programming schedule, including daytime and overnight periods, with paid advertising known as “Infomercials”. Such Infomercials are simply long-format paid advertisements and should not be classified as “content”. 

1. All broadcasters, both Public and Commercial, have enormous libraries of old content. 
Given the ease of modern digital programming, such content could easily and inexpensively be programmed in low-ratings periods such as daytime and overnight. 

1. ABC 2 (Comedy Channel) and ABC 3 (Children’s Channel) both suspend transmission for periods overnight. Once again, given the ABC’s enormous library of past content including documentaries and dramas, surely it would not be onerous, especially if archival programs are digitalised, to schedule programming on these channels overnight.

In conclusion, possession of a television broadcast licence is a rare privilege – such a privilege should not be abused by the broadcast of Infomercials or the constant re-broadcasting of the same content. 

Many people, particularly the elderly, disabled and chronically ill, are confined to their homes for long periods and TV provides one of the few opportunities for entertainment, information and even a sense of companionship. 

Furthermore, the increase in part-time employment and shift work also means that there are many sections of the public who watch television outside of peak viewing times.

These people understand that advertising is necessary revenue for commercial broadcasters but conversely they deserve a broadcasting service that provides genuine fresh content.

SBS Television Foreign News Services

A large component of current SBS television broadcasting is foreign news services.

A small number of SBS broadcasted foreign news services are English-language broadcasts but the majority of SBS broadcasted foreign news services are in foreign languages.
 
The SBS broadcast of foreign news services is an excellent way for the Government, via a public broadcaster, to provide an inclusive and informative environment for migrant viewers, particularly those that speak English as a second language. 

However, to facilitate broader community engagement and understanding with these migrant and ESL communities, the English subtitling of these foreign news services is a worthy consideration. 

In some cases, individual foreign news services may provide an English transcript at no cost but when this does not occur, modern automated audio translation software allows for the programmes to be captioned with translated English in real time. 

As the broadcast of foreign language news services on SBS are publicly funded, all Australians should be allowed the opportunity to access these programmes via English captioning.

National Broadband Network (NBN)

Whilst, satellite NBN is an excellent service for rural, regional and remote Australia, current technology and access plans are such that that accessing any reasonable amount of television programming via NBN is not possible or cost effective.

As such, any suggestion that NBN can currently provide FTA access in lieu of VAST is not practical.

Conclusion

Many members of the Australian public, particularly those who live in metropolitan areas, would be unaware of the existence of VAST.

Furthermore, such members of the public would be surprised that the service is essential not just for “remote” areas of Australia such as the Northern Territory but is also used by residents in areas relatively close to major cities and regional centres. 

For example, despite the fact that I reside only 225km by road from the Melbourne CBD and live on a B-class arterial road, my location that has no television reception, poor radio reception, and poor mobile telephony reception.

As such, the VAST system is an essential service that should be maintained and enhanced by ongoing Government support.

Yours faithfully,

[bookmark: _MailAutoSig]James E. Muntz
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From: 
Sent: Monday, June 25, 2018 10:49 AM
To 
Cc: ACMA Customer Service Centre
Subject: VAST Satellite TV [SEC=UNCLASSIFIED]

Dear Mr Muntz

Schedule 2 (Division 2) of the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 outlines the conditions for commercial television broadcasting services provided with the use of a satellite. Clause 7C outlines conditions for the provision of non-primary commercial television broadcasting services. If there are multi-channelled commercial television broadcasting services provided by metropolitan television broadcasting services that are not provided by the local television broadcasting services (CDT(TEN), Imparja and Southern Cross Television), then the satellite service is to provide those services – except if those services commence after the end of the simulcast period for the metropolitan licence area. The simulcast period ended on 10 December 2013. 9Life commenced in 2015 and 7flix in 2016.
Viewer access satellite TV (VAST) broadcasters may choose to provide additional multi-channelled digital television services subject to the capacity of transponder space available on the satellite platform. You may consider contacting the provider of your VAST service to discuss this issue.

The ACMA has been in recent contact with regional television broadcast licensees in regards to their compliance with the Australian content quota requirements and this issue involved 9Life. It is possible that this is the matter that Freeview was referring to. Further details about that issue are on the ACMA website here. 

The ACMA would encourage you to make a submission to the current review of VAST being conducted by the Department of Communications and the Arts. Written submissions closed on 22 June 2018 but you may wish to contact the Department to voice your concerns.

Regards

------------------- Original Message -------------------
From: 
Received: 8/06/2018
To: ACMA Customer Service Centre; System Contact
Subject: VAST Satellite TV
Dear Sir/Madam,

As you would be aware, rural and regional residents who are unable to receive standard TV reception, have VAST satellite to receive free-to-air TV channels. 

However, a number of newer free-to-air channels such as 7Flix and 9Life are not available on VAST despite it being a broadcast licensing requirement.

I am advised by Freeview TV that ACMA has warned the various media companies (Southern Cross Austereo etc) to broadcast the extra channels but to date this has not occurred.

I would appreciate your response to the issue that I have raised.

Yours faithfully

James E. Muntz
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Senator the Hon Bridget McKenzie

Deputy Leader of The Nationals
Minister for Rural Health
Minister for Sport
Minister for Regional Communications
Senator for Victoria

Ref No: MCI8-004880

Mr James Muntz
09 JuL 20

Dear Mr Muntz.
Thank you for your email of § June 2018 concerning VAST services in Glen Aire, Victoria.

My Department has sought advice from the Australian Communications and Media Authority
(ACMAY) in relation to your wish to access newer free to air channels through your VAST
services. The ACMA advises that under the Broadcasting Services Act 1992, VAST licensees
are not required to broadcast 7Flix and 9Life as these channels were launched after the end of
the simulcast period on 10 December 2013. However, VAST providers are able to broadcast
‘additional multi-channels after the simulcast period, if they have the capacity o do so. You
may wish to contact your VAST provider to determine if it is able to broadecast the additional
channels.

According to the Broadcasting Services (Primary Commercial Television Broadcasting
Service) Declaration 2010, the VAST providers for your area are TEN, Imparja and Southern
Cross Television.

The Coalition Government is reviewing the effectiveness of the VAST service and is calling
for submissions from VAST users and industry to help determine it future.

‘You can to express your opinions and experiences with VAST services through cither the
Department’s website www.communications.gov.awvastreview or via email
VASTreview(@communications.gov.au.

“Thank you again for writing on this matter.

Parliament House, Canberra ACT 2600 Telephone (02) 6277 7495




