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Inquiry into the competitive neutrality of Australia’s national broadcasters
Submission – Mary Debrett (21 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?
There is no evidence that the ABC and SBS have ‘taken undue advantage of their government ownership to the detriment of competitive outcomes.” To the contrary, the valuable contributions made by ABC and SBS during the changeover transition period to digital transmission, served the interests of the commercial industry at large, which benefited from what amounted to R&D for the media sector. The technological and creative innovation evident in the on-demand services offered by the public service broadcasters during this transition period gave Australian viewers reasons to purchase digital sets etc, assisting the government achieve its analogue cut-off deadline. Public service media have long performed this kind of pioneering role, being better placed because of their non-commercial nature to undertake technological innovation and creative risk-taking, for the benefit of the entire media sector. The commercial media are beneficiaries in being able to pick and choose the most popular from the range of new developments. It is thus quite wrong-headed of commercial media to oppose this mixed economic model, one that is uniquely Australian and which also delivers a form of corporate cross pollination with trained staff moving between commercial and public service entities. So the mixed economy offers a win-win for all. If the commercial media are suffering at present they should look elsewhere for the cause– new online streaming services such as Netflix from the US and online news aggregators. Punishing public service media is not going to solve this problem. The new services that now aggregate vast international audiences have transformed the economic model of media production and Australia’s commercial media need to reinvent their modus operandi. While the technological disruption of new online services is obviously very challenging the public interest should not be sacrificed simply to prop up failing businesses that lack the requisite entrepreneurial dexterity to adapt to this new landscape.
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?
In the past the Australian Content Standard has required the commercial broadcasters to provide first run original Australian content according to the requirements of a quota/points system for specified genres of programming deemed to be at risk in an unregulated commercial environment. The ACS was regarded as a quid pro quo for the spectrum space occupied by the broadcaster. No specific similar quota exists for our public service broadcasters although it is generally assumed that their respective charter obligations carry an equivalent duty to invest in and air first run locally produced programming. I do not believe this arrangement should be changed. It is certainly in the public interest and in the interest of the audio-visual production sector that the obligations under the ACS remain. It is also arguably in the interests of the commercial broadcasters that they are seen to be distinctively ‘Australian’ in order to retain their local audiences. Unless statistics prove that the public service broadcasters are not investing sufficiently in these at risk genres I do not believe the ACS should be applied to them.
Question 10: Is the reporting and accountability by the national broadcasters on their best endeavours to observe competitive neutrality adequate?
The public service broadcasters both have very clearly structured systems for public reporting and accountability via publication of their Annual Reports online and via their submissions to government and appearances at Senate Estimate Committees as required. Information about these systems is publicly accessibly via their websites. Through ABC Commercial the ABC has provided a platform to assist Australian program makers, authors and artists of various kinds. The SBS is similarly transparent in its publication of related policies. The public broadcasters’ policies are generally more accessible and available than those of the commercial broadcasters.
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?
No.
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?
I do perceive the SBS is complying with the competitive neutrality principles. SBS radio provides professional news services to over 60 of ethnic Australian communities. While these could certainly not be matched in terms of news gathering by community radio the latter holds its own in terms of community participation so the two services are complementary, not competitive. In terms of its relationship with the ABC, SBS World News provides news with an international service that is distinctively its own and again offers sports coverage of sports that have characteristically become associated with SBS and Australian of migrant origin and multiculturalism of a kind that distinguishes SBS from the ABC. The latter broadcaster has a public face that is more broadly Australian, targeting and accommodating the interests and tastes of more mainstream audiences. I believe the SBS Charter does adequately cover the activities of 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?
Yes, I believe that both the public service broadcasters do successfully balance their obligations to compete with and complement the market. They both provide both popular and niche content on both their broadcast and online platforms. In terms of news services because of the decline of legacy media, due to broken revenue model for news, the role of the public service media is now a critical one for democracy. News-gathering is an expensive business and although traditional news media are still struggling to provider this service replacement revenue models are slow to emerge. In the face of what amounts to a social crisis for democratic societies, the role of the public service media is paramount. And so it often appears that the public service media news sites are more popular than commercial ones. In these circumstances it is clearly not in the interests of the public or of our democracy to cull the online news sites of public service media.
Question 14: Do you have comment on these guiding principles?
The first point, ‘promote the interests of consumers’ should be changed to ‘promote the interests of the public as citizens and consumers.’
[bookmark: _GoBack]Otherwise the ‘principles’ as they currently stand give adverse emphasis to the market at the expense of the public interest.
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