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Abstract 
 
This study investigates the relationship between media and democracy with a particular 
focus on Australian community broadcasting.  I put forward the thesis that the value 
and purpose of community broadcasting are located in its community development 
function, rather than in its ability to transmit alternative information.  This suggests that 
an analysis should emphasise community rather than media.  Community development 
promotes the empowerment of ordinary people so that they can confidently participate 
in management and decision-making — that is, the procedures and norms that underpin 
democratic practices.  In the case of community media, the relationship between 
democracy and media is located primarily in its volunteers. 
 
To understand this relationship, I link together concepts of the public sphere and social 
capital.  The public sphere is understood as multiple and diverse and linked to other 
publics via the web of relationships forged among people with shared interests and 
norms.  I argue that a community public sphere should be understood as a cultural 
resource and managed as a common property.  The public sphere is thus conceived to 
have a more or less porous boundary that serves to regulate membership.  Understood 
as a bounded domain, the public sphere can be analysed in terms of its ideological 
structure, its management practices and its alliances with other publics.  This approach 
also allows for a comparison with other similar public spheres. 
 
The study identifies two main ideological constellations that have shaped the 
development of Australian community broadcasting — professionalism and community 
development, with the former gaining prominence as the sector expands into rural and 
regional communities.  The ascendancy of professional and quasi-commercial practices 
is of concern as it can undermine the community development potential of community 
broadcasting, a function that appears to be little understood and one which has attracted 
little research. 
 
The study presents a case study of three regional and remote rural community radio 
stations and compares them from a social capital perspective.  Social capital is a 
framework for understanding the relationship between the individual and the 
community and explores this relationship in terms of participation in networks, 
reciprocal benefits among groups and individuals and the nature of active participation. 
Demographic and organisational structures of the three stations are also compared.  By 
taking this approach, each station’s capacity for community development and 
empowerment is addressed. 
 
The results of the fieldwork reveal that the success of a community radio station is 
related to ‘community spirit’ and demographic structure.  They reveal that the 
community radio station in the smallest community with the lowest per capita income 
was best able to meet the needs of its community and its volunteers. 
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Introduction: Questions of Value and Purpose 

 

 

To date there has been little systematic analysis of the performance of Australian 

community broadcasting and no studies have addressed the case of rural, regional and 

remote radio.  The need for analysis becomes more urgent, however, as the sector’s 

rapid expansion across Australia is seen to impact upon commercial opportunities, 

particularly with spectrum increasingly becoming a highly sought-after commodity. 

 

When community broadcasting first emerged on to the media landscape in the 1970s, it 

asserted a capacity to provide services alternative to commercial and state-sponsored 

media (Herman & McChesney 1997; Moran 1995; Hamelink 1994; Seneviratne 1993; 

Thomas 1993; Bagdikian 1992; Raboy & Dagenais 1992; Lewis & Booth 1989; Bear 

1983; MacBride 1980; Dugdale 1979; Berrigan 1977).  Specifically, community 

broadcasting was considered to provide: 

• a celebration of local culture in response to globalisation; 

• a diverse outlet for the freedom of political and cultural expression in response to 

the domination of state and commercial monopolies; and 

• a site of empowerment and democratic invigoration with media ownership and 

control being in the hands of grassroots citizens’ associations. 

 

Since the 1970s, around the world, community broadcasting has encouraged grassroots 

participation, forged networks and alliances between people of diverse backgrounds, 

and given a voice to minorities such as women, ethnic people and youth.  

Concomitantly, community broadcasting has attracted criticism that it is largely a 
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marginal activity and does not go far enough in its task to transform society (Hamelink 

1994; Crookes & Vittet-Philippe 1986; Council for the Development of Community 

Media 1983; Mattelart & Piemme 1980; Bibby, Denford & Cross 1979).  Indeed, 

community broadcasting is sometimes criticised as being a poor imitation of 

mainstream media with little to offer in the way of critical debate about current issues 

of local, national and global significance (Hamelink 1994; Mattelart & Piemme 1980). 

 

These praises and criticisms underpin the central question addressed in this thesis — 

what is the value and purpose of community broadcasting?  Australian community 

broadcasting is diverse and comprises ‘specialist’ and ‘generalist’ radio stations.  

Specialist community broadcasters serve a range of interests including, for example, 

Indigenous, ethnic and religious communities.  Such stations are likely to have a clear 

sense of purpose (see Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 2002:47-61).  Furthermore, the 

number of specialist stations, combined with the variety of political and cultural points 

of view presented by their communities of interest, can be said to contribute to 

democracy in media. 

 

For generalist stations, such an approach is problematic.  A generalist station typically 

serves geographical communities and thus cannot exclusively present the views of a 

single interest in its community.  In addition, the majority of generalist stations are 

located in rural, regional and remote communities, and the smaller populations of these 

communities imply that there are fewer and smaller interest groups that could support 

and sustain a local community radio station.  It follows that, for rural, regional and 

remote community radio stations, a programming policy based on a professional, 

popular and commercial approach is an attractive option to ensure their sustainability.  

Paradoxically, the adoption of such an approach can also see a community radio station 

losing sight of its value and purpose. 

 

Many Australian community broadcasters seem unclear about the value and purpose of 

their sector and some eschew the notion of alternative media as an adequate descriptor 

for the sector (Thompson 2001:5; Melzer 2000; Donovan 1998).  It is my contention, 

however, that this problem may be a response to contradictory policies for the sector 
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that have emerged out of community broadcasting’s national and international 

discourse and stem from divergent conceptions of democracy.  Furthermore, the 

criticisms outlined above tend to focus on media content and its influence upon public 

opinion.  It is my contention that it may be more fruitful to analyse instead the 

organisation and social relations of community broadcasting and thus focus research on 

the sector’s contribution to community development.  Volunteers embody the 

participatory elements of the sector’s founding principles: they own and control 

community radio licences; develop and administer station policy; produce and present 

community radio programs; and are responsible to their communities. 

 

By directing attention towards community development principles, this study presents 

an analysis of the contribution of Australian community broadcasting to democracy, 

with a particular focus on volunteer practices at rural community radio stations. The 

analysis proceeds from a social capital framework, which directs attention towards the 

relationship between individuals and their social networks.  With this analysis, I 

anticipate making a significant contribution to an understanding of the sector, 

particularly in its neglected regional dimension.  Such an analysis has become more 

compelling following the outcome of a number of recent government inquiries and 

political events. 

 

 

Spectrum Scarcity and Community Demands 

 

In May 2001, the Australian Broadcasting Authority (ABA) granted three new 

metropolitan-wide community broadcasting licences to Indigenous, Muslim and youth 

organisations in Sydney.  The licence grants put an end to fierce competition among 18 

aspirant community broadcasters and resulted in the ABA announcing that it would 

seek to vary the Sydney licence area plan in order to make available an additional 

community service.  It also resulted in the ABA conducting an investigation into two of 

the unsuccessful applicants following complaints alleging that these operated as 

commercial enterprises, which is a contravention of the Broadcasting Services Act 

(ABA 2001). 
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The Sydney licence allocation raised concerns over the value and nature of the 

community broadcasting sector more generally as advances in digital technology 

continue to increase the demand for commercial uses of the spectrum.  In the capital 

cities, broadcasting spectrum is a highly sought-after asset, with commercial licence 

frequency auctions fetching up to $155 million each at auction (The Media Report 

2000).  Community licences, by contrast, have free access to spectrum, providing that 

they do not breach their licence conditions.  These conditions include operating a non-

profit service, meeting restrictions on sponsorship (a limited form of advertising) and 

emphasising the provision of alternative services to their communities.  Although the 

Sydney licence grants clearly targeted sections of the community whose needs had not 

been met by other broadcasters, community radio stations generally attract small 

audiences, and this has led to criticism that expansion of the sector serves to restrict the 

entry of new commercial players, thus strengthening the competitive advantage of the 

major commercial radio networks (Productivity Commission 2000: 267; Thompson 

2000a; Day 1999). 

 

The community broadcasting sector attracted further criticism following the stated 

intention of a handful of community radio stations in regional New South Wales to take 

commercial radio 2UE’s controversial John Laws program.  Although the Laws 

program had previously been broadcast on other community radio stations, the recent 

uptake of the program by community broadcasters followed the controversial ‘cash for 

comment’ inquiry (Thompson 2000b; Turner 2000).  ‘Cash for comment’ refers to the 

ABA inquiry into commercial talk show hosts John Laws and Alan Jones and whether 

their editorial opinion was modified in exchange for financial inducements from major 

lobbies such as banks. 

 

The issue resulted in a fiery debate on community radio’s email discussion list — the 

Campsite.  Those in favour justified the decision on the grounds of community demand 

and claimed there would be benefits for seriously cash-strapped community stations.  

One station claimed the financial benefits from re-transmitting the John Laws program 

would allow it ‘to achieve a degree of community involvement previously only dreamt 
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of’ (CBX, 2000:11).  To others, the re-transmission of John Laws was anathema to the 

very principle of community radio which seeks to provide an alternative to the 

mainstream of which John Laws is a part: 

 
Unless we defend the principles on which our sector was built we may 
as well declare our hand and compete on the commercial’s terms.  If we 
don’t want to do that, and use the defence of being a ‘community’ 
station, we are guilty of perpetuating the status quo and saying to our 
local community ‘your voice isn’t good enough’.  (Elson 2000:13) 
 

The ABA’s main objection to the retransmission of the John Laws program was its 

potential to breach community broadcasting sponsorship rules.  The retransmission of 

other commercial services on community radio has also raised more general concerns 

about increasing commercialisation among community broadcasters (Thompson 

2000b).  According to the late Mike Thompson, former General Manager of the 

Community Broadcasting Association of Australia (CBAA), the community sector can 

all too often act as an entry point for broadcasters who would otherwise prefer to obtain 

a commercial licence (The Media Report 2000). 

 

 

Service Delivery in the Interest of the Community 

 

Two recent government inquiries have also raised questions about the value and 

purpose of community broadcasting.  The 1999 Productivity Commission Inquiry into 

Broadcasting asserted that community broadcasting’s purpose was to ‘provide general 

and special interest programs to a diverse set of audiences’ particularly where 

mainstream commercial broadcasters were not catering to particular sections of the 

community (Productivity Commission 2000:275).1  The Commission recognised the 

sector’s ‘chronic’ lack of funding and its appeal to a small proportion of the 

broadcasting audience, but pointed to a lack of information regarding the sector’s social 

costs and benefits (Productivity Commission 2000:275-76).  The Commission also 

noted the lack of knowledge about the performance of community broadcasters, since 

the current regulatory environment does not require the ABA to conduct evaluations of 

licences (Productivity Commission 2000:278-79). 
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The subsequent review of the adequacy of radio services in non-metropolitan Australia 

conducted by the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Communications, 

Transport and the Arts (HRSCCTA 2001) found that in regional areas radio plays an 

extremely important role in connecting dispersed populations and in building a sense of 

community identity.  In this context, the Standing Committee was particularly 

concerned with the networking of commercial radio.  It found that, without networking, 

some communities would have no radio services at all, but at the same time networked 

services could not provide adequate local news and information.  Submissions to this 

review indicated that there existed an expectation that community radio stations could 

fill this role, which had been vacated by the commercial sector.  The Standing 

Committee responded by suggesting that the transfer of this function from commercial 

radio to the community or narrowcasting sector would blur already vague boundaries 

between broadcasting categories.  It considered it unfair to burden community stations 

with providing services that could rightfully be expected from the commercial sector, 

given the community sector’s limited resources, listeners and reach (HRSCCTA 

2001:108). 

 

The issue of blurred boundaries seems to be at the heart of the Standing Committee’s 

contradictory recommendations regarding community broadcasting (HRSCCTA 

2001:35-42).  On one hand, the Standing Committee supported the Productivity 

Commission’s recommendation that a new licence category be created for Indigenous 

broadcasting services and it also recommended that a national strategy be developed for 

the provision of radio services for the print handicapped in non-metropolitan Australia. 

 The Standing Committee further supported the Community Broadcasting Association 

of Australia’s (CBAA) call for the establishment of a government-funded station 

manager employment and training scheme, in recognition of community broadcasting’s 

industry training function. On the other hand, the Standing Committee argued that there 

was little pressure for government to increase subsidies to the sector if community 

radio stations could not demonstrate proof of community support ‘as demonstrated by 

sponsorship support’ (HRSCCTA 2001:41).  Indeed, the Standing Committee argued 

that spectrum allocated to community radio stations without demonstrated community 
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support could be better allocated to other interests. 

 

The Standing Committee’s views on community radio were curious.  It recognised the 

sector’s provision of access for minority communities and its industry training function, 

and also acknowledged regional and rural community radio’s role in providing 

emergency services and its ‘potential to deliver real live and local radio service to 

regional Australia’ (HRSCCTA 2001:41).  The Standing Committee, however, did not 

want community broadcasting to deliver services ‘rightfully’ expected from 

commercial radio, even though the latter’s networked formats effectively excluded the 

provision of local services.  Further, it demanded that the sector should demonstrate 

community support on commercial terms, by way of sponsorship.  The result was that 

the rapidly expanding non-metropolitan community radio sub-sector was left to fend 

for itself in a free-market environment. 

 

This situation could well be a lost opportunity for the assertion of the role of 

community media in promoting democracy.  The emergence of the Pauline Hanson 

phenomenon suggested that rural Australia was urgently in need of policies that 

promoted civic education and the empowerment of rural communities.  Sydney 

Morning Herald Journalist Margo Kingston (1999:213) describes ‘Pauline’s People’ as 

the ‘rural poor and fringe city poor clinging to old cultural values they insisted were 

still central to Australia’s identity, because otherwise they felt like white trash’.  Of 

Pauline Hanson’s 1998 election campaign, Kingston observes: 

 
Town after town had no bank, and public phones were invariably out of 
order.  The jobs had gone and the youth dragged down the main streets 
each night until police told them to call it quits.  The events of their 
communities marking the passage of each year were petering out as 
young people left for the capital cities.  It was hard not to feel in the 
eerie devastation of it all that the system had decided that these people 
and their culture were expendable, and they had been left alone to 
whither away in silence. (Kingston 1999:213) 

 

To Hanson and her supporters, the media belong to an elite that neither supports nor 

represents their interests (Kingston 1999:134, 198).  Helen Dodd, Pauline Hanson’s 

biographer, blames the media for creating the ‘racist monster’ by attaching ‘Hanson’s 
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name to anything that has a hint of racism to it’ (1997:59).  Dodd further notes that 

talkback radio alone supported Pauline Hanson when all other media coverage was 

overwhelmingly negative.  To Hanson supporters, media objectivity was a myth and 

Kingston’s account indicates the existence of a great deal of distrust of mainstream 

media in rural Australia. 

 

The Hanson phenomenon revealed that the principle of giving a voice to the voiceless 

is as relevant for marginalised rural communities as it is for gay, black, ethnic and 

feminist minorities.  Provision of a voice of one’s own through a process of 

empowerment can militate against those same voices being manipulated for the sake of 

commercial gain by the questionable practices of the majority of talkback hosts.  The 

potential exists in community radio to meet that need, given that about two-thirds of 

community radio licenses (excluding Indigenous licences) are located in rural and 

regional Australia (Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 2002:5). 

 

 

Defining Community Media 

 

Discussions concerning community broadcasting are primarily located within the 

discourse of alternative media practice.  Descriptions and definitions of alternative and 

community media are as diverse as the alternative media activities themselves.  In 

addition to ‘alternative’ and ‘community’, the sector has been referred to as ‘local, 

‘access’, ‘rural’, ‘non-profit’, ‘radical’ and more recently as ‘citizens’ media, reflecting 

the particular emphases of the medium in question, as well as its authors and 

practitioners (see Jankowski 2002a:6; Rodriguez 2002; Downing 2001, 1984; Berrigan 

1979). 

 

Under Australian legislation, alternative broadcasting is identified as ‘community’ 

media and licences are granted to not-for-profit companies and incorporated 

associations that represent a community interest.  The term ‘community’ is sufficiently 

neutral, compared with ‘access’, ‘radical’ or ‘citizens’ media.  I use it here also to 

guard against the implicit assumption that such media necessarily serve a progressive 
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political or empowering function.  At the same time, the term does not rule out media 

with explicit radical political and empowering functions.  Community media, however, 

are not always constructive.  Downing (2001:ix-x) notes that radical media can be 

fundamentalist or racist, and sometimes the intention of media activists may not 

provide a sufficient guide to their impact.  The function of community media may also 

change over time.  For example, a community broadcaster may not at first set out to be 

oppositional, but may become so if forced underground.2

 

Community as Common Identity 

The term ‘community’ is, however, not without problems as it is ‘often based on 

unarticulated assumptions and can carry a range of meanings’ (Kenny 1999:7).  Schuler 

(1996:2-3) identifies three ways in which the term ‘community’ is used.  It can refer to 

a group of people living in a contiguous geographical area; to a group of like-minded 

individuals; to a ‘sense of community’ that individuals in a group feel when they 

belong to a greater social unity.  Benedict Anderson asserts that communities can be 

distinguished by the way they are imagined.  For example, the ‘nation’ has been 

imagined as a community with a limited membership and based on a ‘deep horizontal 

comradeship’ that ignores internal inequalities, binding together people who do not 

know each other and who will never meet (Anderson 1991:6-7).  The term 

‘community’ also invokes a normative value when it is imagined as ‘the good life’ of a 

disappearing past (Kenny 1999:39). 

 

In order to retain the relatively neutral meaning, I adopt Susan Kenny’s definition in 

which the term ‘community’ rests on a sense of common identity.  This identity ‘may be 

based on shared class, geographical location, cultural values, gender, race, ethnicity, 

disability, workplace, or age, or it may be self-defined on the basis of similar political 

or other special interest’ (Kenny 1999:38).  This definition warns against equating 

‘community’ with geographical boundaries, even though these may be contiguous with 

the other elements that define a community.  Individuals who share a physical space 

may not share common bonds or goals and may therefore not be admitted to a 

‘community’. 
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Community Media as Substitute and Supplement 

Definitions of community and alternative media raise a number of further problems.  

Communities of all types usually can be the seeding ground of alternative media, and 

they are not usually controlled by powerful commercial interests or by the state.  

Government agencies, however, may be instrumental in their development, as in the 

case of post-apartheid South Africa (Mtimde et al. 1998:4-5) or Sri Lanka’s Mahaweli 

Community Radio ‘experiment’, which is heavily dependent on foreign aid (White, 

Nair & Ascroft 1994; David 1992).  In some instances, media content may be 

alternative, but is diffused using established media.  In other cases, media organisations 

are self-managed, eschew professional practices and reject funding sourced from 

government and advertising revenue (Lewis 1993:12).  Definitions of alternative and 

community media are thus context specific (Downing 2001:x). 

 

Lewis (1993:12) has listed a number of criteria that demonstrate the breadth of 

practices and motivations that typify alternative and community media.  I suggest that 

these criteria can further be divided into two streams — those that attempt to substitute 

and those that attempt to supplement mainstream media.  The first stream relates to the 

implicit suggestion in the term ‘alternative’ where this is an attempt to provide a 

substitute for mainstream media.   Aspects of alternative media that can be interpreted 

as substitute include: 

• their motive or purpose — that is, the rejection of commercial motives and the 

assertion of human, cultural and educational ends; 

• sources of funding, where some reject government grants while others reject 

advertising revenue;  

• organisational structure, whereby media organisations choose to operate in an 

alternative way; 

• criticism of professional practices, such as encouraging volunteers to control, 

participate in and produce media and the adoption of different criteria for selection 

of news stories; and 

• the relationship with audience (or consumers), which may vary in terms of the 

degree of consumer control, or the extent to which media ‘needs’ can be articulated 

by the consumers themselves (Lewis 1993:12). 
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The second stream relates to alternative media forms where the aim is to expand the 

services of mass media, or to provide services that mass media systems cannot offer.  In 

this sense, alternative media supplement mainstream services.  Aspects of alternative 

media that can be interpreted as supplementary include: 

• regulatory dispensation, where alternative media may be supervised by agencies 

different to those usually concerned with media, culture and communications;  

• message content which is alternative but which may use established media for this 

purpose; 

• the composition of the audience, which may differ from the mainstream — for 

example, young people, women, rural populations; and 

• an alternative range of diffusion for example, local rather than regional or national 

(Lewis 1993:12). 

 

These substitutional and supplementary trends are not mutually exclusive.  Some 

community media organisations encourage broad participation and diverse view points 

and can therefore accommodate both approaches. 

 

The sheer range of interpretations of alternative media goes some way towards 

explaining antagonisms evident in Australian community broadcasting over the ‘true’ 

value and purpose of the sector.  Moran (1995:159) notes that the early Australian 

community radio movement included interest groups without political agendas, as well 

as those who saw community broadcasting as a means to promote a progressive future 

for society — that is, as a revolutionary substitute that would ultimately replace 

commercial and public service broadcasting.  The latter view has led to the assertion 

that alternative and grassroots citizen associations are a prerequisite for the 

development of truly democratic media organisations (Herman & McChesney 

1997:197; Hamelink 1994:10).  To Lewis (1993:13), such beliefs are rooted in a 1970s 

myth of progressivism, while Moran (1995:159) suggests they are over-optimistic and 

utopian. 

 

Nevertheless, continuing interest in the role of grassroots citizen’s associations in the 
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development of more democratic media, and ultimately a more democratic society, 

suggests that the dismissal of so-called 1970s utopian myths would be premature — 

particularly since, according to Lewis (1993: 13), alternative media theory has yet to 

catch up with practice.  Indeed, Dutch researchers Ed Hollander and James Stappers 

(1992:16) note that ‘community oriented alternative media were forms of 

communication and media formats that could not easily be conceptualised in terms of 

conventional theory and models available for the study of mass communication’.  Thus 

it can be said that a theory of alternative and community media is still emerging. 

 

In this thesis I recognise the myriad of alternative and community practices and suggest 

that the development of alternative and community media theory should proceed from a 

perspective that recognises diversity and specificity, and directs the analysis towards 

the structures, processes and social relationships that regulate access to media 

resources. 

 

 

Overview of the Thesis 

 

Chapter 1 addresses the development of community media theory and links together 

two previously unrelated concepts — the public sphere and social capital.  In this 

chapter I propose that the public sphere can be understood as a resource that arises out 

of a process of enclosure whenever groups of people come together.  The nature of this 

enclosure conforms to processes typical of common property regimes, defined by their 

capacity for voluntary and collective self-organisation. 

 

The voluntary management of the public sphere, understood as a commons resource, 

warrants the application of the concept of social capital.  As an analytical framework, 

social capital addresses the relationship between individual and group goals, the ties 

and norms that bind people together and thus their commitment to family, community 

and nation (Winter 2000:21).  In this way, the focus of analysis shifts from the public 

sphere, understood as a site for the transmission of information and knowledge, to the 

rituals, practices, norms and values which characterise the media institutions that 
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manage the public sphere in more or less democratic ways.  An important element of 

social capital is the extent to which the membership of an identified community shares 

common norms and values.  Although community media practitioners share a number 

of core values, such as localism and democratisation of the media, the sector is plagued 

by the same ideological tensions that underpin community broadcasting policy in 

Australia and overseas. 

 

Chapter 2 discusses the purpose of Australian community broadcasting in the context of 

the normative environment implicit in the Broadcasting Services Act 1992.  The 

chapter makes reference to the international community media debates and 

demonstrates that community media are premised on the universal right to 

communicate, that they typically take place in small-scale, not-for-profit organisations 

owned and controlled by volunteers.  One implication of the amateur status of 

community media is that its management lies on the fringes of the regulatory realm of 

broadcasting legislation, which is designed to regulate commercial media.  Instead, I 

argue that community broadcasting management issues should be addressed from a 

‘Third Sector’ regulatory framework (Lyons 2001:226-29). 

 

Chapter 3 positions the thesis within current academic thinking on the subject, and 

considers the relevance of the sector’s founding principles, sector expansion and the 

impact of new communication and information technology, and their implications for 

rural and regional remote radio.  The chapter presents a brief history of the 

development of Australian community broadcasting and argues that the contradictions 

inherent in the sector’s fundamental principles, together with pragmatic government 

policies, has encouraged a shift in emphasis of the sector’s purpose.  Sector expansion, 

particularly in rural communities, has resulted in a ‘shift to the right’, indicative of a 

more conservative membership, thus raising fundamental questions about the nature 

and practice of ‘grass-roots’ democracy. 

 

In Chapter 4 the methodology for the case studies is argued in recognition of the 

complexity of community broadcasting as a research objective, as well as the 

exploratory nature of the research.  Three case settings were selected to provide depth 
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to the study, as well as enabling comparison.  The research adopted a range of 

qualitative and quantitative techniques, including a content analysis, participant 

observation, semi-structured interviews, a questionnaire survey and focus groups.  The 

chapter provides an account of techniques that were successful, as well as those that 

were unsuccessful. 

 

Chapter 5 presents a comparison of the three stations in Caboolture, Tenterfield and 

Roma, as well as their host communities.  In this way, some general contours of a 

social capital analysis are established, providing a context for the additional analyses 

presented in Chapters 6 and 7.  Specifically, the chapter examines the social capital 

principle of the commons, and the notion of subsidiarity defined as the process whereby 

those directly affected by the outcome of decisions make those decisions.  The chapter 

further explores the social capital principle of network participation evident in the 

relationships between each community radio station and segments of its host 

community.  Surprisingly, the smallest community with the lowest per capita income 

was best able to support its station in financial terms. 

 

Chapter 6 addresses the value of news content, considered by many community 

broadcasters to be a primary function of the sector.  The provision of local news is 

considered a fundamental service to the community and can contribute towards the 

formation and maintenance of community identity.  The provision of news is also seen 

as a solution to stations’ fundraising problems, since regular local news bulletins can 

attract sponsorship from local businesses.  In this chapter I present the results of a 

content analysis of news bulletins broadcast at 4OUR, one of the case studies, in the 

lead up to the 1998 federal election.  The content was compared with news produced by 

the local commercial press.  The analysis reveals that news production is problematic 

for many community radio stations, resulting in a greater dependence upon 

professionally produced networked services. 

 

Chapter 7 examines the value of community broadcasting from a community 

development perspective and focuses upon the experience of community radio 

volunteers.  The chapter presents a demographic comparison of the three participating 
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stations.  Age and gender appear to account for some major differences in the level of 

success for each station.  The chapter further explores the social capital principle of 

network participation, this time from the perspective of individuals.  Additional social 

capital principles explored here include reciprocity, referring to the services volunteers 

offered freely to their station in return for a range of benefits, and pro-activity, which is 

concerned with volunteers’ participation in management and decision-making. 

 

Chapter 8 concludes the study with a summary of the central arguments and the major 

findings, as well as an assessment of the utility of a social capital analysis.  This 

chapter puts forward some recommendations for policy development in the community 

broadcasting sector as well as for future research. 

 

 
1 The Productivity Commission is an independent government agency created by an Act of Parliament.  It 
is the federal government’s principal review and advisory body on microeconomic policy and regulation. 
 It conducts public inquiries and research into a broad range of economic and social issues (Productivity 
Commission 2000:II). 
2 In Brisbane, 4ZZZ is an example of a community radio station that brought together a broad coalition of 
groups in opposition to the repressive Bjelke-Peterson state government, during the 1970s and 1980s.  
Following a change of government the station’s oppositional character changed significantly and became 
more closely associated with youth culture. 
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Chapter 1 

Theorising Community Media: A Commons Perspective 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Australian community broadcasting has been a legitimate part of the media landscape 

for more than 25 years, but until recently the sector has received little theoretical 

attention.1  This is rather surprising, given that Australia was the first Western nation to 

institutionalise the sector in legislation (Lewis & Booth 1989:133).  To date, theorising 

community media has progressed little beyond acceptance of the assumptions that the 

sector functions as a small and relatively weak reaction to mainstream services, and that 

it transforms passive audiences into active producers (Downing 2001; Moran 1995; 

Lewis 1993).  While these assumptions may be true for some community media, they 

are not universally accepted, nor universally applicable.  As Rennie (2002:8) points out: 

 
The fragmented, messy and often contradictory existences and ambitions 
of alternative media are not indications of their failure but evidence that 
our previous expectations of alternative media have been misplaced. 

 

A key issue is the diversity of alternative media, which presents difficulties in the 

development of a coherent and universally applicable alternative media theory.  For this 

reason, Downing (2001:1-2) has used a number of theoretical approaches, including 

popular culture, audience research, power and hegemony, the public sphere, new social 

movements and aesthetics, to further our understanding of the complexity of alternative 

or ‘radical’ media, as he terms them.  Downing’s approach suggests that prevailing 

theories and models can not adequately account for the phenomenon of alternative 
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media, but instead that these media in their diversity can contribute towards a 

reassessment of prevailing theories and models.  This chapter is a contribution to the 

development of community media theory, focussing specifically on the relationship 

between voluntary media associations and the normative ideal of participatory 

democracy.  The chapter links together the two concepts of the public sphere and social 

capital, and provides the framework for the empirical study presented in later chapters. 

 

Debates pertaining to the Habermasian public sphere have tended to emphasise its 

transmission function in terms of universal access, and hence the diversity and quality 

of political discourse (Boyd-Barrett 1995:230-34; Stevenson 1995:60).  It is my view, 

however, that the idea of an open and universally accessible public sphere is of limited 

value in explaining community media practices and processes.  In contrast, I propose 

that the public sphere is a resource that arises out of a process of enclosure whenever 

groups of people voluntarily come together to organise.  In the case of community 

media, enclosure conforms to processes typical of commons regimes.  In commons 

regimes, it is not the nature of the resource which is at issue, but the capacity for 

voluntary and collective self-organisation.  This capacity to self-organise is related to 

ritual elements of communication which have recently attracted attention under the 

rubric of social capital.  Social capital refers to the group norms, values and social 

networks that facilitate cooperation within groups for the benefit of their members.  It 

follows that an analysis of the extent to which a public sphere is democratic has as 

much to do with the rituals and motivations relating to its governance as it does with 

the quality and diversity of its discourse.  This approach to the public sphere raises a 

fundamental paradox in that greater access, participation, diversity and the quality of 

discourse in the public sphere are connected to its enclosure and therefore limits to 

membership, boundaries to participation, and the rules and norms that govern the 

conduct of a group. 

 

 

From Public Sphere to Social Capital: A Theoretical Overview 

 

I begin this chapter with a brief overview of the theoretical terrain covered later in the 

discussion, which brings together a range of previously unrelated concepts —
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specifically, the public sphere, commons theory and social capital.  The discussion 

commences with an examination of Australian community broadcasting’s relationship 

with its community, and develops the argument that interpretations of ‘community’ 

under Australian media legislation accommodate contrasting and contestable practices.  

This accommodation results in considerable variation in the ways particular radio 

stations define their membership and hence the extent to which segments of local 

populations are included.  All community radio stations, however, have a set of norms 

and rules that establishes the boundaries of group membership.   

 

The public sphere was initially established as a forum of open discussion and decision-

making concerning political matters — that is, the free and unimpeded transmission of 

ideas.  Membership, however, was restricted to propertied and literate males and this 

has been a key criticism of the bourgeois public sphere as articulated by Habermas 

(Boyd-Barrett 1995:230; Stevenson 1995:49; Eley 1994:321).  This suggests that 

attention should be directed to the limitations upon membership.  For example, the 

major institutions of the contemporary public sphere include parliament and the 

mainstream media.  Access to, and participation in, these institutions are structured and 

organised according to different logics.  Nevertheless, both parliament and the 

mainstream media limit access and participation through regulation, and it is the 

philosophy, process and character of such limitations and regulations that suggests that 

the public sphere should be considered as a resource.  The regulation of these 

institutions demonstrates that the public sphere can be enclosed (or privatised) by 

commercial interests and state administration, and hence that issues of democracy have 

more to do with the enclosure and management of the resource than with the nature of 

the resource itself. 

 

At its most basic, the public sphere comes into being whenever people come together 

(Arendt 1959:178-79).  John Hartley’s (1996, 1997) account of the postmodern public 

sphere, however, serves to emphasise the point that the public sphere is a not a zone of 

democratic will-formation among equals.  Instead, it represents a sphere characterised 

by the ritual of competition in which a ‘knowledge class’ vies for control over the 

production and distribution of knowledge and culture, and where identifiable 

populations are ‘colonised’ by those who claim the right to speak on behalf of those 



 19

populations.  This process is evident at all levels of community broadcasting.  In 

Chapter 2, for example, I present the contrasting principles and ideologies that have 

shaped the structure and practice of community broadcasting around the world.  

Chapter 3 further demonstrates how these contrasting ideologies, promoted by disparate 

interests, have resulted in disjunctions in Australian community broadcasting policy 

and practice.  The thesis further presents evidence of this process within specific 

community radio stations where competing groups of volunteers struggle for control in 

management so that they can implement policies and practices that promote their views 

on ‘professionalism’, ‘good radio’, the ‘good of the station’,  the ‘good of the 

community’ and the ‘good of the listener’.  The public sphere can thus be conceived of 

as a dynamic system arising out of an ever-changing combinations of ideas, discourses 

and alliances, in which some are more dominant than others at any given point in time. 

 

The centrality of a representative knowledge class in Hartley’s model concurs with a 

‘elitist’ (realist) model of democracy.  The model, however, has difficulties in 

accounting for the voluntary participation by ordinary people in both production and 

organisational structure of community media and how this phenomenon contributes to 

democracy.  For Hartley (1997), audiences or ‘readerships’ construct and select their 

identities from the menu offered to them by (mainly) television, in much the same way 

as citizens select a candidate during an election.  Lack of attention to how the 

knowledge class is appointed or nominated in the first place results in the model having 

little to say about the mitigating role of associations in the formation of semiotic 

genres.  In the context of Aboriginal media, Morris and Meadows (cited in Meadows 

2002:257) have found that media organisations are considered an important cultural 

resource which must be ‘authorised’ by the communities from which they emerge.  

Hartley’s silence about the role of community associations in the management of 

Indigenous media is surprising given his important work with Aboriginal leaders and 

organisation in Western Australia in the early 1990s (Hartley & McKee 1996). 

 

The importance of associations is central to Jean Cohen and Andrew Arato’s (1992:3-

14) theory of modern civil society, and its application to this thesis gives greater weight 

to the democratic achievements of community broadcasting within the realm of civil 

society, rather than in political society.  Political society is here understood as a 
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differentiated segment of civil society which includes political parties, trade unions and 

sections of the media, and which are specifically concerned with influencing and 

participating in the rule of the state.  To Cohen and Arato (1992) and to Hirst (1994), 

associations and ‘new social movements’ are central to the diffusion of a democratic 

culture.2  New social movements are ‘new’ in the sense that their primary aim is not the 

overthrow of existing governments; instead, they seek to transform existing cultural 

patterns (Jennett & Stewart 1989:1).  The community media sector has traditionally 

intersected with new social movements (see Bear 1983) and it can itself be understood 

as a new social movement which primarily aims to promote the right to communicate 

and to democratise broadcasting through community media.  It does this at an 

international level through its solidarity network — The World Association of 

Community Radio Broadcasters, or AMARC (Association Mondiale Des 

Radiodiffuseurs Communautaires) — as well as at a local level through local 

community media organisations. 

 

The importance of locating democratic achievements in civil, rather than political, 

society has been recognised by Touraine (1991:266), who argues that principles of 

democracy are ideally diffused throughout the various spheres of society and are not 

just restricted to the political sphere.  Furthermore, it is not inconceivable that a civil 

society characterised by a ‘strong democracy’ (Barber 1984) can further encourage the 

diffusion of democratic processes throughout the state and economic spheres (Cohen & 

Arato 1992:x). 

 

By locating the democratic achievements of community media primarily within the 

sphere of civil society, rather than as a counterforce to state power, the analytical focus 

is directed towards a multiplicity of public spheres (Fraser 1994:115-16).  From a civil 

society perspective, the diverse expressions of community media are indicative not of a 

single and universal public sphere primarily concerned with contesting political issues, 

but of a public sphere  ‘shattered’ and ‘scattered’ into numerous ‘sphericules’ (Gitlin, 

cited in Cunningham 2002:269).  This metaphor encompasses global and local 

dimensions, such as those formed around diasporic communities and new social 

movements (Fraser 1994:115-16; Cohen 1988:331).  At the same time, the concept of 

sphericules retains the analytical focus on the public sphere as a dynamic system of 
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discursive relations where collectivities and individuals contest the exercise and control 

of meaning. 

 

Under Australian legislation, community broadcasters are not owned by the state, nor 

are they wholly privatised.  As such, they share features with common property regimes 

(commons) ‘where individuals have claims on collective goods as members of 

recognized groups’ (Gibbs & Bromley 1989:24).  Common property regimes are not 

determined by the nature of the resource, but by the rules and conventions that a 

community chooses to operate the resource and to ensure its benefits are shared by 

group members.  To understand common property regimes, and their sustainability, 

Ostrom (1995) suggests that the application of the concept of social capital can provide 

insights into those commons that work well and those that are less successful. 

 

The concept of social capital directs the focus of analysis to a range of elements that 

recognise individual and collective rights and responsibilities; the nature of group 

membership and linkages with the wider community; the extent of participation in 

policy formulation and decision-making; the locus of power and control; shared social 

norms and values; and compliance with rules and dispute resolution (Onyx & Bullen 

1997; Fukuyama 1995:6; Gibbs & Bromley 1989:26-27).  In short, attention is 

effectively shifted to the procedural rules and normative implications that underpin 

democracy (Keane 1991:168), and which will now be discussed in more detail. 

 

 

Establishing Boundaries: The Relationship Between Community Radio and the 

Community 

 

In its various incarnations, Australian community media has mobilised the 

‘community’ in different ways.  In some cases, broadcasters represent other community 

groups and interests such as ethnic associations.  In other cases, ‘community’ is 

invoked and imagined by broadcasters in a more ad hoc, self-selected fashion.  These 

approaches to community cut across the substituting and complementary approaches to 

alternative and community media identified in the introduction to this study.  For some 

community radio stations, establishing the nature of their relationship with their 
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community has led to prolonged debate and internal power struggles: 

 
Like any ‘alternative’ enterprise committed to some form of what is 
blandly called ‘social change’, people at 4ZZZ have always agonised 
over just what their objectives were, and how they might be achieved.  
Everyone agrees the station is there as a voice for the powerless. But just 
who was that? And in what form should that voice be heard? (Caroli et 
al. 1985:14) 
 

 
At 4ZZZ this question led to full-time broadcasting staff rallying against volunteers 

during 1976 (Caroli et al. 1985:14).  Volunteers embodied the access component of 

programming which, according to the full-time staff, disrupted the program flow and 

was often badly produced and boring.  Volunteer programs were abolished, thus 

establishing a boundary between qualified broadcasters and the station’s community.  

As a result, 4ZZZ became less like other Australian community radio stations, such as 

2SER in Sydney.  But this move ensured that the station could maintain its radical 

political line (Knight in Caroli et al. 1985:14). 

 

Today, community broadcasting continues to provide an access point for groups who 

seek to achieve radical societal change (Knight 2001).  However, with the 

normalisation of community broadcasting practices and policy, the majority of its 

practitioners regard their activity more as a complementary practice to mainstream 

media.  As Michael Law (1986:32) observes, community radio is the domain of 

‘ordinary’ people who have ‘not used their radio stations to transform their societies or 

radically reorient them’.  Rather than considering community broadcasting as a 

corrective, or as a competitor to, mainstream media, its function and purpose have been 

conceived as enabling ‘a community, and its many sub-communities, to talk with itself, 

to get to know itself, and to empower itself’ (Duke cited in Law 1986:32). 

 

To Sinclair (1993:11), community media can potentially constitute, rather than reflect, 

a sense of community cultural identity.  Similarly, Forde, Foxwell and Meadows 

(2002:56) suggest that: 

 
The local character of community radio can play an important cultural 
role by enabling dialogue between diverse components of a community, 
building on a common background, shared culture and experience.  In 
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other words, community radio can be thought of as a cultural resource 
that plays a central role in the formation of a community public sphere.  
(Italics in original) 
 

 
Furthermore, community public spheres: 

 
Enable local communities of interest to deliberate together, to develop 
their own counter-discourses, and to interpret their own identities and 
experiences through dialogue. (Forde, Foxwell & Meadows 2002:57) 
 

 
By providing an opportunity for local communities to articulate their own cultural and 

political agendas, community media can be said to ready communities to participate in 

other public spheres.  In this way, ‘a community radio station can be thought of as a 

process of cultural empowerment — or cultural citizenship’ (Forde, Foxwell & 

Meadows 2002:57).   Forde, Foxwell and Meadows (2002:57) acknowledge that the 

process of program production may not be as important as the process of organising the 

management of a community radio station’s internal structures as well as its 

relationship with the community.  Recognition of the role of community media in 

encouraging dialogue and in building community identity, however, puts the discussion 

back on to a normative footing.  Certainly, some cases of community media provide a 

community-building function and can be linked to terms such as ‘sharing’, 

‘participation’, ‘association’, ‘fellowship’ and ‘the possession of a common faith’ 

(Carey 1989:18).  Terms such as ‘exclusion’, ‘control’, ‘competition’, ‘conflict and 

‘enmity’, however, can also apply to community building and are equally present in 

community media — as illustrated with the example of 4ZZZ.  In other words, it cannot 

be assumed that the presence of a community public sphere encourages equal access to 

all members of the community in question.  Communities comprise groups and 

interests with contrasting values and competing objectives, and each community’s 

public sphere is therefore an arena subject to hegemonic processes. 

 

Contrasting Values and Practices in Community Broadcasting 

Access and participation in a community public sphere can thus best be understood as 

being linked to hegemonic processes.  A number of examples further illustrate concern 

with the management of these hegemonic processes, to ensure they are fair and that 

they sustain the public sphere. 
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In his comparison of three (anonymous) Australian community broadcasters, David 

Barlow (1999:93-100) found that only one station could be said to approach the model 

of a democratically organised cultural resource that encouraged access to the 

community and did so explicitly.  This unspecified station was located in a capital city 

and broadcast to listeners who were themselves presumed to be active in community 

and political life.  In my experience, 3CR in Melbourne operates in this way, but it 

would be misleading to suggest that the station is a resource for all inhabitants of the 

city.3  3CR has clear objectives that promote ‘progressive’ political views, and the 

station has long encouraged active input from militant trade unions, the gay and lesbian 

community, peace and environmental activists, women’s groups, refugee organisations 

and left-wing ethnic groups.  3CR has a strong commitment to a transparent and 

democratic decision-making structure that combines participatory and representative 

processes.4  It attracts particular kinds of volunteers, who usually share such views.  

Other community broadcasters in Melbourne, such as 3RRR and 3PBS, also represent 

progressive views, or promote alternative music, and some individuals and groups 

participate in more than one community radio station.  Each station, however, has its 

own distinct vision of its purpose, even though these may overlap with those of other 

community broadcasters. 

 

The two other cases in Barlow’s study functioned quite differently.  Both were located 

in rural and remote locations, and one was owned and operated by an Aboriginal 

organisation.  There were no volunteers at the Aboriginal radio station and paid 

professionals were employed to broadcast on behalf of the Indigenous community.  The 

other station was run entirely by volunteers, but management control was in the hands 

of a small number of individuals with little commitment to ideas about access and 

participation (Barlow 1999:95).  Barlow (1999:98) further observed subtle forms of 

control, a process ‘fuelled by occasional intervention from some of the station’s 

business sponsors who have reported their dissatisfaction not only with "on-air" 

presentation skills, but also on how some of the station’s participants conducted their 

private lives’. 

 

Chris Lawe Davies (1989) observed a similar situation at two regional community radio 
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stations in Queensland.  At its licence renewal hearing in 1988, 4CRB (located at 

Burleigh Heads) was criticised for denying access to community groups and 

individuals.  Financially the station was very successful, but it used computer 

automation and ‘strip’ programming to present a tightly controlled format, and the 

station did not actively seek wider participation from the local population.  Lawe 

Davies (1989:44) suggests station management played a ‘floodgates’ role that kept out 

the ‘unwanted hordes, in order to maintain tight control to maximise market share’. 

 

The other example concerns 4DDB at Toowooomba, a regional city which has been 

described as being at the centre of Australia’s ‘bible belt’.  At the time of Lawe Davies’ 

observations, a fundamentalist Christian media organisation had moved its headquarters 

to Toowoomba and was also prominent in local political affairs.  There was a strong 

Christian presence in 4DDB’s management structure, with more general community 

participation being discouraged.  Announcers were dissuaded from playing certain 

styles of music, and they were not allowed to ‘be political’.  People ‘thought to be of 

shoddy character’ were considered undesirable, including Lawe Davies himself who 

had been seen campaigning for the Australian Labor Party (Lawe Davies 1989:45).  

Lawe Davies points out that religion or politics were never used overtly to exclude 

people.  Instead, the ‘covert religion of professionalism’ was used to make potential 

programmers feel unwelcome.  ‘Professionalism’ in this case had less to do with 

technical competence, which is easily resolved with more training, than with questions 

of style which Lawe Davies suggests related to serving the needs of sponsors and the 

management of the station rather than those of the general listenership (1989:45-46). 

 

In the cases presented here, participation in the particular community radio stations 

required individuals to conform to station rules, norms and values that established the 

boundaries of group membership.  In the case of 4DDB, the influx of groups and 

individuals with views contrary to incumbent volunteers, particularly those who 

controlled the station, gave rise to conflict and enmity (Lawe Davies 1989:44).  From 

the point of view of the incumbent volunteers, groups with contrary views presented a 

threat to the sustainable management of their common property.  The example of 

4DDB is by no means unique.  Between 1995 and 2001, the ABA (Annual Reports 

1995/96-2000/2001) received 54 complaints from the community broadcasting sector 
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and nearly half (25) of these dealt with issues of participation and management.  These 

complaints probably represent the tip of the iceberg and demonstrate both the 

importance of cultural resource management and the nature and character of its 

enclosure, which determine who is given access to the resource. 

 

Alternative Representations of Community 

Although Australian community media legislation and policy are guided by normative 

principles, and there is some expectation that community broadcasters attempt to meet 

these, their interpretation is not uniform and often contestable.  The exclusionary 

practices at 4CRB, 4DDB and other community broadcasters may be considered 

questionable from the perspective of an interpretation of the term ‘community’ as a 

contiguous geographical area where diverse social groups with communicative needs 

seek access to the broadcasting spectrum.  In this scenario, the primary function of 

community radio management might be equitable allocation of airtime, subject to the 

particular needs and extent of support for the groups in question as well as some basic 

principles to which groups are required to adhere.  Such an approach is common among 

ethnic community radio stations. 

 

But if the term ‘community’ is interpreted as a group of ‘like-minded individuals’ or 

‘community of interest’, then the intrusion or emergence of groups with contrasting 

views may pose a serious threat to the cohesion of the incumbent community and its 

communicative needs.  Incumbent groups may not be open to dialogue with others who 

do not share their views.  Indeed, Fraser points out that public spheres have a dual 

character: 

 
On the one hand, they function as spaces of withdrawal and regroupment; 
on the other hand, they also function as bases and training grounds for 
agitational activities directed towards wider publics. (Fraser 1994:124) 
 

 
Incumbent and intruding or emerging groups all have communicative needs and may 

belong to minorities, but they may not see eye to eye on how to manage the community 

media resource.  Where the conflict concerns the same community media resource, the 

tension that arises within the organisation can result in the exclusion (not necessarily 

intentionally) of one group or the other.  In either case, democratic norms are at stake. 
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Alternatively, one group might favour an approach with greater emphasis on volunteer 

participation in production and management and less emphasis on ‘professional’ 

production norms, while the other group might prefer a representative system of 

management and appoint staff to run the enterprise along a proven business model, thus 

ensuring the group’s message is broadly appealing to a larger audience.  This is the 

kind of approach adopted by Indigenous broadcasters and may contribute to the 

formation of ‘media citizenship’ in the public sphere (Hartley 1996; 1997). 

 

Hartley discusses the concept of media citizenship in relation to Australian Aboriginal 

media (many examples of which operate in the community radio sector) and argues 

media citizenship is achieved when representatives from ‘colonised’ semiotic 

formations (including ethnic, Indigenous and women’s interests), gain entry to a 

competitive political public sphere.  Hartley’s analytical framework takes the 

Habermasian public sphere as its point of departure.  I will therefore first summarise the 

Habermasian concept before turning to the variant offered by Hartley. 

 

 

The Enclosure of the Public Sphere 

 

The Habermasian public sphere is normatively conceived of as a universally accessible 

zone where opinions about public issues can be expressed and discussed (Boyd-Barrett 

1995:230).  The concept, however, has attracted a great deal of criticism because the 

reality of the public sphere is anything but open and universally accessible.  But what if 

a public sphere cannot be open and accessible, but is always subject to enclosure?  It 

follows that an analysis of the extent to which a public sphere is democratic has as 

much to do with its governance as it does with the quality and diversity of its discourse. 

 

In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1989), Jürgen Habermas 

describes the genesis of the bourgeois public sphere as a forum where ‘private people, 

come together to form a public, [and] readied themselves to compel public authority to 

legitimate itself before public opinion’ (Habermas 1989:25).  The public sphere is a 

concept that inherently concerns ideas about parliament and democracy, which were at 
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the heart of the English Civil War and the American and French Revolutions.  Up until 

then, the monarch had maintained a monopoly over the authority to rule territory and 

populations, and had controlled state censorship, preventing open and uninhibited 

public communication — and especially criticism of the state (Anderson 1991:19-21; 

Keane 1991:36-37). 

 

Eley (1994:292) points out that the concept of the public sphere encompasses 

procedural, normative/ ideological, structural, associational and historical dimensions.  

It thus serves as both an analytical paradigm with which to chart historical change, as 

well as a normative category for political critique.  From a structural perspective, the 

early public sphere emerged as a new category of independent political deliberation 

located between the state (the monarch, nobility and the military) and civil society (the 

private realm which at first included the market as well as education, religion and the 

family).  The most important institutional achievements arising out of the public sphere 

were parliament and a free press (Keane 1991:16; Cohen & Arato 1992:ix). 

 

As a procedural program, the bourgeois public sphere — parliaments and the press — 

was imagined as a universally accessible forum in which all participants were 

considered equal.  Its purpose concerned the formation of rational public opinion by 

which governments (initially the monarch) could be held to account.  Fundamental to 

the demands for universal access to the public sphere are the normative principles of 

freedom of speech and expression, the freedom of assembly and voluntary association, 

and rights of citizenship, collectively termed ‘communicative rights’ (Cohen and Arato 

1992:400).  These rights, underpinned by the rule of law, represent an important 

institutional achievement in the development of the public sphere. 

 

Dahlgren (1991:1) notes that democratic theory has always included a version of a 

public sphere ‘where the ruled can develop and express their political will to the rulers’.  

To the Ancient Greeks, for example, democracy meant ‘the power of the people’ — 

‘meaning the citizens, exercised control over policy by direct acts of will in the 

assembly’ (Parry & Moyser 1994:3).  Policy development was based on interpersonal 

interactions.  According to James Carey (1989:3), pre-literate oral democracies were 

‘based upon practices of assembly, debate, disputation, and talk’ and not simply on the 
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transmission of orders and instructions.  To ensure universal participation, the ideal 

democratic ‘political unit’, or city-state, should consist of no more than 5000 citizens 

and be small enough so that a return journey on foot could be done in a day.  Thus, in 

pre-literate society, democracy was vested in communities limited by geography and 

population. 

 

The genesis of the Habermasian public sphere suggests that the classical ideal of 

democracy based on an oral society was transposed upon the newly emerging and 

literate middle class (Carey 1989:3).  At the same time, universal access to the 

bourgeois public sphere was ‘founded on sectionalism, exclusiveness, and repression’ 

(Eley 1994:321).  Membership of the public sphere was restricted, and this limited 

associational dimension underpins most of the critique of the Habermasian model, 

including the concept that freedom of expression and the right to participate in 

deliberative forums are resources that can be controlled by powerful interests. 

 

The bourgeois public sphere represented a substantial and powerful minority of the 

most prosperous groups: landowners, merchants, lawyers, the clergy and the literati 

(Eley 1994:327).  This powerful minority not only sought to wrest absolutist power 

from the monarch, but also buttressed itself against subordinate classes, including the 

working class and the illiterate, who held divergent and conflicting views about 

democracy (Eley 1994:304-18).  Furthermore, the public sphere’s structural separation 

from the private sphere served to exclude all women and their concerns from the 

political realm (Eley 1994:309).  The bourgeois public sphere was, in the Foucaldian 

sense, a claim to power by an exclusive class (Eley 1994:331). 

 

Habermas omits discussion of the state (Eley 1994: 319), but it also underwent a 

transformation that further demonstrates the relationship between power and control of 

the public sphere.  Parliament, as the definitive institution of the public sphere, replaced 

the absolute monarch as a state institution and soon intervened to pave the way towards 

laissez-faire policies, the rise of capitalism and the interests of the bourgeoisie.  Keane 

(1991:95) observes that powerful democratic regimes contain within them ‘the seeds of 

despotism’.  In Britain, according to Keane (1991:109-10), state censorship is 

spreading, ministerial and administrative power is ‘virtually immune from judicial 
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power’, and parliament has ‘little more than marginal control over policymaking and 

implementation’.  In other words, new enclosed forums of governance emerge to which 

entry is restricted.  By restricting entry, alternative points of view are locked out and the 

incumbents can maintain their claim to power. 

 

To participatory democrats, this process of enclosure underpins the problem with 

representative democracy, where the will of the representative is substituted for the will 

of the represented.  Paul Hirst (1994:25) argues that participation in the public sphere is 

on the decline, because modern large-scale mass democracies are remote and minimise 

participation.  Hirst (1994:34), however, contends that the issue does not lie with 

representative democracy as such, but with the process and scale of democratic 

decision-making.  For Hirst (1994:20-23), the solution lies in the decentralisation of 

many, but not all, economic and social affairs to accountable, voluntary associations 

that are independent, self-governing and democratic. 5  Thus it is not the enclosure of 

the public sphere per se that is at issue, but the scale and nature of its governance.  This 

view further indicates a preference for small-scale community-owned media which are 

managed democratically and which have policies and procedures in place to ensure that 

representation of the will of the community is sustained. 

 

Good Governance and Freedom of the Press 

The notion of freedom of the press was central to eighteenth century ideas of good 

governance.  Liberty of the press was considered an extension of individual freedoms 

(Keane 1991:16, 37).  New systems of governance, based on the franchise, secret 

ballots and the election of representatives, could not be considered free and fair without 

a free press capable of exposing the weaknesses of those who govern.  Good 

government, therefore, could not be possible without publicly available and 

comprehensive information — an axiom that still holds today (Hirst 1994:35).  

Freedom of the press and the unrestricted discussion among the public would also 

ensure the rational attainment of ‘truth’ through a constant confrontation of opinions 

with contrary opinions (Keane 1991:18-19). 

 

Keane (1991:37-38), however, points out that advocates of ‘freedom of speech’, or 

‘liberty of the press’, saw the media as a neutral channel enhancing the circulation or 
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flow of information about the world.  In doing so, they did not recognise that 

information is structured symbolically, that meanings are generated out of social 

relations, and that individuals have differential access to the means of communication.  

They did not recognise that ‘the noblest of human productions — knowledge, truths 

ascertained, conceptions, and ideas’ — do not ‘become, after voluntary communication 

to others, free as the air to common use’, but are a resource that can be enclosed and 

controlled (Brandeis, quoted in Boyle 2001:5). 

 

Habermas’s (1989:162-89) historical account demonstrates the rapid enclosure of a 

public sphere of democratic will-formation by a competitive, though exclusive, class of 

corporate mass media interests.  As a result, the public sphere became arguably less 

concerned with using rational-critical debate to force accountability of the state and 

more with the lucrative business of advertising and cultural consumption.6  In Western 

democracies, the emergence of community broadcasting is sometimes seen as the 

public sphere reclaimed and directed towards its normative ideal function.  The 

community media phenomenon indicates recognition by ordinary people, that in the 

formation of public opinion, access to and participation in the public sphere can counter 

the centralising tendencies of the state and the commercialising and elitist tendencies of 

capitalist media. 

 

Multiple Public Spheres 

Habermas insists that the public sphere should retain the normative guarantee of access 

to all citizens (Eley 1994:289).  Nevertheless, both the critique of the Habermasian 

public sphere and Habermas’s own insistence upon universal access imply that the 

public sphere is a bounded domain, or resource which can accrue rewards to its 

custodians, and to which access is premised upon certain conditions and restrictions.  

Nancy Fraser provides a useful route out of this impasse (1994:117-18).  She accepts 

this bounded dimension of the public sphere, but rejects a concept of the public sphere 

as a domain to which universal access is guaranteed.  She proposes that the public 

sphere be reconceived as a multiplicity of public spheres, or what Gitlin describes as 

‘sphericules’ (Gitlin, cited in Cunningham 2002:269).  Fraser (1994: 126) further 

proposes that a multiplicity of public spheres does not rule out the possibility of a larger 

sphere where policies and issues affecting all people are deliberated.  Nor are people 
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confined to a single sphere, but have overlapping memberships of multiple publics 

(Fraser 1994:127).  Thus sphericules can be imagined as embedded in a web of 

interrelationships, like dew droplets in a spider’s web. 

 

The concept of sphericules serves as a reminder that ‘portions’ of the public sphere 

come into being whenever individuals assemble into a public body and express and 

publish opinions on matters of general interest (Habermas, cited in Eley 1994:289; 

Arendt 1959:178-79).  A multiplicity of public spheres recognises that there are 

inequalities within democratic societies and that public discourses concern all kinds of 

issues, including private concerns such as families and gender.  Recasting the public 

sphere as a multiplicity of spericules accounts for the emergence of associational forms 

that transcend national frontiers, including diasporic communities and new social 

movements (Cunningham 2002:268).  Both diasporas and new social movements 

operate across national boundaries and can be conceived of as networks of groups and 

organisations, variously concerned with identity politics as well as with local, national 

and global policy.  Both diasporic communities and new social movements will seek 

access to globalised, commercial and state media, but in Australia they have largely 

found their voice in ethnic media and community broadcasting. 

 

Regardless of the desirability of particular normative forms of the public sphere, or its 

dispersal into sphericules, from an analytic perspective the public sphere can never be a 

neutral domain.  Rather, it is a dynamic site or ‘nexus which links a variety of actors, 

factors and contexts together’ (Dahlgren 1991:2), where meanings are subject to 

contestation and where power blocs aim to secure legitimacy.  Despite the appeal of 

universal access, if the public sphere is seen as a bounded resource, then at stake are 

issues of access, governance and values — access, in that some organisations are more 

inclusive than others; governance, in that some organisations are more democratically 

structured than others; and values, in that some organisations exploit this resource on a 

more sustainable footing than others. 

 

I have already implied that the public sphere can refer to a variety of decision-making 

forums, as well as to the media — even though the media have held a central and 

dominant position in discussions about the public sphere (Boyd-Barrett 1995:230-34).  
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This suggests that neither institutions of decision-making (parliaments, collectives, 

management committees, general meetings), nor the media, are themselves the public 

sphere, but that they are the agencies through which the public sphere is managed.  It 

follows that the question is not whether the public sphere is democratic, but to what 

extent the institutions that manage it are democratic.  In this sense, the public sphere is 

not unlike a physical resource.  For example, a resource such as a grazing land or a 

forest can be controlled and managed as private property, as state property, as common 

property, or not controlled or managed at all and thus accessible to anyone who wishes 

to use it (Bromley 1992:4).  In the case of community media, this system of social 

relationships shares the characteristics of a common property regime, access to which is 

regulated through communal rules and practices. 

 

Despite archaic connotations attached to the word ‘commons’, eliciting images of 

medieval pastures where villagers graze their livestock, modern-day commons are 

found everywhere (The Ecologist 1993:7).  The Ecologist (1993:7) reports that 90 per 

cent of the world’s fisheries operate as commons, and many communities — even in 

Western nations such as Finland and Switzerland — continue to collectively manage 

their forests.  In one Swiss village of around 600 inhabitants: 

 
Grazing lands, forests, ‘waste’ lands, irrigation systems and paths and 
roads connecting privately and communally-owned property are all 
managed as commons.  Rights to these commons are not open to all but 
are conferred by existing commoners who have the power to decide 
whether or not an outsider should be admitted as ‘citizens’ in the 
community. (The Ecologist 1993:14) 
 

The definitive features of a commons include the collective use of resources, be 

they ‘trees, forests, land, minerals, water, fish, animals, language, time, radio 

wavelengths, silence, seeds, milk, contraception and streets’ (The Ecologist 

1993:8); and a social and cultural organisation that rests on local power, a 

system of membership rights, a fair distribution of benefits and sustainability. 

 

New commons are constantly emerging in the social and political spaces left untouched 

by public institutions and the market economy.  The dialects of the inner urban black 

communities in the United States, for example, ‘express concepts that the language 
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taught in state schools cannot touch’  (The Ecologist 1993:7).  Community media, in 

the same way, emerged from the ‘tensions, cracks and contradictions within the media 

and, more significantly, society at large’ (Dahlgren 1991:11).  It is the processes, 

cracks, contradictions and diversity of species that inform John Hartley’s mixed 

analysis of the postmodern public sphere. 

 

 

The Repossession of the Postmodern Public Sphere 

 

Hartley acknowledges the importance of activity in, and ownership and control of, the 

mediasphere (the sphere of journalism) as an essential factor in the formation of 

‘counter’ public spheres.  He draws attention to understanding the public sphere as a 

system of relationships driven by the contestation over the legitimacy of the knowledge 

classes, and his analysis of Aboriginal media (Hartley 1997) brings home the point that 

the public sphere is a resource, and rewards accrue to those who control it. 

 

For Hartley, the postmodern public sphere is understood as a process that 

simultaneously creates readerships and their representatives, and is largely undertaken 

by journalists but is not exclusive to them (Hartley 1996:86-89).  This process can thus 

be understood as one of enclosure in which ‘factions of the knowledge class’ (which 

includes journalists) compete with each other in their conquest of the control of the 

production and distribution of information, knowledge and culture.  The ultimate prize 

is the ‘power to define truth itself, the right to speak on behalf of populations’ (Hartley 

1997:52).  The knowledge class discursively ‘colonises’ demographic categories — for 

example, women, workers, indigenous and ethnic groups, homosexuals, the young and 

the elderly — and assigns to them their identity (or their stereotype).  This suggests that 

there is not an urgent need for minority groups to own and control their own media, but 

that they have access to, and are represented by, sympathetic journalists or other 

members of the knowledge class.  Hartley’s postmodern public sphere is thus not 

inconsistent with the Habermasian formulation (Habermas 1989:23). 

 

In his discussion of  ‘Aboriginal public sphere’, Hartley (1997:43-44) asserts that the 

key question is not whether the media are racist, but rather who controls and 
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disseminates knowledge of Indigenous issues, and the ‘extent to which indigenous 

political and community leaders are able to engage with “the” public sphere as a whole 

via the media’.  Thus, to Hartley, achieving sovereignty in the public sphere is 

ultimately about access to and representation in the mainstream media.  He argues that 

television broadcasts are more accessible to, and just as representative of, the 

community as the traditional public sphere vested in parliament (Hartley 1996:72-73).  

Hartley defines this private sphere of domesticity, feminisation, sexualisation, 

consumerism, suburbanism and audience-ship, as a ‘semiosphere’.  It is the site of 

general cultural media production, conceived of not as an homogenous mass, but of 

‘mutually incompatible segments’ in which populations are ‘gathered around particular 

intensities of information, or genres of semiosis’ — for example, gender, ethnicities and 

sexual orientations (Hartley 1997:49-51). 

 

For Hartley, diverse audiences or readerships are not real people, but virtual 

communities of ideological interests constructed in the semiosphere around modes of 

journalistic production.  These include the knowledges and political agendas of the new 

social movements ‘produced and sustained in the interstices of drama serials, nature 

documentaries and current affairs, or in the relationship between certain stars, styles or 

musics and their fans’ (Hartley 1996:72).   

 

At times of instability, the virtual communities may be ‘peopled’ to the extent that real 

people, such as activists, take direct action and influence the mediasphere: 

 
It is clearly important for activists ... to intervene in the process of 
knowledge-production and management on their own behalf, and of 
course the actual energy of identity politics is indeed devoted to trying to 
produce new or counter-knowledges and direct speaking positions within 
the sphere of the knowledge-class’s operations (i.e. within the 
mediasphere). (Hartley 1997:53) 
 

 

More usually, according to Hartley (1996:52; 1997:52), virtual communities of readers 

are represented discursively by those who claim to represent them, such as journalists 

and ‘knowledge professionals’.  He concludes that populations are no longer citizens of 

nations because the locus of political participation is in popular and international media.  

Populations should therefore be thought of as ‘readerships’, or media citizens, and 
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popular sovereignty (or autonomy) is not only a matter of representation in parliament, 

but also in knowledge and language (1996:45; 1997: 53). 

 

To Hartley, then, the postmodern public sphere is a television spectacle consisting of a 

myriad of ideas and identities presented to the readership, or consumers in the comfort 

of their own home.  This is not to say that television controls the minds of its 

readership.  Hartley (1999:178) argues that audiences know how to ‘use’ television for 

their own purposes, or what Hartley terms cultural, or ‘do-it-yourself’ citizenship — 

‘the practice of putting together an identity from the available choices, patterns and 

opportunities on offer in the semiosphere and the mediasphere’.  The power of 

television is its ability to bring social, geographical, environmental and demographic 

variety into the home — ‘television teaches ... it explains things’ (Hartley 1999:180).  

Teaching, however, is a dialogic activity (Freire 1996), and it is not clear how 

audiences in Hartley’s model can interact with television.  The model therefore runs the 

risk of construing media representation as simply a matter of audiences registering a 

preference in ratings surveys, just as political representation is simply a matter of 

periodic selection of a parliamentary candidate. 

 

But this is not Hartley’s intention.  Audiences, or ‘readers’, are not passive receptacles 

of media product but engage in a discursive practice of sense-making that includes not 

only decoding but also the ‘cultural and critical work of responding, interpreting, 

talking about or talking back’ (1996:58).  In this way, Hartley’s model approximates 

the kind of thinking that has guided the ideas of Bertold Brecht, Paolo Freire and Hans 

Enzensberger (Freire 1996:61-65; Thomas  1994:51; Brecht 1980; Enzensberger 1973).  

It underpins the recognition by some activists that the media have a role in drawing 

attention to problems that relate to people’s own experience, can assist people to 

develop the power to understand the conditions of their existence, and can encourage 

them to take action.  Media access and participation can thus contribute towards 

‘conscientisation’, whereby previously powerless people are encouraged to become 

active participants in recreating and publicising their own history and culture.  This is 

the kind of thinking that has influenced the establishment of community broadcasting 

and is exemplified by the development of Australian Aboriginal broadcasting. 
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The Aboriginal Public Sphere 

Until the 1970s, public discussion concerning Aborigines had largely been the 

prerogative of a competitive non-Aboriginal mediasphere, dominated by those 

promoting negative racial stereotypes (Molnar & Meadows 2001:xiii).  Since the 

1970s, ‘the’ Aboriginal public sphere (Hartley 1997), comprising bureaucrats, 

academics and journalists, increasingly recognised the needs of Indigenous 

communities and attempts were made to give Indigenous people a voice.  However, 

‘giving a voice’ to Aboriginal people is not the same as giving Aboriginal people 

control over their voice.  For example: 

 
There was another radio program going, that I was working for.  It was 
totally controlled by the Department of Aboriginal Affairs.  Its [sic] 
supposed to be a Murri program but the fine screening is done by one of 
the assistant directors of public relations up there.  It’s not a Murri show, 
it’s not what people want to hear.  Anything against the department, or 
any government department, or whoever in DAA – it’s deleted from that 
programme ... Working for the DAA I was a puppet. (Carroli et al. 
1985:50) 
 

 
Hartley (1997:43-44) acknowledges that the control of the public sphere is at issue.  

Nevertheless, if ‘the’ Aboriginal public sphere remains in the control of non-Aboriginal 

interests, as Hartley seems to imply, then this ‘is more a case of how Indigenousness is 

made with the broader public sphere’, rather than how Aboriginal people define 

themselves (Avison & Meadows 2000:352).  To call such a sphere an ‘Aboriginal 

public sphere’ can give rise to confusion in that it is at best a sphere produced out of the 

encounters and conversation between Indigenous and non-indigenous people.  

Aboriginal people have long insisted on the right to own and control their own media 

alongside demands for fairer and more equitable treatment in mainstream media.  

Molnar and Meadows (2001:22-26) trace the emergence of media owned and controlled 

by Aboriginal people back to the 1830s, but a dramatic increase in Indigenous media 

occurred during the 1960s and 1970s, coinciding with land rights protests and with the 

emergence of community radio.  Currently there are 179 Indigenous community radio 

and television licences (ABA 2002 online).  

 

To Hartley, media owned and controlled by Aboriginal, ethnic and other organisations 
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are ‘counter’ public spheres and are aggregated around gender, race, ethnicity, and so 

forth (1996:68-69).  In accordance with Fraser (1994:125), Hartley asserts that these 

‘counter’ public spheres are less concerned with universality (that is, entry to ‘the’ 

public sphere) than with the affirmation of their own identities.  Hence the importance 

of Indigenous media in maintaining Indigenous languages and the importance of media 

in generating a sense of belonging among urban Indigenous listeners: 

 
One of the things I find, listening to the Murri Hour is ... I’ve lived in a 
white environment and when I hear that it makes me feel better...people I 
can really relate to.  I sit there and feel part of it.  It’s not like a normal 
program that talks at people ... it’s us talking to our own people. 
(Carroli et al. 1985:51, bold in original) 

 
 
Australian Aboriginal media provide a primary level of service for Aboriginal 

communities and are a ‘cultural resource’, helping to sustain language and culture 

(Molnar & Meadows 2001:19; Meadows & van Vuuren 1998:96).  At the same time, 

the Aboriginal mediasphere offers a ‘cultural bridge’ between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous populations (Molnar & Meadows 2001:21).  In the case of Aboriginal radio 

station 4AAA in Brisbane, a survey conducted in 1996 revealed that the vast majority 

of its 100 000 listeners were not Indigenous (Meadows & van Vuuren 1998:103).  

Following Hartley’s logic, 4AAA has successfully entered the semiosphere.  It is not at 

all clear, however, whether the station is willing or able to mobilise its audience so that 

sovereignty is achieved in ‘the’ public sphere (Hartley 1997:43-44). 

 

It is of some interest that Hartley applies his model to the spheres of discourse and 

collectivity gathered around race, ethnicity, age, sexual preference and other ‘genres of 

semiosis’ (Hartley 1996:68-69; 1997).  In the Australian context, these could also 

include Christian, the print handicapped, and semiotic formations gathered around 

locality and rural identity formations.  Such ‘semiotic genres’ thus resemble the 

sphericules defined and inhabited by community broadcasting.  While his account of 

semiotic genres is immensely suggestive and rich in its implications for community 

media, Hartley does not account for the establishment of community media, both as a 

practice and as a legitimate broadcasting sector. 
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Accessing the Public Sphere: State Regulation and Associational Demands 

Recognising the relationship between the state and activist associations and institutions 

directs attention towards the dynamic between the state and activists’ associations 

where each attempts to influence and mobilise the other to suit their own ends.  Both 

Habermas and Hartley play down the role of the state in enabling the formation of 

public spheres.  In Australia, broadcasting is dominated by state and market interests, 

and one precept for the establishment of community broadcasting concerns the dearth 

of minority points of view on mainstream media.  The establishment of the Australian 

community broadcasting sector would not have taken place without pressure being 

brought upon government by activists, but governments also required the 

administrative means that would recognise, channel and shape the demands for 

establishing the sector to enable its realisation.  Australia was the first Western nation 

to give community broadcasting legitimacy in legislation (Lewis & Booth 1989:33).  

Although the legislation was partly premised upon protecting the business interests of 

commercial media, it also ensured the reservation of spectrum for non-commercial, as 

well as non-state, usage and rests on an assumption that the public interest is met by the 

recognition of the media needs of minorities such as Aborigines (McQuail 1994). 

 

In Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander radio broadcasting is recognised as a 

first level of service, important in maintaining language and culture and as a bridge to 

the non-Indigenous community.  But the sector would be unable to operate without 

government assistance (ATSIC 1999:19-22).  Dependence on government assistance, 

however, does not come without strings attached and can result in the implementation 

of inappropriate policies and projects (Molnar & Meadows 2001:204).  At the other 

extreme, a total lack of policy and legislation in support of a community media sector 

can result in laissez-faire conditions that quickly squeeze out any attempts to cater for 

minority communities.  This is exemplified by the tendency towards commercialisation 

in some Australian community media, curbed somewhat by existing legislation.7  Thus 

the role of government in regulating access to the public sphere cannot be ignored and 

needs to centrally enter into any theorisation of the establishment of community media. 

 

In this context it is equally important to account for the emergence of ‘activists’.  The 

emergence of activists suggests the formation of semiospheres centred around linkages, 
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networks and associations that are more than responses to and critical engagement with 

television representations.  The histories of various counter-cultures and social 

movements demonstrate that a rich variety of mediaspheres exist alongside mass media 

institutions (Forde 1997; Downing 2001, 1988, 1984; MacBride 1980).  These 

mediaspheres, however, arise out of pre-existing associations in which ordinary and 

active individuals have come together to share similar experiences and concerns.8  They 

do not arise, as Hartley seems to imply, out of a semiosphere consisting of atomised 

consumers of television.  To be sure, Hartley acknowledges that audiences of the 

semiosphere also inhabit the parallel universe of civil society as corporeal bodies, but 

he does not pay enough attention to the role of association in the production of 

meaning.  In the associative universe, personal experiences and capacities, membership 

of families and communities, and spatial and physical elements contribute towards the 

formation of meanings within the semiosphere.  For example, Aboriginal people 

personally experience and mobilise their communities through the tragedy of Deaths in 

Custody; entire populations personally experience the disaster of Bhopal or Chernobyl 

and formally seek retribution; families personally experience domestic violence; rural 

communities have first-hand knowledge and experience of their remoteness and seek 

redress to their dependence on international commodity markets and vulnerability to 

centrally controlled business.  Do-it-yourself citizenship therefore requires recognition 

of the continuing importance of the institutions of civil society. 

 
Lack of attention to an associative category further confuses the issue of participatory 

democracy.  Hartley argues that the rise of Indigenous ‘knowledge professionals’ in a 

competitive mainstream public sphere is commensurate with a participatory democratic 

model.  The model, however, conforms as easily to an elite (realist) model of 

democracy, with its emphasis on competition and the centrality of an elite knowledge 

class which, in Hartley’s model, appear to be self-appointed representatives.  Aside 

from the fact that knowledge professionals are able to discursively represent particular 

semiotic formations, there is no discussion in Hartley’s account on the nature of the 

relationship between the knowledge class and the semiotic formations which they claim 

to represent, except through the mediating function of television. 

 

As a result, Hartley’s focus on symbolic representation and the media cannot 
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sufficiently take non-media factors into account.  Yet his semiotic formations, 

colonised or sovereign, are conveniently located in distinct (non-media) demographic 

categories such as ethnicity and gender.  People do not choose to be born as women, or 

into an ethnic category — although women can choose to be feminists and ethnic 

people can choose to assert their rights.  Nevertheless, to assert their rights, individuals 

from these categories come together and associate in order to discuss and make sense of 

the world.  Furthermore, by taking into account an associative dimension, correlations 

would be revealed between demographic factors such as ethnicity, sex, age, education 

and occupation, values, attitudes and the degree of individual activism, as has been 

demonstrated by studies of the constituency of the environmental movement (van 

Vuuren 1993; Sexton 1989; Milbrath 1984, 1986; Cotgrove 1982; Dunlap & van Liere 

1978). 

 

In addition, studies of Aboriginal media have revealed that the nature and form of 

media responses are determined by the social relations within Indigenous communities.  

Thus, in recognition of the value of the public sphere as a cultural resource, Indigenous 

media production must be ‘authorised in some way by the community from which it 

emerges’ (Molnar & Meadows 2001:199; Meadows & van Vuuren 1998:98; O’Regan 

1990 [online]).  Bourdieu (1986:251) notes that every group has some form of 

institutionalised delegation that puts the ability to speak on behalf of the group in the 

hands of a single agent.  This means that a knowledge class requires some form of 

legitimation from the community it purports to represent.  But this is not to be confused 

with television consumption choices. 

 

 

Media Participation as Authorised Representation 

 

In this process of ‘authorisation’, individuals participating in community broadcasting 

may become reluctant representatives of their communities.  In a case study of 

community radio participation in New Zealand, Rowan Jeffrey (2002) reports that, in 

the act of on-air participation, a group of women broadcasters from an ethnic minority 

attracted intense criticism from dominant sections of their community.  Jeffrey reveals 

that this act of criticism points to a linkage between broadcasting and community power 
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structures.  Jeffrey (2002:48-49) argues that there is an expectation from listeners that 

community broadcasters exist to represent them, even if the latter do not claim that role 

for themselves.  Given the limited amount of media representation available to them, 

minority groups develop a hypersensitivity to media representation and seek to present 

themselves in ways that obscure the diversity within their communities.  As a result, 

conflict arises over who and what should represent the community, with pressure being 

put on the broadcaster to change their focus or to take the offending program off air 

(Jeffrey 2002:51).   In other words, individuals and interest groups within communities 

determine the legitimacy of the voices that go to air, and this is an ongoing, dynamic 

and contentious process (Jeffrey 2002:53).  It is inconceivable that this same process 

would take place in mainstream broadcasting. 

 

A similar situation occurred with the formation of ethnic radio 4EB-FM in Brisbane.  

Proposals concerning the station’s management structure were accompanied by rivalry 

among political factions within Brisbane’s ethnic communities.  The controversy 

concerned two contrasting positions (Rando 1983).  The first position argued that 

access rights be restricted to delegates from ‘official’ ethnic groups representing 

recognised nations, which effectively excluded Croations, East Timorese and 

Palestinians; while the second argued that 4EB should be open to all points of view 

within ethnic communities and participation in the station would therefore be open to 

anyone and not just the delegates representing official community organisations. 

 

These examples bring home the point that community radio’s participatory and 

reciprocal relationship with the community (Girard 1992:13) is one that is suffused 

with controversy and conflict, and requires recognition of power structures embedded 

within the community (Hochheimer 1993).  As Downing (2001:10) puts it, ‘in 

communication and culture, power processes and differentials are everywhere’.  The 

examples also suggest that community media, which is implicitly a public activity, 

challenges the idea that participatory and representative models of democracy are 

diametrically opposite.  While participation is ideally suited to small-scale institutions, 

modern democracies require mechanisms of both participation and representation 

(Keane 1991:169).9
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Democracy, according to Keane (1991:168), ‘is best understood as a system of 

procedural rules with normative implications’.  These rules specify who is authorised to 

make decisions in, and on behalf of collectivities.  In the case of community public 

spheres, the issue concerns the authority of those participating in managing the 

resource, as well as of those making representations on-air, on behalf of specific 

collectivities (Hochheimer 1993).  Finally, the examples emphasise the point that 

democratic will formation — in this case the process of authorisation — is not 

restricted to an elite public sphere, but occurs at the grassroots, at the level of civil 

society, and it is at this level where the participatory criteria of alternative media 

become more pertinent (Lewis 1993:12). 

 

To facilitate analysis of the relationship between community media and democracy, I 

have so far rejected a universally accessible model of the public sphere, in favour of 

multiple sphericules circumscribed by a process of authorisation that confers legitimacy 

upon announcers by the people on whose behalf the programs are presented.  I have 

further indicated that the analysis needs to take into account representative as well as 

participatory forms of democracy.  I further propose that analysis needs to situate the 

activity of community broadcasting in an associative sphere that is separate from the 

state and the economy.  To examine this dimension of community media, I turn to 

Cohen and Arato’s (1992) reconstruction of modern civil society.  In their model, the 

processes and institutions of civil society do not necessarily function to alter state 

power, nor are they primarily concerned with economic benefit.  They follow a 

different logic that rests on communicative action, solidarity and cooperation (Cohen & 

Arato 1992:38, 429). 

 

 

The Public Sphere in Defence of the Right to Communicate 

 

Cohen and Arato (1992:ix) define civil society as: 

 
A sphere of social interaction between economy and state, composed 
above all of the intimate sphere (especially the family), the sphere of 
associations (especially voluntary association), social movements, and 
forms of public communication [the public sphere]. 
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Civil society is not formed by the state or the economy, but emerges as a structural 

differentiation out of the ‘life-world’ — the implicitly-known traditions and 

background assumptions which are embedded in language and culture and which are 

tapped into in everyday life (Cohen & Arato 1992:x, 427-28, 434).  The life-world can 

be said to correspond to Hartley’s semiosphere.  To Cohen and Arato (1992:ix), civil 

society emerges out of conscious association, self-organisation and organised forms of 

communications.  The centrality of communication suggests that Hartley’s 

mediasphere, and therefore community broadcasting, is located within the boundaries 

of civil society.  The reproduction (or sustainability) of civil society relies on self-

creative, independent action and institutionalisation through law (Cohen & Arato 

1992:ix). 

 

To Cohen and Arato (1992:496) and Touraine, civil society is a domain marked by 

conflict which encourages collective action, ‘a society that is an extension of 

democracy is inevitably the product of social struggles and political processes’ 

(Touraine, cited in Jennett & Stewart 1989:8).  Since the 1960s, the locus of societal 

conflict has shifted to the ‘new social movements’ (Burgman 1993; Cohen & Arato 

1992:527; Melucci 1989; Jennett & Stewart 1989).  In contrast to the ‘old’ social 

movements (such as trade unions), the new movements are less concerned with 

conflicts about capital, labour and the overthrow of the state, and more with questions 

of identity and the democratisation of the institutions of civil society (Burgman 

1993:10-11; Cohen & Arato 1992:548).  This is not to suggest that civil rights, ethnic, 

local autonomy, anti-racist, feminist, gay and lesbian, and peace and the environment 

movements eschew entry to the polity.  The presence of Green, Indigenous and feminist 

politicians clearly demonstrates that political power is a target of movements.  

Nevertheless, new social movements are primarily concerned with ‘undoing traditional 

structures of domination, exclusion, and inequality rooted in social institutions, norms, 

collective identities, and cultural values’ which are based on race, class, gender and 

other prejudices, and located in civil society and the life-world (Cohen & Arato 

1992:508). 

 

Social movements, old and new, are a ‘breeding ground’ for community media (Lewis 
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1993:15), and this linkage has informed a number of studies of alternative media 

(Rodriguez 2001; Downing 2001:23-27, 1984; Skelton & Allen 1999; Forde 1997; 

Thomas 1994; Lewis 1993; Riggins 1992; Berrigan 1977).  As well as intersecting with 

new social movements, community media can be understood as a new social movement 

in its own right.  It is an international movement that has formed its own solidarity 

network — AMARC. 

 

Established in 1983, AMARC is a non-governmental, not-for-profit organisation 

comprising 2000 members, representing community broadcasters on all five continents 

(Martel 1994).  Australian community broadcasting is affiliated to AMARC via the 

CBAA.  Consistent with other new social movements, AMARC’s objectives are 

primarily targeted at the institutions of civil society rather than the state.  They include 

the use of community broadcasting in the promotion of democracy and just and 

equitable relationships among all people; the freedom to express social, cultural, 

gender, religious and political differences; and respect for the cultural identity of all 

peoples (AMARC membership kit, no date).  

 

In contrast to Hartley’s model, where sovereignty has been achieved once the agendas 

of counter-public spheres have found representation in the mainstream media, Cohen 

and Arato (1992:436, 472) and Hirst (1994:24, 33) argue that democratic autonomy 

requires of the public sphere the defence of fundamental rights, and the endorsement of 

additional rights (for example, land rights in the case of the Aboriginal public sphere). 

 

Above all, according to Cohen and Arato (1992:417, 429), a sustainable civil society 

requires the protection of the autonomy of the private, intimate sphere and the 

protection of the coordinating and reproductive mechanism of communicative action.  

Communicative action is the ‘linguistically mediated, intersubjective process through 

which actors establish their interpersonal relations, question and reinterpret norms, and 

coordinate their interaction by negotiating definitions of the situation and coming to an 

agreement’ (Cohen & Arato 1992:435).  In a democratic society, the rights of 

communication and intimacy should have priority over all other political, economic and 

social rights.  Without these rights, civil society cannot institutionalise democratic 

communication in a multiplicity of publics, nor can it defend individual autonomy and 
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liberate the private, intimate sphere from all forms of inequality, such as domestic 

violence (Cohen & Arato 1992:455).  The defence of a catalogue of rights, including 

the rights of freedom of expression and the right to communicate, is central to 

AMARC’s activities and articulated in its Milan Declaration (1998, see Appendix 1). 

 

Rights and the Protection of the Public Sphere  

AMARC’s focus on rights illustrates Cohen and Arato’s (1992:441-42) point that the 

genesis of rights lies in civil society where they emerge as claims articulated by 

individuals and groups through communicative action.  Communicative action is the 

process that takes place within the public sphere and, along with the rights of cultural 

reproduction (including freedom of expression and the rights of association and 

assembly), it ensures that the institutions of public sphere are protected.  The 

relationship between a catalogue of rights and the stability of the public sphere 

emphasises the point that democracy is, above all, a communicative act (Hirst 1994:34-

36).  Furthermore, despite limited access to the central, elite, political public sphere 

through institutions such as parliament and the mainstream media (Boyd-Barrett 

1995:230-34), no democracy can totally rule out the repoliticisation of civil society, and 

hence, the emergence of new political organisations, different processes of democracy 

and alternative public spheres (Cohen & Arato 1992:459-60). 

 

Although the autonomy of the public sphere is generated from within civil society, 

rights can only be secured in state legislation (Cohen & Arato 1992:441-42).  The 

centrality of rights in preserving the autonomy of civil society and the life-world, and 

hence the protection from colonisation from the state and the economy, presupposes 

interdependencies between these subsystems.  The exercise of power by the state is 

only possible if civil society accepts the conditions upon which that power is granted.  

A catalogue of rights therefore governs the relationship between the civil society and 

the modern bureaucratic state (vested in the political rights of citizens and welfare 

rights of clients) and, through the state, the economy (Cohen & Arato 1992:442).  The 

power of the state to legislate and administer policy ensures that institutions and 

processes not directly relevant to the political and economic subsystems, such as 

schools, can operate.10  State regulation also ensures that market economies are 

protected from monopolisation and serious economic and social crises are avoided 
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(Cohen & Arato 1992:425; Keane 1991:112).  Thus, there is a limit to the extent to 

which the functions and processes of civil society can be shifted to the state or 

economic subsystems. 

 

Regulating the Public Sphere: The Protection of Public and Private Communication 

The contradiction embedded in the concept of freedom of speech (to be discussed in 

more detail in Chapter 2) illustrates the importance of rights in defining the boundary 

between civil society and the economy.  In Australia, ‘freedom of speech’ has been 

interpreted as both a fundamental right to communicate and as a property right.  To a 

certain extent, this contradiction has been resolved with the federal government 

allocating broadcasting spectrum for specific non-profit purposes, as well as for 

commercial gain.  In the case of community media, laws and state regulation limit the 

sector’s incursion into the economy, but also help protect the sector from incursions 

from the economy.  The restrictions on commercial sponsorship in Australian 

community broadcasting, for example, were primarily designed to protect the interests 

of the commercial radio sector.  At the same time, these restrictions protect the 

relatively open access to the community public sphere.  This is exemplified by recent 

events taking place at Perth community radio station 6NR (Melzer 2002:6-8). 

 

For some time, 6NR had been operating along commercial lines, ex-commercial 

broadcasters were employed and volunteers had been dispensed with.  The station had 

some success in ratings surveys and an annual turnover of about $1 million (about a 

third of this was a direct subsidy from its licensee).  However, the licensee, Curtin 

University, had made a decision to surrender the licence on the grounds that the station 

had lost touch with its community, and this was borne out by the fact that there was 

very little public reaction to the news of the licence surrender.  Melzer (2002:6-8) 

implies that the university’s decision to surrender the licence was motivated by 6NR’s 

inability to operate as an independent commercial radio station, a result of the 

sponsorship restrictions placed on community broadcasting.  Nevertheless, the situation 

at 6NR demonstrates that audiences are not communities, and further, that a community 

radio licence needs its community to actively participate — which, more often than not, 

relies upon the input of volunteers.  In recognition of this fact, Curtin University 

retained the licence and returned the station to its original community tradition. 
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The 6NR example demonstrates the role of the state in the protection of community 

broadcasting as an institution of civil society, and hence the commercialisation of the 

community public sphere.  Limiting sponsorship announcements protects community 

broadcasting from incursions by the economy and hence the commercialisation of the 

public sphere, and demonstrates that community broadcasting has a function that goes 

beyond the profit motive.  At the same time, limitations on sponsorship 

announcements, together with limitations on ownership and control of community 

broadcasting licences and reservation of broadcasting spectrum for community uses 

ensures that the conditions exist for self-regulation of the community public sphere.  

Hence a discursive space is reserved for the emergence and development of a diversity 

of public spheres and thus opportunities to form discursive opinion and enact social 

identities (Fraser 1994:125), and to proselytise and enter into new dialogues with others 

in a wider public sphere (Avison & Meadows 2000:348; Fraser 1994:126). 

 

Self-regulating the Public Sphere: Balancing Public and Private Communication 

Cohen and Arato (1992:ix-x) maintain that one function of the public sphere is to 

conduct ‘unrestrained discussion’.  I have argued, however, that access to the public 

sphere is constrained by the process of authorisation.  Furthermore, the insistence upon 

the provision for unrestrained discussion conflicts with Cohen and Arato’s (1992:ix-x) 

second function for the public sphere, namely the cultivation of influence.  Whereas 

‘unrestrained discussion’ implies conditions of equality, influence implies differential 

powers of persuasion and the exertion of social control.  In Australia, self-imposed 

conditions of social control led to the successful formation of ethnic community 

broadcasting. 

 

According to Uri Themal (EBAQ 2002a:169), past Executive Director of Multicultural 

Affairs Queensland, former BBC broadcaster and former ethnic community 

broadcaster, the emergence of Australian community radio not only generated an ethnic 

public sphere, but also made an important contribution to the concept of 

multiculturalism in that it encouraged people from diverse backgrounds to convince 

each other of the benefits of collaboration:  
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We could determine the rules and the criteria under which we would 
broadcast, which we could apply to ourselves.  We didn’t have another 
authority, but it was all the broadcasters together who determined how 
they would broadcast.  And that, in itself, was a very important exercise 
because we had to agree, for example, that we would not sling off at each 
other.  Or if that happened, how do we deal with it ...   It was a 
tremendous exercise in the promotion of multiculturalism because you 
got people from completely different backgrounds, which in their past 
may have been in conflict.  We would have to sit down and say ‘if we all 
want a piece of this exercise, we have to agree somehow to collaborate 
with each other because if we don’t, it will fall apart even before it 
starts’.  It was extremely important to create that understanding. 
 

 

This example illustrates that the public sphere’s value is evident at a small-scale, intra-

organisational level, as well as in its capacity to influence the state, the economy and 

society at large.  Community media, especially in societies where they have won legal 

access to broadcasting spectrum, are thus ideally placed to exploit the public sphere as a 

resource understood as a forum of deliberation, education and expression of community 

identity.  The following chapters, however, indicate that Australian community 

broadcasting has only partially realised its potential to exert influence upon society and 

the state, and this is partly related to the extent to which the sector has to devote time 

and energy to maintaining its own sphere. 

 

The Value of Information and Knowledge 

From a functional perspective, the public sphere mediates between civil society, the 

state and the economy (Cohen & Arato 1992:411-12, 441-42) and, according to Hirst 

(1994:35), democracy is essentially a process of effective two-way communication 

between public power (the state) and organised social groups, as well as the 

coordination and implementation of policy through ongoing consultation with those 

affected by it.11  Admitting influence as a dimension of the public sphere, however, 

implies that its management is goal-directed and the issue of authorisation implies that 

there are values attached to certain kinds of knowledge and information by the various 

groups in their bid to influence society. 

 

An analysis of the politics of influence allows for a reinstatement of the tenets 

considered central to the classic normative Habermasian public sphere, notably 
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‘equality of access to the arena of debate, diversity of opinions and topics relevant to a 

particular debate, reciprocity or degree of interaction between persons involved in a 

debate, and the quality or degree to which participants contribute information relevant 

to a topic’ (Jankowski 2002:434, italics in original).  Such an analysis, however, needs 

to keep in mind that these tenets represent a particular cultural view and are not 

universal. 

 

That information and knowledge have value and are a target of property rights is 

undeniable.  It is also contrary to the idea of unrestrained discussion in the public 

sphere.  This then raises the question of whether an open and accessible public sphere 

can ever become a reality.  From an anthropological point of view, information that 

calls ‘for the greatest possible openness, publicity and freedom’, or deregulation 

(Harrison 1995:10) is a cultural construct that emerged from the Enlightenment (Schech 

& Haggis 2000:4-5).  It represents one extreme in the management of information. 

 

At the other extreme, information and knowledge are subject to maximum regulation 

and censorship, as in the case of military intelligence, commercial secrets and 

pornography (Harrison 1995:10).  In some cultures, knowledge that is widely 

distributed diminishes in value and becomes worthless, while in other cultures the value 

of knowledge and information increases significantly as more people gain access to it 

(Harrison 1995:11; O’Regan 1990 [online]).  Harrison (1995:13) suggests that, 

regardless of the scale of organisation — be it a New Guinean clan or a corporate 

software computer company — the management of knowledge and information entail a 

combination of private and public strategies. 

 

Offensive and Defensive Strategies in the Management of the Public Sphere 

Cohen and Arato (1992:512), Fraser (1994:124) and Hartley (1996:68) recognise this 

dual process in the management of information and knowledge.  Cohen and Arato 

(1992:512-13) suggest the process is characterised by concern with cultural 

orientations, or defensive strategies, at one end of a continuum, and with strategic 

interactions with political and economic structures, or offensive strategies, at the other 

end.  Thus the political public sphere, comprising political parties, trade unions, 

pressure groups and ultimately the institution of parliament, is primarily concerned with 
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public strategies (Cohen & Arato 1992:63, 77-79).  At the pre-political end of the 

continuum, groups direct their attention to the ‘small public spheres’, or internal, 

private decision-making structures within voluntary associations (Cohen & Arato 

1992:472). 

 

To Cohen and Arato (1992:550), the success of the new social movements requires a 

combination of both offensive and defensive strategies.  They suggest that wholly 

defensive strategies result in actors withdrawing into their counter-culture and refusing 

innovations that threaten their privileges or cultural identity (Cohen and Arato 

1992:512-13).  The exclusionary practices evident at some community radio stations 

suggest an approach that is wholly defensive and functions to preserve the integrity of 

the associations in control of the broadcasting licence.  Thus the example of the 

Christian broadcaster mentioned earlier in this chapter suggests that opening the 

floodgates to all and sundry would diminish the value of their public sphere as a means 

to bring the wider community under Christian influence. 

 

On the other hand, Cohen & Arato (1992:558) note that wholly offensive strategies, 

primarily targeted at the polity and legal system, are in themselves inadequate if these 

are not accompanied by defensive strategies which seek to change norms, roles and 

identities and institutional arrangements within civil society.  In France, for example, 

women gained the right to vote and had access to contraception after World War II, but 

the existence of these rights did little to change the traditional definition of women in a 

subservient role to men.  Alterations to traditional political discourse did not occur until 

the late 1960s, when women themselves began to challenge accepted traditions and 

redefine their collective identity (Cohen & Arato 1992:553-54). 

 

Within and among new social movements there is considerable variation in the issues, 

cultural identities, associational structures and democratic forms that are adopted, and 

this is true also for community broadcasting.  Furthermore, movements and publics can 

be anti-democratic and anti-egalitarian (Fraser 1994:124).  As a result, there is 

considerable variation in the purpose towards which associations direct their public 

spheres and consequently the kind of information that the various groups wish to keep 

to themselves.  Although many Australian community broadcasters are preoccupied 
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with defensive strategies within their own communities, they have not ignored the need 

for offensive strategies and have assigned this task to a national organisation such as 

the CBAA, NEMBC and formerly the National Indigenous Media Association of 

Australia (NIMAA).12  In Chapter 3, I show that the emergence of community media 

organisations representing particular sub-sectors resulted from their members’ 

perceived exclusion from ‘mainstream’ community broadcasting.  The sub-sectoral 

organisations, however, also function on the basis of exclusion.  Membership to 

NIMAA was restricted to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander media organisations, 

and the NEMBC to ethnic community broadcasters.  In each case, limitations to 

membership are the result of more-or-less democratic decision-making processes and 

are necessary to ensure these organisation can efficiently serve their communities and 

have the power to exert influence upon government policy-makers.  The main point 

here is that practices of inclusion and exclusion are not necessarily good or bad, but are 

context specific. 

 

In summary, the presence of rights of cultural reproduction in Western democracies 

encourages the formation of a plethora of groups, organisations and movements.  All 

groups limit group membership through a combination of inclusion and exclusion.  

Cohen and Arato (1992: 411, 418-19) consequently claim that all kinds of democratic 

models have ‘built-in’ forms of exclusion, indicating the fundamentally conflictual 

nature of democracy.  For example, centralised democracy provides no incentive for 

potentially important self-governing units; direct democracy excludes those who are 

politically inactive; territorial democracy discriminates against those who do not live in 

a region, even though they may depend upon its resources; industrial democracy 

excludes consumers and clients; federalism can reduce the importance of large national 

majorities and dissenting individuals and groups; nineteenth century liberal democracy 

excluded women and those without property; modern representative democracy 

diminishes the relevance of those who are not members of strong voluntary associations 

or political parties.  Cohen and Arato (1992:7) further point out that representative 

forms of democracy provide access to national and global processes by large numbers 

of people, while small-scale organisations can encourage participation and provide an 

opportunity for citizens to gain political experience, develop leadership skills, develop 

civic virtues, learn to tolerate diversity, temper fundamentalism and egoism and learn to 
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compromise. 

 

The bounded nature of groups confers rights and obligations upon group members.  

Limiting access also preserves group integrity in terms of its cultural orientation.  The 

maintenance of cultural orientation, however, suggests that the functional approach is 

complicated by the presence of group norms and values.  In principle, associations with 

limited memberships are not necessarily undemocratic.  At the same time, associational 

self-government does not naturally give rise to democratic forms, even when 

encouraged in state legislation (Hirst 1994:33).  Thus an analysis of the extent to which 

voluntary associations can be said to be democratic suggests an examination of group 

functions, decision-making procedures and their norms and values. 

 

At one level, the public sphere is a resource with which to influence society while at 

another level it is used to influence group membership.  Managing the balance between 

public and private information and knowledge implicates the value of the public sphere.  

Consequently, managing access to the public sphere rests on a dynamic between 

practices of inclusion and exclusion.  The role of voluntary associations and their 

practices of exclusion designed to sustain the value of the public sphere suggest that the 

public sphere in community media can be productively thought of as a common 

property resource (Oakerson 1992:44).   

 

 

Managing the Commons: Networks of Trust and Reciprocity 

 

Commons regimes involve resources that are jointly used and managed.  They include 

resources such as the oceans, the atmosphere and outer space (of importance to 

telecommunications) and also streets, forest and parklands and social resources such as 

language and the radio spectrum (The Ecologist 1993:8).  Commons regimes are based 

on property rights.  Bromley (1992:4) argues that the key concept is property: 

 
Property is not an object but is rather a social relation that defines the 
property holder with respect to something of value (the benefit stream) 
against all others.  Property is a triadic social relation involving benefit 
streams, right holders, and duty bearers. (Bromley 1992:4) 
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Property rights most often exist as state property, private property and common 

property.  In the case of common property, ‘individuals have claims on collective goods 

as members of recognized groups’ (Gibbs & Bromley 1989:24).  Hence common 

property regimes are not determined by the nature of the resource, but by the rules and 

conventions a group of people develops to manage the resource (Gibbs & Bromley 

1989:25).  The Broadcasting Services Act 1992 determines that incorporated non-profit 

community groups are given the right of access to the broadcasting spectrum.  Thus 

community broadcasting licences can be viewed as a resource governed by common 

property rights. 

 

Commons management is ultimately about the self-governance of people who have 

voluntarily committed themselves to cooperative strategies (Ostrom 1990:15-17).  

Commons management concerns the rights associated with the use of a particular 

resource, as well as the duties to respect these rights to ensure the sustained use of the 

resource.  Ostrom (1990:21) argues that the key differences between successful and 

failed commons management lie with factors internal to a group, such as its 

communicative structures, differences in the individual exercise of power, and the 

ability to develop trust and common norms among group membership — in short, their 

decision-making processes and cultural orientations. 

 

Successful and sustainable commons management is further influenced by factors 

external to the group and includes the relationship to state authority and policies or, 

with regard to physical resources, changes to the physical environment.  In the case of 

Australian community broadcasting, legislation determines some of the rules that media 

organisations must comply with in order to hold a broadcasting licence, but each 

community media organisation develops its own unique and often unwritten norms and 

values which are not always explicit and easily observed by outsiders. 

 

Commons should not be confused with open-access regimes (The Ecologist 1993:12-

13), which are typically free-for-all and without a structure of authority.  In contrast, a 

commons is regulated and monitored by its community of users.  Clearly, then, the 

public sphere might be described as a resource with a range of property rights bestowed 
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upon it.  Access to and use of the resource is restricted in order to preserve its value.  

Even a more fully democratised public sphere will demonstrate restrictions to access 

since a resource that is freely available to anyone is valued by no one and is an open 

invitation to the ‘free-rider’ (Ostrom 1990:2-6). 

 

The Free-Rider Problem 

Regulation of the commons by its users addresses the problem of the ‘free-rider’ which 

arises ‘whenever one person cannot be excluded from the benefits that others provide’ 

and ‘each person is motivated not to contribute to the joint effort, but to free-ride on the 

efforts of others’ (Ostrom 1990:6).  Voluntary membership of trade unions exemplifies 

a successful free-rider strategy on the part of those who refuse to join but who receive 

the benefits of union action.  Free-riders can undermine the benefits of collective action 

and the result is that the resource diminishes in value (Ostrom 1990:2-3). 

 

The free-rider problem is not unfamiliar to community broadcasting.  Community radio 

2TEN at Tenterfield in northern New South Wales — which is one of the case studies 

presented in this thesis — used to attract volunteers whose interests were limited to 

their own network of friends and who had little regard for the station’s potential use as 

a resource to the Tenterfield community as a whole.  These volunteers could thus be 

defined as free-riders.  According to 2TEN’s manager, Alan Bennett (pers. com.11 

February 2000), the situation resulted in a bad reputation for the station, with it being 

perceived as a ‘hang-out’ place where ‘undesirables’ used illegal substances.  The free-

riders undermined the efforts of other volunteers to improve the popularity of the 

station and thus encourage greater volunteer input.  Parents would not allow their 

children near the studios and businesses would never advertise with the station.  Even 

though the on-air sound was good, it did not have local support and the station was in 

debt.  Eventually 2TEN’s management, elected by station volunteers, decided to ‘own’ 

the problem and developed rules regulating the kinds of behaviour considered 

acceptable on the station’s premises.  Despite these actions, it still took a number of 

years before the station’s reputation, and hence its value, improved in the local 

community. 

 

Finding solutions to the free-rider problem is central to successful commons 
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management (Winter 2000:20-21; Flora 1998; Putnam 1993:166; Ostrom 1990:6).  In 

the case of 2TEN, the solution required self-imposed rules designed to limit access to 

members of the community who are prepared to conform to the station’s norms and 

values.  Common norms and values underpin the voluntary cooperative management of 

common property resources and are central themes of the concept of social capital 

(Ostrom 1995; Putnam 1993:163-67). 

 

Social Capital: Linking the Individual and Society 

The concept of social capital addresses the relationship between individual and group 

goals in terms of the ties that bind people together and underpin their commitment to 

family, community, institution, company, region and nation (Winter 2000:21).  

According to Putnam: 

 
Voluntary cooperation is easier in a community that has inherited a 
substantial stock of social capital, in the form of norms of reciprocity and 
networks of civic engagement. (Putnam 1993:167) 

 

Reciprocity refers to: 

 
A continuing relationship of exchange that is at any given time 
unrequited or imbalanced, but that involves mutual expectations that a 
benefit granted now should be repaid in the future. (Putnam 1993:172) 

 

Echoing Cohen and Arato (1992), Putnam’s analytical attention is on the voluntary 

associations of civil society.  He argues that voluntary associations — or ‘networks of 

civic engagement’ — such as sports clubs, cultural associations and other voluntary 

organisations, are essential forms of social capital and key to fostering a democratic 

culture (Putnam 1993:173-77).  Furthermore, stocks of social capital can benefit a 

region or nation’s economic performance (Hall 1999; Fukuyama 1993:6; Putnam 

1993:17).  The analytical focus is thus directed towards collective interests at regional 

and national levels (Winter 2000:26). 

 

In contrast, Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988) direct their analyses towards the 

individual and both assert that social relationships generate resources that can be used 

by individuals for their own personal benefit.  To Coleman (1988:s98), social capital is 

inherent in relationships, but it produces profitable results for individuals that would 
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otherwise not be possible.  Similarly, Bourdieu (1986: 248-49) suggests social capital is 

vested in individual membership of durable networks that are maintained and 

reinforced through systems of exchange.  Bourdieu (1986:249) asserts that individuals 

can possess social capital, and its volume is determined by the size and quality of the 

network of connections in addition to the stocks of economic and cultural capital 

possessed by an individual.13  Bourdieu argues that social and cultural capital can be 

converted into economic capital, thus lending support to Coleman’s claim that social 

capital integrates the view that social behaviour is embedded in social structure with the 

view that individual behaviour is the result of atomised rational self-interest (Coleman 

1988:s96-97; Bourdieu 1986:252-55). 

 

The divergent loci of analysis, with society on the one hand and the individual on the 

other, points to the dynamic between individual versus group goals that underpins the 

free-rider problem.  At many Australian community radio stations, this dynamic is 

evident in the discourse of commitment, encapsulated in the statement ‘please do not 

ask what this station can do for you; ask what you can do for this station’ (Radio Logan 

Incorporated, no date).  Appeals to commitment exemplify the defensive strategy of 

community organisations because the discourse of commitment establishes and codifies 

desirable behaviour, norms and values on the part of membership and is thus capable of 

shaping the boundaries of group membership in a similar way to appeals to 

professionalism. 

 

To both Coleman and Bourdieu, the establishment of group boundaries, or ‘closure’, 

ensures that social capital is sustainable.  Bourdieu (1986:250-1) argues that the 

‘unceasing effort’ of maintaining group boundaries through the exchange of material 

and symbolic goods affirm the limits of a group.  Admission of new members puts a 

group’s identity at risk: 

 
Through the introduction of new members into a family, a clan, or a club, 
the whole definition of the group, i.e., its fines, its boundaries, and its 
identity, is put at stake, exposed to redefinition, alteration, adulteration. 
(Bourdieu 1986:250) 

 

Hence the necessity to regulate admission and, by extension, the necessity to regulate 

representation (Bourdieu 1986:251).  For community broadcasters, group boundaries 
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are relatively porous with their constant appeal for new volunteers.  A community radio 

station needs to be sufficiently attractive to new volunteers, yet at the same time the 

station needs to protect its resource and ensure that it attracts the ‘right’ kind of 

volunteer.  Many stations overcome this dilemma by putting in place protocols that 

require new volunteers to demonstrate a commitment to organisational practices, 

policies and objectives, and once this condition has been satisfied, they are rewarded 

with access to studios. 

 

Group closure facilitates the regulation of individual group members’ behaviour 

through a combination of norms, effective sanctions and the development of 

trustworthiness (Coleman 1988:s105-8).  Coleman (1988:s104) suggests that the appeal 

to commitment is a norm that is especially important for social capital: 

 
A prescriptive norm within a collectivity that constitutes an especially 
important form of social capital is the norm that one should forgo self-
interest and act in the interest of collectivity.  A norm of this sort, 
reinforced by social support, status, honour and other rewards, is the 
social capital that builds young nations ... strengthens families by leading 
family members to act selflessly in ‘the family’s’ interest, facilitates the 
development of nascent social movements through a small group of 
dedicated, inward-looking, and mutually rewarding members, and in 
general leads persons to work for the public good. (Coleman 1988:s104-
5)  
 

 
Trust, on the other hand, rests on the norm of reciprocity, referring to continuous 

relationship of exchange between obligation and expectation (Putnam 1993:172). 

 

Putnam (1993:173) suggests that intense, dense horizontal interaction in and between a 

community’s networks improves the ability of citizens to cooperate for mutual benefit.  

Dense community networks underpin the defining characteristic of community radio’s 

participatory relationship (Girard 1992:13).  Dense networks are characterised by 

interpersonal relationships in multiple, overlapping, formal and informal public 

spheres, which can mitigate the problem of free-riding.  In dense networks, free-riders 

are at risk of being uncovered and consequently risk social sanctions such as getting a 

‘bad’ reputation or ostracism (Putnam 1993:168, 173). 
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Both Coleman and Putnam establish a link between social capital, communicative 

action and the public sphere.  Interpersonal relationships encourage the exchange of 

information about the trustworthiness of others (Putnam 1993:172).  Thus the potential 

for information inherent in social relations is an important form of social capital 

(Coleman 1988:s104).  Furthermore, the acquisition of information reveals 

opportunities for cooperation (Putnam 1993:174; Coleman 1988:s104).  An informed 

public, together with a vibrant associational sphere, provides the necessary conditions 

for a democratic community (Wall et al. 1998:310).  In the framework of social capital, 

however, communicative action takes place in a bounded public sphere as opposed to a 

Habermasian open-access public sphere. 

 

The concept of social capital further places the emphasis upon structural arrangements, 

including norms, values and decision-making processes.  Democracy, however, also 

entails political ideas and programs (or content) are being transmitted through the 

networks (Winter 2000:27).  Flora (1998:490), however, argues that the flow of 

information channelled through networks is unlikely to result in acceptance of decisions 

made elsewhere if the flow is kept exclusively to or from particular groups, rather than 

dispersed to various socio-economic locations within and outside a particular 

community.  In other words, a democratic community balances the degree of closure 

and democratic decision processes with the need for open information channels.  

Furthermore, dense networks suggest more open, porous structures with considerable 

‘leakage’ of information and knowledge.  In this way, the balance between closure and 

density provides the link between individual, group, community and society (Coleman 

1988:s109). 

 

The social capital elements of trust and norms extend into the general population as the 

rule of law and culture.  Cox and Caldwell (2000:60) suggest that most people trust 

those whom they know well.  In civil society, however, trust extends to the generalised 

anonymous population (Winter 2000:28).  Krygier (1997) suggests that: 

 
In civil society, it’s reasonable to trust people who one reasonably 
believes will behave civilly.  This is rarely everyone, but if it’s no one the 
society is in very bad shape.  Indeed if it’s no one, there is  no society ... 
And if it’s just those who are part of your real or extended family or 
ethnic group, where there is more than one family or group, you have a 
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divided society. (Krygier 1997 [online]) 
 

Trust extends to societal institutions such as our confidence in the rule of law.  Without 

the rule of law, the protection of rights would be a impossible and the autonomy of civil 

society would be at risk (Cohen & Arato 1992:442). 

 

Putnam (1993:174) bases the link between social capital and culture on his observation 

that networks of voluntary association ‘embody past success at collaboration, which 

can serve as a culturally-defined template for future collaboration’.  In other words, the 

norms, expectations and behaviours that have proved their value in the past become 

part of an ‘historical repertoire of forms of collaboration’ (Putnam 1993:174), and thus 

a part of society’s culture or ‘whole way of life’ (Bennett 1998:23).  This view 

resonates with the argument that principles of democracy are ideally diffused 

throughout the various spheres of society and not just restricted to the political sphere 

(Touraine 1991:266). 

 

Social capital has attracted criticism because it may not have positive outcomes for 

everyone (Winter 2000:28).  Group structures and norms may benefit particular 

members of a group, while producing negative outcomes for those outside it.  For this 

reason, social capital has also been criticised because it is associated with proposals to 

reduce state responsibility in local matters (Cox & Caldwell 2000:65; Lyons 2000: 165-

67).  Cox and Caldwell (2000:65) point out that such an approach assumes local 

participatory structures are inherently better equipped to manage local affairs in an 

equitable and sustainable manner, but this ignores the presence of local power 

structures.  Appeals in favour of reducing state responsibility rest on a preoccupation 

with the size or location of government, rather than with processes (Cox & Caldwell 

2000:65-66; Lyons 2000:187-89).  Such reasoning is possibly behind the suggestion 

that Australian community broadcasting may have a role in connecting dispersed 

populations and building a sense of community (HRSCCTA 2001). 

 

Reliance upon voluntary structures and programs, however, does not necessarily 

guarantee the generation of social capital (Lyons 2000:188-9).  In a study of Dutch 

community broadcasting, Stappers, Olderaan and de Wit (1992:101) concluded that 
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‘solidarity and community are not created by community broadcasting, but community 

broadcasting does flourish in a climate of community and solidarity’.  Hochheimer 

agrees: 

 
The establishment of a community radio station is not a starting point for 
organizing people; it is merely an extension of efforts to draw upon local 
people’s felt and articulated needs to communicate among themselves 
and with others to establish their own sense of personal and community 
power. (Hochheimer 1999:451) 

 

It follows that social capital is not a solution for inequalities, nor can it alleviate the 

state’s tax burden.  It does, however, provide an analytical tool that can illuminate the 

problem of why some associations — and indeed, some societies — are more 

democratic and sustainable than others. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I have established a connection between the concepts of the public 

sphere and social capital by taking the approach that the public sphere should be 

understood as a cultural resource (Forde, Foxwell & Meadows 2002:56) which is 

subject to enclosure.  Enclosure of the public sphere confers property rights upon it, and 

these can be in the form of private, state or common property rights (Bromley 1992). 

 

The implications of viewing the public sphere in this way include a recognition: 

• of multiple and diverse public spheres; 

• that people can be member of more than one public sphere; 

• that the formation of public spheres is a dynamic process that occurs around ‘genres 

of semiosis’, thus attracting people who share similar views, opinions, tastes and 

cultures; 

• that the enclosed, or bounded nature of public spheres ensures access is regulated; 

• that these boundaries are more or less porous, thus providing the conditions for the 

evolution of rituals, norms, values and culture; 

• that public spheres are more or less democratic and hence subject to hegemonic 

processes; 
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• that public spheres have a dual function that is at once inward-looking (defensive) 

— providing a space where publics can withdraw into their subculture and 

‘regroup’ — and outward-looking (offensive) — where they can prepare 

themselves for participation with wider public spheres; and 

• that speaking on behalf of a public sphere is a process that is ‘authorised’ and thus 

regulated. 

 

This approach therefore contributes to the critique of the normative ideal of a public 

sphere imagined as a neutral and universal arena, open to all people (Fraser 1994:113-

18).  It also shifts analysis away from a focus upon the quality of the content of 

messages transmitted through the public sphere towards its structure, its norms, values 

and rituals (Carey 1989:18).  This is not to suggest that messages are unimportant given 

that participation with and between public spheres ‘is is enacted through the medium of 

talk’ (Fraser 1994:110) and satisfies their offensive function.  Nevertheless, other 

factors such as participants’ demography and cultural dispositions are also important.  

Recognition of these factors can go some way towards explaining the limited ability on 

the part of some community broadcasters to provide an alternative news service (see 

Chapters 6 and 7). 

 

In this study I am specifically interested in the case of rural, regional and remote 

community radio.  Many Australian non-metropolitan community radio stations are 

licensed to serve general geographical communities, and there exists an expectation that 

these stations adopt more inclusive management strategies compared with their urban 

counterparts (Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 2002:36).  Understanding the public sphere 

as multiple, diverse and bounded, however, suggests that formation of a semiotic genre 

around a geographical place is problematic, especially in a globalised world.  People 

living in rural places may be relatively isolated from a geographical point of view, but 

that does not mean they are isolated from media and other cultural influences. 

 

The history and development of Australian community broadcasting, presented in 

Chapter 3, indicates that the sector comprises a diverse range of voices that have had 

limited or no access to commercial and public service media.  Treating the sector as an 

undifferentiated whole therefore ignores important points of divergence among its 
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practitioners.  Public spheres do not emerge out of a vacuum but are a dialectical 

response to particular social and policy environments.  It follows that the broadcasting 

sub-sectors that can be identified in Australian community radio have formed around 

particular interests, such as ethnic and Indigenous identities, religion or music genres, 

and thus emerged from different groups in society with different broadcasting needs 

(Bear 1983a).  It should therefore come as no surprise that there are contrasting and 

conflicting viewpoints concerning the sector’s value and purpose, and that these are 

expressed in a rich and diverse array of constituencies, processes, rules and norms. 

 

These contrasting and conflicting viewpoints gravitate around two recurrent themes in 

the history of Australian community broadcasting.  The first concerns professionalism 

and the adoption of quasi-commercial broadcasting formats and practices.  The second 

concerns community development and issues of access and participation.  Local 

conditions, influences and expectations, however, are perhaps more central in the 

everyday experience of community radio broadcasters.  Running a radio station 

therefore takes place in a dynamic, contradictory, global and national discursive 

context. 

 

As I suggested earlier, at present non-metropolitan generalist stations are regarded as a 

single category on the basis of their location rather than their shared experience of 

being rural (see Green 1998).  It follows that, although they share a common 

denominator in that their experience is not urban, it can not be assumed that rural 

stations experience similar conditions.  To explore this point I present a comparison of 

three community radio stations at Caboolture, Tenterfield and Roma, located in rural, 

regional and remote parts of Australia.  Chapter 5 describes the history and 

development of each community radio station in the context of their unique locations.  

The chapter forms part of an holistic research methodology (see Chapter 4) and 

prepares the ground for an analysis framed by the concept of social capital (Onyx & 

Bullen 2000, 1997). 

 

Elements of social capital, particularly those derived from the field of commons 

management, can illuminate the nature of the relationship between community 

broadcasters and their communities.  Common property regimes are defined not by the 
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nature of the resource — in this case, the local cultural public sphere — but by the rules 

and conventions a group of people has developed to manage the resource (Gibbs & 

Bromley 1989).  Ideas about democracy are central in the development of such rules 

and conventions.  The social capital elements addressed in Chapter 5 include each 

station’s organisational structure, its stated purpose, rules and conventions, and 

networks of interaction.  The chapter thus takes the organisation as its unit of analysis 

for a partial assessment of the extent to which the democratic ideals of access and 

participation are put into practice. 

 

Chapter 7 directs attention towards the individual volunteer broadcasters that constitute 

each community radio organisation.  It presents a demographic profile of each station’s 

volunteers and compares these with available national data.  The chapter continues with 

an exploration of the social capital element of participation on networks, this time from 

an individual perspective.  The social capital element of reciprocity is explored to gain 

an insight into the personal and collective benefits derived from volunteer participation 

in community radio.  The issue of empowerment — another important democratic ideal 

— is addressed by examining the nature of volunteer participation in management and 

decision-making.  Finally, the chapter explores volunteers’ self-perception of the value 

of their community radio station to themselves and to their community.  In comparing 

the three stations, an important relationship is suggested between the success of the 

radio station and features unique to each locality, emphasising the importance of local 

conditions. 

 

Chapters 5 and 7 represent the collective and individual dimensions of social capital.  

They are linked through Chapter 6, which presents an analysis of local news production 

at 4OUR.  The chapter demonstrates the mismatch between collective goals based on a 

media-centric vision of community broadcasting that endorses professional quasi-

commercial practices, and the abilities and aspirations of its volunteers who are 

primarily amateurs seeking a sense of community.  The contrasting ideologies that 

underpin a vision of community broadcasting as media-centric or as community-centric 

are explored in the next chapter. 
 

 
1 I prefer to use the term ‘sector’ rather than ‘industry’, as the latter has mainstream economic 
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connotations that I consider are inappropriate to community media given the substantial not-for-profit 
and volunteer basis of its service delivery. 
2 The term ‘new social movements’ refers to the emergence of collectivities promoting the rights of 
feminists, homosexuals, environmentalists, peace activists, Indigenous and ethnic minorities, religious 
groups and those communities seeking greater local autonomy (such as the movements towards self-rule 
in Wales and Scotland). 
3 Between 1986 and 1991, I was active at a number of community radio stations in Melbourne, which 
included employment at 3CR as the full-time volunteer coordinator; employment as journalist/producer 
with a national peace and environmental public affairs program, then located at 3RRR; and as volunteer 
and director at 3PBS. 
4 3CR’s station has a two-tiered station structure in which members of programming groups participate 
directly in station management.  Each group elects or appoints a representative to the station’s 
‘federation’ at which the management committee (board of directors) is elected.  The management 
committee is responsible for staff appointments. 
5 Hirst (1994:20) does not rule out centralised governance altogether, but asserts that associations require 
the protection of a public power capable of collecting taxes and enforcing the rule of law. 
6 Boyd-Barrett (1995:231) notes that Habermas tended to privilege political news over entertainment and 
exaggerated the ‘corruption’ of mass media’s commercialisation.  At the same time, Habermas ignored 
the role of the journalism profession as a central agent of social control.  Journalists define who has the 
legitimate right to speak and they ‘offer the most visible, common-sense articulation of the knowledge 
structure of society, and a who’s who of its administration’ (Ericson, Baranek & Chan 1987:361).  By 
implication, alternative interpretations of the world are ignored or considered to be deviant. 
7 The effect of lack of regulation is clearly exemplified by the Italian and Belarus experiences.  In Italy in 
the 1970s, two contrasting forces emerged to challenge the state monopoly on broadcasting.  The first of 
these comprised a huge political movement of labour, youth and women; the second represented 
corporate interests.  Some 2000 independent radio stations and 500 independent television stations 
operated at the time, but with the decline of movement politics in the late 1980s the number of 
progressive stations decreased and the frequencies were quickly taken over by commercial interests, 
including the Berlusconi corporation (Downing 2001:184-86).  After the collapse of the Soviet Union, a 
free and independent press emerged in the region of Belarus, raising hopes that this would encourage the 
revival of a strong civil society and open public sphere.  Nevertheless, in the absence of government 
regulation and the cost associated with producing quality products that would appeal to a broader 
readership, the newly emerging press was under pressure to commercialise.  As a result, its socio-
political focus quickly gave way to entertainment and increased profits (Manaev 1993). 
8 Recognition of the role of social structure is, of course, not new to media studies (Hollander et al. 
2002:20-21), and is a central element in diffusion studies (Rogers 1983). 
9 The idea of ‘representation’ implies a formal process of selection.  Representation, however, can result 
from community media volunteers searching for an audience with whom they share commonalities.  For 
example, in 1995 I facilitated an audience research training project at Bush Radio, in Cape Town, South 
Africa.  At one point during the training, I asked the volunteers to describe the kind of people they would 
like to have as their audience.  Their response indicated that they wanted to broadcast to people who 
were like themselves.  It could be said that in this way they created an audience in the Hartleyan sense.  
By participating, the radio volunteers became representative of the (unknown) people who could identify 
with these volunteers. 
10 Cohen and Arato (1992:536-37) argue that day-care centres and schools are institutions within civil 
society, even though these have their bureaucratic (state administration) and economic side.  Their 
primary function, however, is nurturing and teaching children, and if bureaucratic or economic 
considerations subvert these institutional functions then this can result in ‘pathological’ consequences,— 
that is, un-nurtured and untaught children. 
11 The centrality of democratic communication to Hirst’s argument demands the devolution of power to 
decentralised and local voluntary associations, based on the principle that a function should be performed 
at the lowest level consistent with competent administration — that is, the doctrine of subsidiarity (Hirst 
1994:27-33). 
12 NIMAA wound up in 2001.  A new body, the Australian Indigenous Communications Authority, is 
being established to represent the Indigenous media sector (Garner 2003). 
13 Bourdieu (1986:243-48) describes cultural capital in three forms: the embodied state, referring to the 
knowledge and habits acquired by and embodied in the individual and made available to others through 
social interaction; the objectified state, referring to material objects and media such as paintings, 
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monuments, writings, etc. made available to others as economic capital; and the institutionalised state, 
referring to academic qualifications, which provides a legally guaranteed constant value and is made 
available in the labour market, thus easily converting it into economic capital. 
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Chapter 2 

Towards Community-centred Media: Ideological Tensions in 

Community Broadcasting 
 

 

Introduction 

 

Australian community radio emerged in a broadcasting environment comprising 

commercial and national radio and television services.  This dual structure was the 

result of antagonisms between competing groups with different ideas about the role and 

governance of broadcasting, which accompanied the introduction of radio in the 1920s 

(Johnson 1988:49-55).  Radio’s early history ensured that particular discourses came to 

be associated with government funded and commercial radio.  In the 1920s, two kinds 

of broadcasting licences were available depending on a radio station’s source of 

income.  The ‘A’ class licences were funded through a licence fee collected from 

listeners, while ‘B’ class licences relied on advertising (Johnson 1988:9-10). 

 

In 1932 the A-class licences were brought together to form the ABC.  Modelled on the 

BBC, the ABC was reconceived as a public utility and national service, intended to 

present ‘high’-class programs, to educate the community, to elevate the mind and to 

bring radio services to the bush (Armstrong, cited in Miller 1993:43; Johnson 1988:54-

59).  The B-class stations positioned themselves in opposition to the ABC with its 

images of nationhood and the public interest.  To the B-class licencees, the ABC 

licences were expressions of government domination rather than consumer preferences 
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(Johnson 1988:61).  Relying on the acquisition of large audiences in order to generate 

advertising revenue, B-class stations proclaimed their independence, freedom and 

separation from the state and asserted that they served the ‘real’ interests and desires of 

the general public by giving them what they wanted (Johnson 1988:61).  Radio enjoyed 

a central place in the home until the arrival of television in 1956, and the invention of 

the transistor. 

 

The introduction of television did not essentially challenge the dual broadcasting 

system, with the ABC providing a national service and commercial companies initially 

licensed to provide local services.  During the 1960s, concerns were raised about the 

concentration of ownership across different media.  Newspaper proprietors owned 16 

radio stations and had interests in another 21 commercial radio stations (Miller 

1993:48).  Miller (1993:48) notes that between 1948 and 1972 only one additional 

radio station had been licensed, despite a doubling of the urban population.  The system 

remained unchallenged until the Labor Whitlam government approved licensing of FM 

stations and opened the door to community radio, which presented a third and 

alternative vision of broadcasting. 

 

In this chapter I approach the issue of Australian community broadcasting’s value and 

purpose from the perspective of the national and international normative and 

ideological environment that has contributed to its structure.  The emergence of 

Australian community radio presented a challenge to the normative paradigms of the 

free market that underpins commercial broadcasting, and social responsibility that 

underpins public service broadcasting (McQuail 1987:112-17).  The application of 

normative media theory has some limitations, however.  McQuail (1994:239-40) notes 

that normative theory rests on outdated notions of the press, which have not taken into 

account the development of new media.  Normative theory has tended to give primacy 

to political news and information rather than to media’s foremost function of 

entertainment.  Normative media theory presents media as ideal types even though 

most nations have media systems that incorporate several normative elements.  

Nevertheless, the normative framework published in McQuail’s earlier work 

(1987:109-24) serves to illustrate the points of variance between commercial, public 
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service and participatory media, particularly in their underlying assumptions about 

democracy. 

 

The chapter commences with the key objects of the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 

(BSA) — the legislation that governs both commercial and community broadcasting — 

including structural diversity, efficiency and competition, and media independence.  

These are examined in terms of their normative foundations as well as their application 

to commercial, national and community broadcasting. If Australian community 

broadcasting is viewed as an assertion of the rights of non-professional broadcasters to 

participate in public communication, and as a response to the top-down, one-way flow 

of information characteristic of mainstream media, then it follows that there will be 

implications for the way the sector is regulated.  I conclude the chapter with the 

suggestion that the BSA is not well equipped to regulate the community-centric domain 

that defines community broadcasting. 

 

 

Structural Diversity 

 

The development of community radio in Australia was made possible by the 

introduction of FM broadcasting.  Historically, technical media innovations — the 

printing press, the telegraph, radio, television and more recently the internet — have 

given rise to a set of principles linking the proliferation of media establishments with 

advances in democratic ideals and practice (World Commission on Culture and 

Development 1996:105-10; Grosswiler 1998:135-38; Spinelli 2000).  New and more 

media are said to promote democracy because: 

• an increase in the number of media proprietors will result in more services 

becoming available to audiences; 

• a diverse media proprietorship will improve competition, and so encourage the 

expression of diverse opinions; 

and, more controversially, new and more media:      

• will flourish only in a competitive economic environment with a minimum of 

regulation; and 
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• promote the free flow of information encouraging the global distribution of new 

ideas. 

These principles are more or less present in the objectives of Australia’s Broadcasting 

Services Act 1992 (BSA). 

 

Expansion of Services 

According to the Productivity Commission (2000:55-59) availability of services 

throughout the nation and ‘securing diversity of major sources of information and 

opinion in the market for ideas’ are basic principles underpinning Australian media 

policy.  These principles are reflected in the BSA’s first three objectives presented in 

Box 2.1.  Central to the promotion of diversity has been the creation of different 

categories of broadcasting service: the taxpayer-funded national services (ABC and 

SBS); advertiser-supported commercial services; subscription services (including cable 

television); and non-profit community services (Productivity Commission 2000: 265-

66).  The ABC and SBS are regulated by separate legislation, while the BSA regulates 

privately owned media including community broadcasting. 

 

According to McQuail (1987:112-16) privately owned press and commercial 

broadcasting are premised on the normative theory of the free press.  This rests on the 

belief that individuals should be free to publish what they like and that this is an 

extension of the basic democratic freedoms of expression, choice, assembly and 

association.1  Free and public expression is seen as the best way to arrive at ‘truth’, and 

truth will only emerge from competitive exposure to alternative viewpoints.  The 

progress of a rational society depends on the selection of ‘right’ over ‘wrong’ solutions 

that arise out of the process of competition.  It follows that there should be as little as 

possible intervention in the market of ideas.  Supporters of the free press theory believe 

the general welfare and good of society are the sum total of the general good and 

welfare of individuals.  At the same time there is recognition that the freedom to 

publish opinions can be abused — in other words, that this freedom is not absolute, 

particularly where media activities infringe on the rights of other individuals or the 

legitimate claims of society (McQuail 1987:114). 
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Box 2.1. Objects of the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 (s.3.1) 
 
(a) to promote the availability to audiences throughout Australia of a diverse range of 

radio and television services offering entertainment, education and information;  
(b) to provide a regulatory environment that will facilitate the development of a 

broadcasting in Australia that is efficient, competitive and responsive to audience 
needs; 

(c) encourage diversity in control of the more influential broadcasting services; 
(d) to ensure that Australians have effective control of the more influential broadcasting 

services; 
(e) to promote the role of broadcasting services in developing and reflecting a sense of 

Australian identity, character and cultural diversity; 
(f) to promote the provision of high quality and innovative programming by providers 

of broadcasting services; 
(g) to encourage providers of commercial and community broadcasting services to be 

responsive to the need for a fair and accurate coverage of matters of public interest 
and for the appropriate coverage of matters of local significance; 

(h) to encourage providers of broadcasting services to respect community standards in 
the provision of program material; 

(i) to encourage the provision of means for addressing complaints about broadcasting 
services; 

(j) to ensure that providers of broadcasting services place a high priority on the 
protection of children from exposure to program material which may be harmful to 
them; 

(k) to provide the means for addressing complaints about certain Internet content; 
(l) to restrict access to certain Internet content that is likely to cause offence to a 

reasonable adult; and 
(m) to protect children from exposure to Internet content that is unsuitable for children. 
 
 

 

The ideals of competition and diversity underpin the proliferation of new radio services 

that followed the introduction of the BSA (Productivity Commission 2000:55-59; 

HRSCCTA 2001:5-7).  Between 1992 and 2000, 84 new commercial radio licences 

were issued, many of them in medium-sized and small regions (HRSCCTA 2001:10-

13).2   Also during this time, 80 per cent of 150 new community broadcasting licences 

were issued to small regions along with 75 per cent of 166 open narrowcasting services. 

 Despite this growth in services, there are still areas in Australia without adequate 

access to radio services, including the ABC (HRSCCTA 2001:14-23). 

 

Davies and Spurgeon (1992:88) suggest the BSA’s rules governing commercial radio 

ownership and control represent ‘significant’ liberalisation.  The Act has abolished 

restrictions on foreign ownership and control of commercial radio services, it has lifted 
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ownership restriction from one to two licences in the same licence area, and it has 

increased the number of radio licences a person can control Australia-wide.  The 

majority of regional commercial radio licences, for example, have been issued to 

incumbent broadcasters under section 39 of the Act (HRSCCTA 2001:85).  The lifting 

of restrictions has provided opportunities for the development of commercial radio 

networks that can achieve economies of scale. 

 

The criteria for community broadcasting set out in the BSA differ little from those in 

the earlier Broadcasting and Television Act 1942.  The earlier Act issued public 

broadcasting licences under three distinct categories: educational, special interest and 

community licences. With the BSA, these have been amalgamated into a single 

classification and the Act has also replaced the term ‘public’ with ‘community’.  

Regulations requiring non-profit ownership, community participation and restrictions 

on advertising have remained unchanged except that the limitations on broadcasting 

have been relaxed from four to five minutes per hour (BSA s.15: BSA schedule 2 

s.9(2), s.9(5)).  The Act has further removed statutory content regulations for both 

commercial and community radio and replaced them with a ‘co-regulatory framework’, 

which effectively amounts to self-regulation (Productivity Commission 2000:453). 

 

Less restrictive radio regulations, particularly in the case of commercial radio, reflect 

the view that the radio medium is not as influential as television.  The liberalisation of 

radio regulation has stimulated the demand for new licences and, according to the 

Productivity Commission (2000:339), is ‘a step towards greater diversity in radio 

services’.  From the normative free press perspective, greater media diversity should 

encourage an efficient media industry that is responsive to the needs of audiences as 

well as stimulating the proliferation of alternative points of view. 

 

 

 

Competition and Efficiency 

 

The proliferation of new licences is intended to encourage a broad range of services 
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that offer diverse content and expressions of opinions — a key objective for most 

developed countries (Productivity Commission 2000:308). Media diversity, or 

pluralism, underpins democratic governance:  

 
Any discussion of media regulation and reform should recognise the 
critical role of the media in the formation of public opinion on political, 
economic, social and cultural issues. While most media organisations are 
commercial operators within the market, they are also critical to the 
functioning of our democracy and our culture. (Key Centre for Ethics, 
Law, Justice and Governance, quoted in Productivity Commission, 
2000:447) 

 

However, the relationship between more broadcasting licences, a greater number of 

media proprietors and diversity of content was challenged during the course of the 

Productivity Commission’s 1999 Broadcasting Inquiry.  According to News Limited 

(Productivity Commission 2000:311), a concentrated media market is not necessarily 

inconsistent with diversity.  A less concentrated media industry may exhibit little 

content diversity if the multitude of media proprietors offer similar content and attract 

similar audiences.  A concentrated media market, however, has the capacity to present 

considerable diversity if it provides an avenue for many independent voices.  The 

Australian Radio Network agrees and claims that: 

 
Competition between advertiser supported stations does not maximise 
diversity, leads to wasteful duplication of formats and least common 
denominator programming. (Productivity Commission 2000:309) 

 
 

The Productivity Commission agrees that more owners might not achieve diversity, but 

that additional licences can achieve this result.  For instance, in the metropolitan 

markets the control of two licences in the same licence area by one owner has 

encouraged program diversity (Productivity Commission 2000:310).  Although 

competing broadcasters are attracted to the ‘middle of the taste spectrum’ the 

Productivity Commission (2000:309) argues that there will be sufficient programming 

differentiation in markets where there are more services, thus ensuring that the ‘taste 

preferences of more outlying groups in society’ will be satisfied. 
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In regional Australia, liberalised ownership rules have decreased the number of 

proprietors, but the number of regional networked radio stations has increased by more 

than 80 percent between 1993 and 2000 (HRSCCTA 2001:49).  The increase in the 

number of regional commercial licences has been accompanied by an increase in 

profits.  The ABA reports that, since the introduction of the BSA, the average profit 

achieved by regional commercial radio licences has increased from 8 per cent in 1992 

to 29 per cent in 2000.  Common sense might suggest that profitability of a service is a 

function of the size of its market, but the recent increase in the number of radio licences 

does not reflect a change in population, which has remained steady.  The growth in 

profit is largely the result of syndication, particularly where radio stations are affiliated 

to networks, as these achieve higher a rate of return compared to independently owned 

stations (HRSCCTA 2001:80-84). 

 

Broadcasting Networks 

The recent inquiry into regional radio conducted by the House of Representatives 

Standing Committee on Communication, Technology and the Arts identifies both 

positive and negative effects of networking on rural and regional communities.  On the 

positive side, networking has increased the variety of programming through the 

centralisation of content production (HRSCCTA 2001:50).  Operating costs are 

minimised through automation, pre-recording and syndicating programs. Networking 

has provided regional and rural communities with access to high-rating capital city 

programs such as talkback and news, specialist music and sports programs.  For 

example, most regional commercial radio stations take the John Laws program and 

networked news services.3  Networking has encouraged the extension of broadcasting 

hours and the preservation of services where otherwise there would be none at all 

(HRSCCTA 2001:52). 

 

On the negative side, networking results in a reduction or loss of local content, 

including local news and advertising.  It also presents a sense of a loss of local identity 

— for example, when place names are mispronounced, time calls are non-existent and 

weather broadcasts are incorrect, and networked content may not represent or relate to 

rural communities (HRSCCTA 2001:59-64).  The House of Representatives Standing 
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Committee on Communication, Technology and the Arts (2001:64) concludes that 

there is insufficient empirical data upon which to base an assessment of the impact of 

networked services.  The Standing Committee notes, however, that the expectation that 

an increase in licences would provide for diversity rests on the assumption that there is 

genuine competition in all markets. 

 

According to the Productivity Commission (2000:313), a highly concentrated media 

market may be better able to present diverse entertainment programming, but this is 

less of a public policy concern than encouraging opportunities for the expression of a 

variety of political opinions.  A media environment that encourages networking, not 

only of entertainment but also of news and current affairs, provides less opportunity for 

the expression of diverse political opinion, particularly at a local level, and for the 

ability to expose information.  Commercial media proprietors, locally and 

internationally, have considerable non-media business interests and this creates the 

potential for conflicts of interest that will affect the reporting of matters relating to 

those interests (Productivity Commission 2000:313).  Traditional media have a further 

advantage over new players when it comes to online content.  Because the incumbents 

are content-rich, they can squeeze new players out of the market by zero-pricing their 

online content, and it comes as no surprise that traditional media have been quick to 

colonise new media and are among the most popular websites (Productivity 

Commission 2000: 306-7). 

 

In short, there is no direct relationship between the expression of diverse opinions in 

the media, an increase in licences and the number of media proprietors.  Market forces 

alone do not encourage diversity in content and the expression of opinions, but market 

forces do encourage media concentration.  The market power of a small number of 

media proprietors means they can set the terms of advertising rates, increase the prices 

paid for subscription services and reduce the price paid for inputs such as programs, 

which can reduce the quality of programming (Productivity Commission 2000:304, 

310). 

 

The Productivity Commission acknowledges that there is a limit to competition and 
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commercial media’s ability to cater for ‘increasingly smaller niche groups’.  Hence the 

importance of national and community broadcasting, which can provide: 

 
An important service for relatively small proportions of the population in 
Australia who prefer programming that advertisers would not support 
sufficiently to make them commercially viable. (Productivity 
Commission 2000:309) 

 

National and community broadcasting services thus complement commercial media 

with the provision of services that are less influenced by issues of profitability.  They 

are not, however, immune from issues of efficiency, with national broadcasting being 

primarily a networked service.  Federal government funding has also encouraged the 

development of networked services for community broadcasting (see Chapter 3).  

Nevertheless, national and community broadcasting are not driven by the profit motive 

and can thus be said to be more independent compared with commercial broadcasting.  

 

 

Media Independence? 

 

The ideal of diversity of opinion and its link with media ownership has directed 

attention towards the concentration of media businesses and the cross-ownership of 

different media, but media business expansion into non-media interests is of equal 

concern (Chadwick 1996).  The Productivity Commission (2000:313) notes that News 

Limited has equity in the National Rugby League and previously had equity in the 

Ansett Australia airline, while media magnate Kerry Packer’s Publishing and 

Broadcasting Limited owns the Crown Casino in Melbourne.4  Packer’s interests have 

also extended into mining, forestry, tourism and insurance (Barr 1985:90).  The 

Productivity Commission (2000:314) suggests that an increase in media proprietorship 

will challenge the power of media proprietors with considerable non-media interests, 

but the Commission does not go so far as to suggest that commercial media limit their 

non-media interests.  Submissions to the Productivity Commission inquiry claimed that 

ownership of non-media business by media proprietors can result in conflicts of interest 

‘which can influence the reporting of events relating to those businesses’ (Productivity 
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Commission 2000:313).  The media ownership issue thus challenges the principle of 

the Fourth Estate. 

 

The principle of the Fourth Estate holds that journalists are the protectors of the 

public’s right to information, and hence the ‘central political arena of contemporary 

liberal democracies, the link between the governors and the governed’ (Tiffen 1994: 

57; Schramm & Roberts 1977:639-42).  Schultz (1997:44) suggests the Fourth Estate 

principle is the ‘bedrock’ of journalists’ claims to professionalism.  The principle 

underpins the Australian Journalists’ Association code of ethics, which upholds respect 

for truth and public’s right to know, and independence from commercial considerations 

in reporting (Media and Entertainment Arts Alliance, no date).  The code thus mitigates 

the influence of media proprietors.  Nevertheless, ‘self censorship by journalists may 

achieve similar outcomes to explicit intervention’ (Productivity Commission 

2000:314).  Alternatively, broadcasters can deny their status as journalists and instead 

claim to be entertainers, as was demonstrated in the ‘cash for comment’ affair. 

 

Cash for Comment 

The ‘cash for comment’ affair illustrated the failure of commercial media in promoting 

diversity of opinion, making a mockery of the concept of media independence.  It also 

demonstrated the close relationship between commercial media and other business 

interests.  ‘Cash for comment’ involved a deal struck between influential talkback host 

John Laws and the Australian Bankers’ Association.  The banks paid Laws $1.2 million 

so that he would no longer criticise the banking industry in his broadcasts.  The 

program’s listeners were not made aware of this arrangement, which only became 

public knowledge following exposure on ABC television in July 1999. 

 

The revelation resulted in a number of inquiries to determine whether there was a case 

for legal action.  The inquiries revealed that Laws had made similar undisclosed 

arrangements with other companies and that the ‘cash for comment’ practice was 

endemic in the commercial radio industry.  Turner (2000a:252) points out that these 

arrangements had political as well as public image ramifications, with Laws being used 

in a political campaign by organisations who were in dispute with government.  Laws 
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argued that his behaviour was legitimate commercial practice.  He argued that, as an 

entertainer rather than a journalist, he had no ethical obligations under the Commercial 

Broadcasting Code of Practice.5 The ABA inquiry into the matter resulted in the 

introduction of compulsory disclosure of contractual obligations at 2UE, the station 

where John Laws produces his program. 

 

Turner (2000a:253-55) indicates that the scandal was a consequence of deregulation 

and exposed the lack of power held by the Australian Broadcasting Authority, which 

was unable to enforce compliance with the codes.  Furthermore, the industry code of 

conduct, developed for journalists, proved to be irrelevant to entertainers such as John 

Laws who are not constrained by principles of civic responsibility and the public 

interest.  Finally, the case demonstrated that media are a powerful political lobby in 

their own right, given the extent of networking and the links with other media and non-

media businesses, thus making them ‘effectively untouchable’.  In addition to 

challenging journalistic independence, the relationship between media and business 

also presents problems for the concept of the free flow of information discussed later in 

this chapter.  

 

The BSA recognises the market ‘failures’ of commercial broadcasting and its limited 

ability to provide services that are not motivated by the profit-motive.  For this reason, 

the BSA includes provisions for the reservation of broadcasting spectrum for taxpayer 

funded national services (the ABC and SBS) and for the non-profit community 

broadcasting sector.  Commercial broadcasting’s market failures are also addressed by 

the BSA’s objectives (see Box 2.1), which cover the promotion of an Australian 

identity, fair and accurate coverage, respect for community standards and mechanisms 

to address complaints, and exemplify the media theory of social responsibility. 

 

Social Responsibility Theory 

Social responsibility theory developed in response to the apparent failure of free market 

media to fulfil their promise of press freedoms and deliver the expected social benefits 

(McQuail 1987:116-18).  These failures included the raising of technical and 

commercial barriers that blocked entry to the media industry by individuals and diverse 
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groups and at the same time increased the power of media proprietors as a single class. 

 Commercial media were also accused of lowering their program standards and were 

thus remiss in meeting the information, social and moral needs of society. 

 

Social responsibility theory holds that media serve an essential function in democratic 

society because they deliver essential information and also provide a forum for diverse 

views and culture.  Ideally, media operate independently but to standards that recognise 

an obligation to society (for example, as expressed in the charters of the Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation [ABC] and the Special Broadcasting Service [SBS]).  From a 

social responsibility perspective, media ownership and control are perceived as a form 

of public stewardship rather than as private franchise.  The theory is largely a feature of 

national or public broadcasting, but it also applies to private media that has been made 

accountable to society through legislation and policy, which circumscribes conduct, 

content and ownership structures. 

 

McQuail (1987:116) suggests that social responsibility theory is an attempt at 

reconciling individual freedom of choice, media freedom and obligation to society.  

This is encouraged by the professionalisation of journalism and the emphasis on 

neutrality and objectivity where this concerns government and matters of social 

controversy, the development of mechanisms that make media responsive and 

accountable to its audiences, and the development of public but independent 

institutions.  In Australian broadcasting, these are matters that are recognised in the 

broadcasting codes of practice as well as in the provision of national broadcasting 

services.  

 

National Broadcasters 

The BSA ensures that spectrum is reserved for national broadcasting, but the ABC and 

SBS are regulated by separate legislation — the Australian Broadcasting Corporation 

Act 1983 and the Special Broadcasting Service Act 1991.  National broadcasters were 

established to promote the principle of the public interest, which includes the provision 

of universal access of to services, broad appeal, recognition of minority interests, and a 

contribution to a sense of national identity and community (Productivity Commission 
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2000:268-69).  The specific objectives of both national broadcasters are set out in their 

charters.  The ABC’s functions include ‘the broadcasting of programs that inform, 

educate, entertain and reflect the cultural diversity of Australian society’ (Productivity 

Commission 2000:270).  The ABC also has an international function and broadcasts 

news and public affairs to other countries entertainment to encourage an international 

understanding of Australian attitudes on world affairs (Productivity Commission 

2000:271).  The SBS was set up mainly to provide multilingual and multicultural 

broadcasting services that reflect Australia’s multicultural society and to contribute to 

diversity in the expression of many points of view and innovative forms of expression 

(Productivity Commission 2000:272). 

 

National broadcasting institutions are funded by the taxpayer, but they operate 

independently and are an important pillar in a democratic media system.  They 

contribute to the expression of diverse views and opinions and hence the free flow of 

information.  The concept of the free flow of information, however, also has some 

negative consequences, firstly from a market failure perspective, but also in terms of 

the direction of the flow.  Around the world these issues have led to demands for the 

introduction of community broadcasting as a legitimate element of broadcasting policy. 

 

 

The Free Flow of Information 

 

In 1996, The World Commission on Culture and Development (WCCD), chaired by 

former United Nations Secretary-General Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, released its report 

and declared that new and more media could deliver more diverse services and so 

promote a freer flow of information (WCCD 1996:105).  The report asserted that 

information allows new ideas to be shared throughout the world and contributes to the 

global economy.  The report further suggested that the free flow of information 

delivered by a free and independent media contribute to the development of democracy 

because the increasingly global nature of communication has made it more difficult to 

control or censor information made available to citizens through government controlled 

media.  While this is true for societies ruled by oppressive regimes, national taxpayer-
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funded broadcasting systems, such as the ABC, Canada’s CBC and Britain’s BBC, 

operate independently from government and are relatively free from government 

interference in their operations.  Thus, to Mosco and Herman (1980:24-25), the free 

flow of information is simply ‘a variant of the general free trade doctrine’. 

 

Bonney and Wilson (1983:50) point out that the free flow of information is a concept 

developed in the United States and refers to the unhindered flow of information across 

national boundaries.  While the concept appears liberal, the unequal access to channels 

of communication acts to ensure that the free flow of information primarily benefits 

transnational corporations whose headquarters are in wealthy First World countries 

(Bonney & Wilson 1983:50).  Thus the free flow doctrine has resulted in massive 

exports of media technologies from the developed world to Third World countries and, 

rather than creating the conditions for progress towards wealthy and more democratic 

societies, media imports have reinforced Third World dependence on the developed 

countries (Mosco & Herman 1980:24-25).  The free flow doctrine strengthens not only 

economic dependencies, but also cultural dependencies as populations in Third World 

countries are encouraged to change their diet, watch American films, listen to 

American music and alter their ideological beliefs (Bonney & Wilson 1983:53-59). 

 

The free flow of information understood as unlimited importation of foreign content is 

clearly rejected in Australian media policy.  The BSA regulates ownership and control, 

as well as program content, to ensure audiences are given access to programs that 

reflect Australian identity, character and cultural diversity  (Productivity Commission 

2000:55).  Nevertheless, the issue of networking to rural Australian communities 

indicates the free flow doctrine has parallels on an intra-national level raising concerns 

among local and Indigenous communities that echo concern over media domination 

experienced both by Third World nations.  In the absence of culturally specific media, 

Indigenous communities were made to feel that their culture and language were not 

important (Molnar & Meadows 2001:3).  Submissions made to the House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Communication, Technology and the Arts 

(2001:68-72) suggest a similar experience, though perhaps less intense, for rural 

communities.  These examples indicate that the issue of networking is primarily a 
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problem of the direction of the flow of information.  In this context, the demand for 

community media represents a desire on the part of communities to make their own 

decisions about the kinds of media content they wish to access, as well as have the 

opportunity to express their own opinions.  The concept of free flow of information is 

in this way related to the idea of freedom of expression. 

 

Freedom of Expression 

The concepts of the free flow of information and freedom of expression both give rise 

to an inherent tension, as an example from South Africa serves to illustrate. In 1998, 

South Africa’s Independent Broadcasting Authority introduced a quota system 

designed to promote the development and expression of local music (Amarclink 1998). 

 All radio stations were required to allocate 20 per cent of airtime to locally produced 

music.  The quota was targeted primarily at radio stations presenting formats consisting 

entirely of European and North American content.  Critics of the content quotas argued 

that, in addition to compromising program quality, quotas ignored the public’s right to 

freedom and stifled the constitutional right of choice.  Clearly one group’s right to 

freedom of expression, understood as access to broadcasting and the right to 

communicate, clashed with another group’s right to freedom of expression, understood 

in terms of their freedom to choose to broadcast and enjoy foreign content. 

 

In Australia, the alternative interpretations of freedom of expression have also led to 

discussions that contrasted commercial freedoms with rights of access.  In Australia, 

there is currently no provision for ‘freedom of expression’ in the BSA, and the 

Productivity Commission (2000:449-50) indicates that the concept highlights a tension 

between the right to communicate and protection of children from harmful content.  

Concerns expressed by religious organisations largely focussed on the desirability of 

censorship and program classifications to restrict broadcasting material that could be 

harmful to children.  Christina Spurgeon’s submission to the Productivity Commission 

(Productivity Commission 1999: submission dr256) argues that ‘freedom of 

expression’ should be addressed by the industry codes of practice, rather than be added 

to the BSA’s objectives.  If placed in the Act’s objectives, it could have unintended 

harmful results because it could be interpreted as a strengthening of the ‘rights’ of 
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already powerful commercial broadcasters and advertisers at the expense of the 

interests of consumers.  Spurgeon argues that including ‘freedom of expression’ in the 

industry codes would force broadcasters to become more responsive to consumer 

complaints. 

 
The Commission asserts that, in a democratic society, a desire to control the influence 

of media needs to be balanced with the benefits of an open and independent media 

system, and that freedom of expression implies freedom of communication and 

discussion (Productivity Commission 2000:449).  Indeed, Indigenous broadcasters 

support the inclusion of ‘freedom of expression’ in the BSA’s objectives, as they see 

this as a way to guarantee their right of access to spectrum, and thus their right to 

communicate. 

 

 

The Right to Communicate: the International Debate 

 

According to the World Association of Community Radio Broadcasters, the right to 

communicate is a universal right underpinning all other human rights (AMARC 1998).6 

 The principle of the right to communicate gained prominence in the 1970s as part of 

the international debate referred to as the New World Information and Communication 

Order (NWICO).  NWICO questioned the power of the commercial media, its links 

with non-media business, its support for consumerism and acceptance of free market 

enterprise, its role in globalisation, and its control over the international flow of news 

and information.  NWICO thus represents an early response to globalisation.7

 

NWICO asserted that communication is a basic human right springing from human 

needs (Traber 1986:x).  To be fully human, an individual must be able to communicate, 

because without communication there can be no community.  Unlike the rights to 

freedom of speech, freedom of the press and freedom of association, which may be 

limited in particular circumstances, the right to communicate must always be upheld 

because of its fundamental role in the functioning and development of human society 

(Traber 1986:x-xi).  Furthermore: 
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The freedom of a citizen or social groups to have access to 
communication, both as recipients and contributors, cannot be compared 
to the freedom of an investor to derive profit from media.  One protects a 
fundamental human right, the other permits the commercialization of a 
social need. (MacBride 1980:18) 

 

The NWICO debate criticised the free flow of information where this designated a 

vertical, one-way flow with messages produced by a few and addressed to the many 

(MacBride 1980:149).  The debate raised the idea of a horizontal flow of information 

defined as two-way, interactive and participatory communicative processes ‘through 

which the exchange and sharing of meaning is made possible’ in support of the creation 

and maintenance of social relationships and institutions (Traber 1986:xii). 

 

NWICO initially addressed the concerns of newly independent Third World nations 

who came to realise that political independence from the former European colonial 

powers did not entail economic independence.  Third World nations asserted that 

economic dependencies were linked to an unequal flow of information facilitated by 

powerful transnational media and telecommunications companies (Galtung & Vincent 

1992:80; Roach 1990; Masmoudi 1979; Hamelink 1977).  In the 1970s they took their 

concerns to UNESCO, which appointed the 16-member Commission for the Study of 

Communication Problems, chaired by Sean MacBride.  The Commission was charged 

with studying ‘the totality of communication problems in modern societies’ (Mowlana 

and Roach 1992:4).  In 1980 the Commission released its report Many Voices, One 

World (the MacBride Report). 

 

The MacBride Report 

The MacBride Report considered participation in communication as pivotal to the 

functioning of a true democracy.  Participatory communication demanded that: 

• the individual become an active partner and not a mere object of communication; 

• there was an increase in the variety of messages being exchanged; and 

• the extent and quality of social representation and participation is increased 

(MacBride 1980:166). 
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The Report identified four emerging approaches in response to the barriers created by 

the concentration of both public and private mass media: 

• broader popular access to the media and the overall communication system, through 

assertion of the right to reply and criticise, various forms of feedback, and regular 

contact between communicators and the public; 

• participation of non-professionals in producing and broadcasting programs, which 

enables them to make active use of information sources, and is also an outlet for 

individual skill and sometimes for artistic creativity; 

• the development of ‘alternative’ channels of communication — usually, but not 

always, on a local scale; and 

• participation of the community and media users in management and decision-

making (usually limited to local media) (MacBride 1980:169). 

 

With the publication of Many Voices, One World, UNESCO came under increasing 

attack.  The United States, Great Britain and Singapore accused the organisation of 

politicisation.  They claimed that UNESCO promoted collective and state rights as 

against the rights of the individual, and the support of programs deemed inimical to the 

values of a free press.  In January 1985, the United States withdrew from UNESCO, 

severely reducing its budget (Roach 1990; Gunaratne 1987).  UNESCO continued to 

support NWICO into the mid-1980s.  The appointment of a more pro-US Director 

General in 1987, however, resulted in UNESCO rhetoric becoming more closely 

aligned with US interests, and the almost verbatim adoption of US policy language in 

the doctrine of the free flow of information (Roach 1990). 

 

The NWICO controversy illustrates the powerful interests that shape international and 

national media policy debates.  And, although the rhetoric has shifted towards pro-

Western interests, UNESCO’s World Commission on Culture and Development 

(1996:106) asserted that many of the questions that set off the NWICO debate still 

remain unanswered.  Information concerns of the Third World remain on the UN 

agenda, transnational control of global communications has drastically increased, 

media ownership remains a concern, imbalances in the flow of news and information 

still favour corporations with their headquarters in Western nations, and many people 
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still remain voiceless or unheard.8  Sénécal (1995:3) argues that notions of the ‘free 

flow of information’ and the ‘right to information’ continue to remain ambiguous, 

while Hamelink (1994) is concerned that corporate penetration of the public sphere is 

on the increase:  

 
Commercial sponsoring of more and more socio-cultural activities has 
become very popular and leads to the emergence of ‘billboard’ societies 
in which every location, institution, activity, event and person becomes a 
potential carrier of commercial messages.  Even the United Nations have 
recently indicated to be interested in having some of its work supported 
by corporate funding.  The erosion of the public sphere by implication 
undermines diversity of information provision. (Hamelink 1994:8) 

 

Nevertheless, NWICO has served to legitimise the community media sector and today: 

 
Wherever there is a modicum of funding, political commitment and 
infrastructure being made available, community media complement public 
and commercial broadcasting. (WCCD 1996:111) 

 

To Boyd-Barrett and Thussu (1992:26), of the 82 recommendations proposed in the 

earlier MacBride Report, the most innovative were those dealing with democratisation 

of the media, including the participation of the public in media management and 

support for alternative and community media.  The promotion of these 

recommendations have largely been taken up by non-governmental and professional 

organisations who meet regularly as the ‘MacBride Round Table’ (WACC 1996).  At 

the forefront of this movement is the World Association for Christian 

Communications (WACC), which is highly critical of a concept of the free flow of 

information, which it claims continues to accentuate inequalities (Mowlana & Roach 

1992; Roach 1990; Traber 1986). 

 

The WACC supports alternative communications in the form of social ownership that 

does not eliminate the concept of private property (Uranga 1986:85).  In addition, 

social ownership of media requires a system of representation that reflects various 

sectors of society, but also requires supervision from the state, which must ensure the 

implementation of national communications policies agreed upon democratically by 

the different sectors of society (Uranga 1986:91).  In other words, the WACC supports 
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a common property model of media ownership, which is accountable to both its 

community of interest and society more generally.  Thus the ability of minority groups 

to have access to and participate in media is a responsibility shared both by locally 

owned and controlled media organisations and by society more generally.  In this way, 

the level of access and participation that the poor and marginalised have vis-à-vis the 

media is an indication of the degree of democratisation reached within a society 

(Uranga 1986:91).  The WACC’s views about the media’s relationship with 

democracy present a confirmation of the general correctness of Australia’s 

broadcasting policy in that they assert the balance between collective rights and 

responsibilities (including those of the state) and those of private individuals.9

 

Twenty-one recommendations in the MacBride Report were directly concerned with 

greater access to and participation in the media (MacBride 1980:253-72).  These dealt 

with language policies in multi-lingual societies, the expansion of literacy programs 

and the expansion of postal and telecommunications systems.  They also included 

suggestions that controls on transnational media be put in place, that public and private 

media concentration be restricted, and that taxes be introduced to enhance the social 

function of media.  The recommendations further included greater public access and 

participation in program production, management structures, and policy and 

technological developments.  There were recommendations calling for greater 

educational content and a preference for non-commercial forms of media.  Two 

recommendations focussed on the needs of women, the concerns of youth, national, 

ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities, and people living in remote areas, as well as 

the aged and the handicapped.  The MacBride Report’s recommendations can be 

interpreted from the perspective of the social responsibility media theory, but the 

Report also included elements of a democratic-participant media theory. 

 

The MacBride Commission gave numerous examples of small-scale projects that 

represented an emergence of a global movement located in civil society that demanded 

greater access to and participation in communication.  The Report recognised that 

alternative or community communications shared a common response in opposing 

institutionalised and official communication.  It recognised the diversity of alternative 
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communication and the experimentation with an endless variety of means: fliers, 

pamphlets, posters, news papers, meetings, festivals, small-gauge film, video, comics, 

telephone news, FM radio, pirate and green radio and television (1980:170).  It 

identified the increasing popularity of individual communication such as two-way cable 

television, citizen band (CB) radio, and home video and audio recording.  It asserted 

that these media opened up new avenues of information and entertainment and gave 

recipients the illusion of becoming participants.  At the same time, the Report 

acknowledged that: 

 
Non-professional individuals and groups are confronted with technical 
and professional standards which they cannot match.  In an effort to do 
so, they sometimes tend to copy the dominant models in communication 
rather than tread fresh paths. (MacBride 1980:171) 

 

And the Report also issued a warning: 

 
In as much as decentralization allows expression of local, regional and 
community interests and realities, it can be regarded as a means of 
furthering democratization.  But decentralized media often have a 
tendency to imitate the workings of the centralized system, creating 
situations of local corporatism or mirroring the social hierarchy 
predominating in the area.  When this happens, decentralization is not 
part of democratization and does not even lead towards it. (MacBride 
1980:170) 

 

Nevertheless, the Report concluded that: 

 
Alternative communication has its greatest strength in interpersonal 
relationships, and thus has a capacity to defy or evade constraints by 
authority.  As a social force, its importance is probably exaggerated by 
its more enthusiastic partisans.  Measured quantitatively — by the 
content and regularity of transmission, or by the audience reached — it 
cannot compare with the mass media, and, indeed, that is not its purpose. 
 Yet the radical departure from the dominant assumptions of vertical flow 
and the capacity it provides to develop horizontal networks, the 
achievement in strengthening self-awareness of coherent groups, give it a 
significance out of all proportion to its qualitative scale. (MacBride 
1980:171) 

 

Democratic-Participant Media Theory 

Democratic-participant media theory departs from the vertical ‘top-down’ 
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communication theories represented by the free press and social responsibility theories 

and instead emphasises the ‘basis’ of society (McQuail 1987:121-30).  It is a reaction 

against commercialisation and monopolisation of privately owned media and the 

centralism and bureaucratisation of public service media.  Supporters of this theory are 

disappointed with the ability of public service broadcasting to facilitate social 

improvement.  Public service media are considered paternalistic and tend to distance 

themselves from the community (Lewis & Booth 1989:104; Prehn 1992:249).  Public 

service broadcasting is seen as too elitist, too close to the ‘establishment’, too 

responsive to political and economic pressures, too monolithic and too professional.  

Indeed, democratic-participant media theory eschews professionalisation, as this is seen 

as creating barriers in the relationship between media and the community.  Ideally, 

individuals from a community become media owners, managers, producers and 

performers (Berrigan 1979; MacBride 1980; Girard 1992).  According to this theory, 

media institutions should be more closely involved with social life and more directly 

concerned with control by audiences, offering opportunities for access and participation 

on terms set by users rather than controllers. 

 

McQuail (1987:122) suggests this theory is generally a reaction against mass society 

and its institutions, which are seen to impede rather than facilitate political and social 

life.  It resurrects the primacy of the individual, not as an atomised unit in competition 

with other individuals but as a member of a small-scale, interactive and cooperative 

community.  Democratic-participant media theorists are similarly disillusioned with 

established political parties and with parliamentary democracy, which they believe has 

become detached from its grass-roots origin. To participatory media theorists, both 

commercial and state media represent an ‘elitist’, top-down view of society with a 

corresponding view of democracy. 

 

Parry and Moyser (1994) have summarised the contrast between elitist and 

participatory models of democracy (see Box 2.2). According to Parry and Moyser 

(1994), elitists stress the functions of political leadership, accountability and 

representation, rather than participation.  They consider democracy to be the product of 

competition between political leaders, and maintain that leaders will only win by 
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appealing to the people.  Freedom of choice, however, remains in the hands of the 

people.  The primary expression of the will of the people is their vote on election day.  

For elitists, the poor quality of political information and lack of understanding by the 

public means that it is not desirable to increase participation in politics.  In their view, 

governance is thus best left to professional politicians who must be responsive to the 

public, but only where it is responsible to do so.  To elitists, representation and 

responsiveness are far more important than participation, and they believe that there are 

plenty of opportunities for people to become involved. 

 

Not surprisingly, democratic participants believe that existing democracies do not live 

up to the ideal of participation and that contemporary institutions discourage it.  

Although voting should not be dismissed as an important right, polling alone does not 

reflect the various aspects of participation.  Political participation also includes 

contacting political representatives, public servants and the media.  Indeed, the concept 

of what is political starts to blur the boundary between the private and the political, 

particularly where this concerns consumer, educational and environmental issues. 

 

To democratic participants, participation extends into the executive arm of government 

and even the workplace, including the media.  The democratic task, then, is to extend 

the opportunities for participation in all areas of life, which may require 

decentralisation and devolution of institutions and structures.  However, 

decentralisation must be coupled with representation, particularly in the case of the 

internal democracy of groups because ‘the group world, on the whole, is also the world 

of the advantaged’ (Parry & Moyser 1994:54).  While voting is a relatively egalitarian 

mode of participation, other forms of participation may favour some groups over 

others. 

 

Box 2.2  Two Conceptions of Democracy (Parry & Moyser 1994) 
 
Elitists 
Emphasise political leadership, accountability and representation as key measures of 
democracy. 
 
• Democracy is a by-product of a competitive method of leadership recruitment. 
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• Competition produces democracy. 
• Leaders can only win by appealing to the people. 
• Power of decision is still in the hands of the people. 
• Largely content with opportunities for representation. 
• Index of democracy is the responsiveness of leaders to the led. 
• Popular input is all-important, but minimal, citizens need only to participate in 

elections. 
• Decisive test is representation or elite responsiveness. 
 
 
Democratic Participants  
Emphasise participation as a key measure of democracy. 
 
• Existing democracies don’t live up to the ideal of participation. 
• Contemporary institutions discourage it. 
• Requires changes in structure of politics. 
• Expansion of opportunities to participate, including the executive area of 

government, and in the workplace. 
• Decisive test of democracy is its capacity to encourage its population to play an 

active role in government. 
• Devolution/decentralisation. 
• Better representation. 
• Seeks supplementary mode of citizen participation/activism. 
• Expansion of opportunities to participate. 
 
 

 

Decentralisation of institutions and structures therefore requires the provision of 

resources and opportunities that enhance an egalitarian form of participation.  In the 

case of media, setting up institutions and structures that support community media and 

greater participation in media is one element of democratisation.  The MacBride Report 

(1980: 166), however, hinted that various forms of access and participation required an 

informed, responsible and active citizenry, willing and able to play its role in a 

democratic society.  This suggests that the relationship between community and media 

needs to focus more on community than on media. 

 

 

Shifting the Media into Community 

 

Community media can contribute to the development of an informed, responsible and 

active citizenry in two ways — through their offensive and defensive functions (Cohen 
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& Arato 1992:512-13).  The sector’s offensive function concerns its broadcasting 

activity and is the terrain of the BSA.  In their offensive mode, community media are 

considered in terms of broadcasting more generally as providers of entertainment and 

education.  The focus of attention is therefore on their performance and assessed on 

similar terms to those applied to other broadcasters (Lyons 2001:59).  The review of the 

BSA undertaken by the Productivity Commission illustrates this point.  The main thrust 

of the Commission’s inquiry dealt with issues of ownership and control, profits and 

audiences in relation to content diversity, and public accountability.  It was less 

concerned with the democratic governance of media organisations, except briefly in 

relation to journalism independence. 

 

In contrast, a focus on community broadcasting’s defensive function would direct 

attention to participation by people, especially volunteers, in community broadcasting 

organisations (Lyons 2001:59).  Such an approach shifts an understanding of 

community broadcasting out of the domain of the broadcasting industry, and into the 

domain of the community, or ‘third sector’ (Lyons 2001:59-61).10  Lyons (2001:5) 

defines the third sector as: 

 
Private organisations that are formed and sustained by groups of people 
(members) acting voluntarily and without seeking personal profit to 
provide benefits for themselves and others, that are democratically 
controlled and where any material benefit gained by a member is 
proportionate to their use of the organisation. 

 

The third sector thus corresponds to a commons model of organisation. 

 

Although the social responsibility principles in the BSA reflect the view that spectrum 

is a common or public property, the Act is not designed to regulate the multiplicity of 

commons structures that comprise the community broadcasting sector, except where 

this pertains to matters of broadcasting.  Understanding community broadcasting as an 

institution of civil society directs attention to characteristics that community 

broadcasting shares with other third sector organisations.  According to Lyons 

(2001:22-26), these include the centrality of values, complexity of revenue generation, 

reliance on volunteers, board/staff conflict, difficulties in judging performance, and 
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accountability. 

 

Values play a central role in many third sector organisations (Lyons 2001:22-23), as 

they set out the boundaries and regulate entry to an organisation.  New members are 

usually attracted to organisations with values similar to their own.  Lyons (2001:23) 

points out, however, that a consequence of the centrality of values is organisational 

instability and divisiveness.  Some members may hold on to values that are no longer 

relevant in changing circumstances, and as a result it may be difficult to resolve 

disagreements through compromise where this is seen to be undermining an 

organisation’s central values and purpose. 

 

Third sector organisations often rely on a complex mix of revenue generation activities 

and sources that set them apart form commercial and government enterprises (Lyons 

2001:23).  These include membership dues, donations, government grants and the sale 

of services, such as airtime for sponsors.  Such organisations often rely entirely on the 

efforts of volunteers to run the service.  In some cases, the volunteers are themselves 

the recipients of the benefits, but in other cases volunteers perform services for the 

benefit of others (Lyons 2001:23-24).  Third sector organisations often employ staff 

who work with, or alongside, volunteers (Lyons 2001:26).  This can give rise to 

tensions, especially if there is lack of clarity about the relationship between staff, the 

board (or management committee) and volunteers, or if staff are required to perform 

tasks that have traditionally been carried out by volunteers. 

 

According to Lyons (2001:24-25) the performance of these organisations is usually 

difficult to judge.  The simple measure of return on investments is not usually 

applicable to third sector organisations.  Community broadcasters often resort to 

quantitative audience research measures that are designed to measure the performance 

of commercial radio.  However, such measures are of little use when a service is 

designed to meet the needs of minority groups, and the benefits may not be fully 

realised over a short period of time (Lyons 2001:24). 

 

A related challenge for third sector organisations concerns accountability.  Lyons 
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(2001:24-25) points out that it is not always clear to whom they should be accountable. 

 Organisations with large memberships may find that most of their members lack 

interest in organisational accountability, and some organisations officially 

disenfranchise their membership.  Some organisations are accountable to their funding 

organisations.  Recipients of government funding, for example, must meet reporting 

requirements, but these are not necessarily available for public scrutiny.  Incorporation 

also demands some accountability because incorporated organisations must lodge an 

annual report with the Australian Securities and Investment Commission or its state 

counterparts (Lyons 2001:26).  Community broadcasters are subject to similar 

accountability measures and must also have a complaints procedure in place as a 

requirement of the BSA. 

 

According to Lyons (2001:26), a lack of clear accountability structures and current 

regulatory arrangements is the result of lack of interest on the part of government, and 

the Australian public is largely ignorant of the third sector.  Yet it is in this domain 

where people learn the fundamentals of democratic governance.  Indeed, civil society 

represents: 

 
the nexus of associations through which people organize independently 
to manage their own affairs, and which can act as a channel of influence 
upon government and a check on its powers (Beetham 1994:29). 

 

Democratic governance concerns the ‘collectively binding decisions about the rules and 

policies of a group, association or society’ (Beetham 1994:28).  In small-scale 

associations, people can directly participate in and control decision-making, but in 

larger and more complex associations, people will need to appoint representatives.  

Regardless of the scale of organisation, democracy is underpinned by political 

equalities — for example, equality of votes, equal rights to stand for office and equality 

in the conditions that facilitate the expression of opinions. 

 

The presence of a strong and autonomous civil society is therefore fundamental to 

democracy (Touraine 1991:262).  Furthermore, it is in civil society that fundamental 

rights — the freedom to live according to one’s beliefs and interests, freedom of choice 
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and freedoms of association, assembly, expression and movement — need to be 

respected (Touraine 1991:268; Arendt 1959:178-80). 

 

Touraine (1991:266) asserts that the democratic process is: 

 
a constant effort to create a sphere of citizenship and arrange for private 
convictions and group membership to meet and combine there in an 
atmosphere of mutual respect. 

 

Thus democracy exists only if the ‘middle ground of citizenship’ intersects with private 

interests and beliefs, as well as with membership of a state, thus diffusing the principles 

of democracy throughout the private, public and state spheres.  In the institutions of 

civil society, individuals learn to become citizens (Lyons 2001:205).  Citizenship is the 

capacity for individuals to make a ‘direct link’ between the defence of their ideas and 

interests and the laws and policies that shape public life (Touraine 1991:261).  

According to Touraine (1991:261), there can be no democracy ‘where the claims and 

beliefs that arise in citizens’ hearts and minds are not adequately expressed and 

defended in the public sphere’. 

 

Touraine argues that citizen participation in society’s institutions is as important as 

representation in political structures.  To be sure, democracy has to be representative in 

the sense that elected officials represent identifiable social categories in society.  More 

importantly, however, democracy has to be participatory and the ‘barriers of private 

life’ lowered to develop the public sphere and encourage ‘internal exchanges’ within 

this sphere (Touraine 1991:262).  For Touraine (1991:261), ‘personal isolation, the 

fragmentation of society, the weakness of communication between social categories, 

are almost insurmountable obstacles to democracy’.  It follows that a democratic 

government has a responsibility to ensure that civil society encourages social 

integration, an increased awareness of citizenship, and respect for diverse interests and 

opinion.  Citizens, then, must at the same time have concern for the general interest, as 

well as defend individual interests.  Indeed, the institutions of civil society — its public 

spheres — provide the conditions for individuals to learn to balance private and public 

interests and develop social capital (Lyons 2001:207-8; Touraine 1991:265). 
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Conclusion  

 

In this chapter I have examined the role of community broadcasting as a response to the 

market failure and shortcomings of commercial and national broadcasting systems.  I 

demonstrated that community broadcasting represents a media model derived from a 

normative democratic-participatory media theory that strives to put control of media in 

the hands of communities.  This clearly locates community media in civil society.  A 

consequence of this move is that community broadcasting can best be understood as 

belonging to the ‘third’ sector, as well as being a type of media organisation. 

 

Community broadcasting shares characteristics with other third sector organisations 

which suggest that some measures of its performance are located outside the regulatory 

regime of the Broadcasting Services Act.  This has been recognised by some elements 

of the community broadcasting sector which support the idea that the primary purpose 

of community broadcasting is the development of its community.  However, this is by 

no means accepted across the sector.  More traditional assumptions associated with 

mainstream media models continue to play a role in the development of the sector and 

they are evident in community broadcasting’s founding philosophies.  The next chapter 

examines these founding philosophies in more detail and looks at their influence on the 

sector’s practices and future direction. 

 

 
1 See the discussion about the enclosure of the public sphere in chapter 1. 
2 Medium-sized regions are those with populations of between 40 000 and 100 000; small regions have 
populations of less than 40 000 (HRSCCTA 2001:8). 
3 John Laws is a popular Australian talk-show host who has worked in radio for 50 years.  His daily 
weekday program is broadcast to more than 60 radio stations around Australia.  He is the highest paid 
radio broadcaster in the world (www.johnlaws.com.au). 
4 The National Rugby League is one of Australia’s most popular televised sports codes. 
5 The second code in the Commercial Broadcasting Code of Practice covers the same points as Code 2 of 
the Community Broadcasting Code of Practice (see Appendix 4).  The only difference between the two 
codes is that the latter includes a clause stating the intention to provide access to under-represented 
views.  Both codes also share elements of the AJA’s Code of Ethics. 
6 AMARC is the Association’s French acronymn, Australia is also a member through the CBAA. 
7 Globalisation is an expansion of transnational processes with economical, technical, political 
implications, whose environmental and social impacts, particularly on rural communities, are well 
documented (Hackett 2001; Lacy 2000; Cunningham & Flew 1997; Borja & Castells 1996; Hirst 1996; 
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Martin & Schumann 1996; Barr 1985; Lawrence 1987; Harrison 1987; George 1977). 
8 The World Commission on Culture and Development’s report discusses media and communication in 
the context of cultural policy.  It asserts that media policies that support plural, multi-ethnic, multi-
language societies should be encouraged and recommends that national government subsidise community 
and public broadcasting services.  The WCCD suggests subsidy schemes could be funded by a financial 
contribution from private broadcasters who use the broadcasting spectrum free of charge (WCCD 
1996:234-36, 278-79). 
9 The Productivity Commission (2000:266) noted that many participants of the broadcasting inquiry 
praised the structural diversity of Australian broadcasting. 
10 Lyons (2001:8-9) notes that the terms ‘non-profit’, ‘voluntary’ and ‘community’ sector, as well as 
‘civil society’ and ‘non-government’ organisations are also used to refer to the third sector. 
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Chapter 3 

Sector Expansion: Continuity and Change in Australian 

Community Broadcasting 

 

 

According to Mike Thompson (1999:23), the late General Manager of the Community 

Broadcasting Association of Australia (CBAA), Australian community radio faces 

serious threats to its original ideals.  Sector expansion and the decline in government 

support raise the spectre of commercialism, but at the same time, according to 

Thompson, the development of new technologies provides the sector with new 

opportunities with which ‘to improve its position in the radio industry’.  To date, only a 

handful of studies of Australian community broadcasting have been published, and a 

number of these examine the sector’s founding philosophy.1  This chapter traces the 

sector’s contradictory philosophical foundations and looks at how these inform 

community broadcasting’s discourse and practices. 

 

In this chapter I argue that contradictions inherent in community broadcasting’s 

fundamental principles, when combined with sector expansion – the result of 

government policy – have encouraged a shift in emphasis and purpose for community 

broadcasting.  This shift is partially accounted for by the expansion, with little financial 

support, of services into rural Australia.  This chapter begins with a brief history of the 

development of Australian community broadcasting and the emergence of distinct 

interest groups within the sector.  Previous research indicates that volunteers are the 

key to understanding the direction the sector has taken and is taking (Barlow 1998; 
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Coates 1997; Tebbutt 1989), and I examine the sector’s founding principles with a 

specific focus on the principles that govern volunteers and how these encourage 

participatory democracy.  This is important, because encouraging participatory 

democratic practices within community broadcasting can not only contribute to making 

the radio stations work effectively, but can provide mitigating effects to globalisation 

(Green 1998).  I conclude the chapter with a brief look at current government policy 

concerning community broadcasting.  This is primarily targeted at developing 

telecommunications and online infrastructure, particularly in rural Australia.  Despite 

the thrust of government policy encouraging the take-up of online services, in 

recognition of a converging media environment, the community broadcasting sector 

(with a few exceptions) maintains its radio-centric focus and has set its sights on digital 

radio broadcasting and access to a digitised free-to-air broadcasting spectrum. 

 

 

The Introduction of Australian Community Broadcasting: Merging Diverse 

Interests 

 

For more than 50 years, broadcasting in Australia was controlled by both the Australian 

Broadcasting Commission (now the Australian Broadcasting Corporation), independent 

from government but funded by the taxpayer, and the commercial sector owned by 

private enterprise.  According to Bear (1983:3) successive governments had refused 

around 2000 requests to establish new radio stations prior to 1970 on the grounds that 

there were no frequencies available.  Australian radio was restricted to amplitude 

modulation (AM) broadcasting, although a parliamentary committee had suggested 

introducing frequency modulation (FM) broadcasting as early as 1942 (Barr 1983:143). 

 The introduction of FM was delayed on technical grounds.  Internationally, FM 

occupied the Very High Frequency (VHF) band, and importers of equipment felt that 

Australia should follow international standards.  Instead, Australian decision-makers 

opted for provisions to be made for 10 television channels on this band.  The Australian 

Broadcasting Control Board (ABCB), the statutory authority responsible for 

administering the Broadcasting and Television Act 1942, recommended in 1972 that 

FM broadcasting take place on the ultra high frequency (UHF) band, for which the 
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technology did not exist (Australian Broadcasting Tribunal [ABT] 1977:98; Thornley 

1995).  Two years later, Labor’s Senator Jim McClelland convinced his government to 

hold the 1974 Independent Inquiry into FM Broadcasting (the McLean Report) which 

refuted the ABCB’s findings and recommended that FM be broadcast on the VHF band 

(Thornley 1995; Tebbutt 1989; ABT 1977:98).2  

 

Meanwhile, also in 1972, the ABCB granted an AM licence to the University of 

Adelaide to operate 5UV so it could transmit educational programs to students.  The 

following year, the ABCB granted a licence to the Salvation Army in Coffs Harbour, to 

operate a cable station for local high school students (Thornley 1999:164).3  In 

September 1974, the Labor Cabinet authorised the Minister for Media to issue two FM 

licences, under the Wireless Telegraphy Act 1905, to fine music broadcasters 2MBS in 

Sydney and 3MBS in Melbourne (ABT 1977:98).  Both stations commenced 

transmission the following year.  The Wireless Telegraphy Act 1905 contained 

provisions that enabled the Postmaster-General (a government minister) to issue 

‘experimental’ radio licences, which effectively meant that control over licensing was 

taken out of the hands of the ABCB (Thornley 1999:169).  In June 1975, the 

government again used this Act to set up ethnic stations 2EA and 3EA to promote 

‘Medibank’, the Labor government’s universal health insurance scheme.  Also in 1975, 

the ABCB issued two restricted AM commercial licences to 2CT in Campbelltown and 

3CR in Melbourne, and the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC) commenced 

broadcasts of its experimental youth station 2JJ in Sydney and ‘access’ station 3ZZ in 

Melbourne (Tebbutt 1989). 

 

In August 1975, Moss Cass, the Whitlam government’s Minister for Media, announced 

that another 12 experimental radio licences would be made available.  Nine were issued 

to universities (3RRR, 6NR, 6UVS, 7CAE, 2MCE, 2NCR, 2ARM, 2NUR and 4DDB), 

two were issued to student unions (2XX and 4ZZZ) and one to a community group – 

the Gippsland Community Radio Society (3GCR).  It was one of the last acts of the 

Labor government before its dismissal in November 1975 (Bear 1983a:23). 

 

Community Radio Lobbies 
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Around the world, the 1960s and early 1970s marked an era of radical activity and the 

emergence of new social movements.  Young people protested against American 

involvement in the Vietnam War and against apartheid in South Africa.  Environmental 

and anti-nuclear issues became prominent and feminism was on the rise.  Universities 

played a key role in bringing together these various movements and exposing them to a 

wider public with the publication of alternative and radical newspapers and 

subsequently with the establishment of the community broadcasting (Knight 2001 

[online]; Cock 1977). The stimulus for the development of community media in 

Australia was fuelled by knowledge of alternative practices in other countries.  These 

included illegal pirate radio in Europe, which challenged state monopolies; and non-

commercial radio in the United States, which included examples such as the Pacifica 

Foundation, educational radio and the National Public Radio network (Bentley 1974:7; 

Warburton & Conlon 1974:4). 

 

In a study commissioned by UNESCO in the late 1970s, Australian researcher Frances 

Berrigan (1977) identified the kinds of lobby groups active in the development of 

community media in Western countries, including the United States, Canada, the 

United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, France and 

Italy.  The specific lobbies included: 

• reformists: media researchers, critics, social scientists, social workers community 

groups and associations, minorities such as racial, religious and cultural groups who 

wanted to reform media structures; 

• ‘creative’ groups who wanted to produce and publicise media programs, charging 

the media with depriving a great many talented people; 

• political access: political parties or individuals who wanted to use the media to gain 

support, often accusing the media of political bias and its gate-keeper function; 

• educational access: educationists who focussed on the informational value of media 

and who were critical of the narrow range of educational programs, the quality and 

quantity of entertainment programming, and who also saw greater involvement in 

the production process as an educative experience in itself; 

• entrepreneurs: those who wanted the opportunity to provide wider choices of 

programming material, arguing that more channels mean more choice; this group 
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was typically composed of business interests (including pirate radio operators), 

national and multinational companies; and 

• futurists: those who wanted to experiment with new technology. 

 

These elements were more or less present in Australia.  According to Bear (1983a:22), 

Australian community broadcasting emerged out of a diverse and uncoordinated grass-

roots movement with the impetus not initially coming from existing broadcasters or 

from government.  Bear (1983a:22-23) identified four different pressure groups that 

lobbied government to change the broadcasting system.  Fine music interests argued for 

the introduction of FM broadcasting technology, as this would deliver better reception 

and would also make more frequencies available, thus encouraging diversity.  A second 

group comprised migrant communities, who in 1972 represented 20 per cent of the 

population.  They argued for the introduction of non-English broadcasts that the 

existing system was unable to deliver on a permanent basis (Ethnic Broadcasting 

Association of Queensland 2002:80-82).  Universities and colleges represented a third 

group that wanted access to radio for educational purposes.  The fourth group 

comprised political elements who argued for greater access and participation and the 

direct involvement of the community in media. 

 

Bear (1983a:23) notes that different management approaches were already evident at 

the early stations – 5UV, 2MBS, 3MBS and 3CR.  5UV was at first strictly an 

educational station, but it later provided access to a range of community groups.  He 

further suggests that clubs with elitist connotations operated Melbourne and Sydney’s 

fine music stations, but their management structures were democratic and they 

depended on listener subscriptions for their income.  As for 3CR, it was established on 

the principle that radio can be used for diverse purposes.  3CR was structured as a 

federation comprising some 100 groups representing trade unions, ethnic, 

environmental, political and cultural organisations, each with voting rights and control 

over their own programs. 

 

Developing a Philosophy for Community Broadcasting 

In his doctoral thesis, David Barlow (1998) indicates that the sector’s key defining 



 
 103

elements emerged early in the sector’s history out of its interactions with government.  

In early July 1974, the Department of the Media organised the Public Radio 

Broadcasting Conference, which sought to discuss licensing arrangements for public 

broadcasting.  This conference brought to the fore diverse opinions and views on how 

‘public’ broadcasting would operate.4  (The Broadcasting Services Act 1992 renamed 

‘public’ broadcasting ‘community’ broadcasting.)  The conference included speakers 

from the BBC’s community programs, the Migrant Task Force Broadcasting Sub-

committee and the National Council of Women, as well as educational institutions, 

independent broadcasting societies and fine music and progressive broadcasting 

interests. 

 

The following year, the Minister for the Media, Moss Cass, appointed the Working 

Party on Public Broadcasting to develop policy recommendations for public 

broadcasting.  The Working Party on Public Broadcasting comprised two public 

servants from the Department of the Media, including Mike Thompson (who eventually 

became the General Manager of the CBAA), a representative from the Australian 

Broadcasting Control Board, a ministerial adviser, and three representatives from the 

public broadcasting sector, including the Chairman [sic] of 3CR and Jim Beatson from 

Brisbane’s 4ZZZ (WPPB 1975).  By the time the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal was 

established in 1977, the issues raised in these early forums had been transformed into 

guidelines to assist with licence applications. 

 

According to Barlow (1998:46): 

 
The general intent of those pushing for a third sector of radio was to 
achieve a democratisation of the airwaves ... But if pressed for a 
translation, there would have been varying interpretations of what 
became a convenient and catchy battlecry. 

 

Nevertheless, Barlow’s analysis reveals the key terms associated with democratic 

broadcasting included ‘diversity and plurality’, ‘alternative’, ‘access and participation’, 

and ‘independence, non-profit and non-commercial’.  The introduction of public 

broadcasting came amidst calls for ‘diversity and plurality’.  Barlow (1999:59) suggests 

the central argument concerned the notion of a free and pluralist society based on 
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tolerance for the expression of diverse opinions and views. 

 

The elements of ‘diversity and plurality’ found a willing ear with government.  In its 

report, the Working Party on Public Broadcasting (1975:3) considered the addition of a 

third tier of broadcasting as: 

 
the entirely acceptable idea that radio should be as diverse and as well 
geared as possible to cater for an increasingly diverse Australian society, 
[sic] it would be surprising if this were not so. 

 

The Working Party further noted that there had always been a policy of encouraging 

diversity in broadcasting, but that this had been accompanied by the ‘undesirable 

feature of involving, formally at any rate, close regulation’ (1975:6).  The Working 

Party therefore favoured ‘deliberately licensing a varied range of types of broadcasters 

to follow their own natural interests’ (1975:6).  In response to the critique that 

government support of minority broadcasting services was a misuse of public funds, the 

Working Party stressed the connection between pluralism and the free and equal flow 

of ideas:  

 
Society is diverse, and there is a constant flow of information and ideas 
within it.  What may start off as a minority idea or fashion may very well 
spread to the majority, or it may wither.  The media, including outlets for 
minorities, is an essential part of this process. In this way, services to 
minorities effectively serve the whole community in an ‘initiator’ role.  
In addition, a multitude of services gives a range of choice for 
individuals. (WPPB 1975:8) 

 

Barlow (1998:61-66) identifies two ways in which the term ‘alternative’ was 

interpreted by early community broadcasters – either as process or as product.  

Broadcasters concerned with product stressed the need for the provision of high-

quality, professional services in areas of music and public affairs, while those 

concerned with process were more interested in developing new relationships between 

broadcasters and listeners for the purpose of community and cultural development 

(Barlow 1998:62).  These contrasting views of the ‘alternative’ nature of public 

broadcasting were further given expression in the discussion about ‘access and 

participation’. 



 
 105

 

‘Access and participation’ were terms borrowed from the North American experience, 

and they found favour both with government officials and the public broadcasting 

lobby.  ‘Access’ broadcasting services were ones that sought to include the views of the 

marginalised such as social, ethnic and cultural minorities, as well as trade unions, 

industry and professional groups, religious and political organisations, and specialist 

music groups — that is, those groups in society who had traditionally been excluded 

from or treated poorly by mainstream media.  In this way, ‘access’ referred to the 

opportunity to have one’s views heard about issues of the day, and so contribute to 

local democracy.  ‘Access’ also referred to community control of station operations and 

program production and de-professionalisation in all areas of life, in order to encourage 

participation by ordinary citizens (Barlow 1998:48).  This latter interpretation was 

already evident in the papers presented to the 1974 Public Radio Broadcasting 

Conference, notably the Australian Capital Territory Council of Cultural Societies 

(Davies 1974:3), the Alternative Radio Association (Griffiths 1974:4) and the 

Community Radio Federation (Ramsden 1974:2).5

 

The Working Party on Public Broadcasting (1975:63) argued that ‘access’ was a loose 

term which could mean anything from revolt against professionalism to community 

access to broadcasting facilities.  To the Working Party, demand for ‘access’ concerned 

freedom of expression and that ‘all shades of opinion and tastes get a fair airing on 

radio; whether by professionals or otherwise’ (1975:63).  However, the Working Party 

suggested that, in Australia, ‘access is really a demand for a wider range of services, 

which would be satisfied by licencing [sic] the variety of interests’ (1975:63).  It argued 

that ‘access’ meant access to an audience, not merely access to a microphone by 

individuals, and that only by gaining an audience would public broadcasting become an 

effective forum for the free-flow of information and the circulation of ideas in the 

community (WPPB 1975:64).  In effect, the Working Party (1975:63) rejected the de-

professionalised public broadcasting model based on ‘access’ on ‘outsiders’ (amateur 

broadcasters) using existing facilities.  It warned that the laws of defamation acted 

against ‘freedom of expression’ and that broadcasters would best be served by those 

who ‘precisely understand the limitation of their licences’ (WPPB 1975:65).  Indeed, to 
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the Working Party, ‘access’ meant the professional production of quality programs that 

presented minority news and views in a broadly appealing way. 

 

To ensure access to an audience, the Working Party suggested that public radio stations 

would secure the voluntary help of professional educators and broadcasters to help 

members of the public produce their programs.  This early vision of community 

broadcasters as producers of professional product accounts for the initial optimism 

evident in relation to the sector’s economic independence.  It also indicates when the 

discourse of professionalism entered into the very heart of the idea of access.  

Nevertheless, the issue of funding — or lack of it — ensured a place for volunteers and 

amateur broadcasters in community radio. 

 

Funding and Staffing Community Broadcasting 

Barlow (1998:54-59) notes that early discussions concerning the independence of the 

sector largely dealt with questions of funding.  Some public broadcasters sought 

complete independence from government and commercial interests, proposing a model 

similar to that of the Pacifica Foundation in the United States, which was funded by 

listener subscriptions, endowments and grants from philanthropic organisations.  Others 

felt partial government funding would be necessary and proposed a number of options 

that could facilitate this, including the establishment of an independent organisation 

charged with obtaining and distributing funds on behalf of the sector.  The WPPB 

accepted that the government would have to provide some funding.  Another 

government agency, the Priority Review Staff, agreed, but was of the view that funding 

should be administered at arm’s length, offered selectively on a needs basis and tied to 

social and cultural objectives (Barlow 1998:55), thus foreshadowing the establishment 

of the Public Broadcasting Foundation. 

 

In the early 1970s, Australian audiences still paid licence fees and there was a 

suggestion that listeners nominate support for a particular station upon payment of the 

fee, as was done in countries such as The Netherlands (Bentley 1974:17).  More 

commercial approaches were also discussed at the 1974 Public Radio Broadcasting 

Conference, raising the familiar objection that: 
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This could lead to some stations being forced to accept commercial 
advertising similar to that being heard on the existing commercial 
stations.  In addition stations would then be put under considerable 
pressure to adopt a more ‘popular’ programming policy in order to 
increase the number of listeners and hence sell more of the advertiser’s 
goods or services.  This would defeat the whole idea of community 
stations which should be free to choose their own material and put on 
minority interest programs. (Davies 1974:6) 
 

 

These early discussions about funding revealed contrasting ideas about the role of 

volunteers.  Trevor Jarvie, representing 2MBS, one of the fine music stations, 

suggested that not everyone would want access to a microphone.  He suggested that 

volunteers may want to become involved for the ‘sheer love and excitement of it’, and 

that ‘Community Broadcasting will increasingly attract willing participators in every 

form: happily for those of us who will not be asking Treasury to pick up the tab’ 

(1974:5-6).  In other words, volunteers were seen as a cost-effective solution to the 

issue of funding and would ensure that community broadcasters remained independent 

of government and commerce.  The funding issue would lead to a split in the ranks of 

community broadcasting as well as result in a more prominent role for volunteers.  

Other broadcasters saw the role of volunteers as implicit in their understanding of 

‘alternative’ as process.  Both Davies (1974:5), representing the Australian Capital 

Territory Council of Cultural Societies, and Ramsden (1974), from the Community 

Radio Federation, asserted that at their stations’ programs would be produced by 

affiliated members and that it was their role as public broadcasters to encourage the 

production of programs by members of the community. 

 

After the dismissal of the Whitlam government in November 1975, the new caretaker 

Coalition government continued to support public broadcasting (Thornley 1995).  

Thornley (1999:186) argues that the Fraser Coalition government was able to provide a 

greater degree of consistency in its broadcasting policy because it had the majority in 

both Houses of Parliament and was therefore not in constant fear of being ousted from 

government.  After taking office, the Fraser Coalition government conducted an inquiry 

into broadcasting (the Green Report), resulting in amendments to the Broadcasting and 
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Television Act in 1976 and 1977, which officially added public radio as a third tier to 

Australian Broadcasting.  The Green Report (Green 1976) defined public radio as 

outlets that were operated by non-profit organisations and licensed to serve sections of 

the community with special interests.  Political parties and statutory authorities, other 

than educational institutions, were prevented from obtaining a licence (Tebbutt 1989).  

At this time, the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal (ABT) was formed, replacing the 

ABCB, and the licensing process was removed from ministerial control (Hall 1976 

178-79). 

 

A New Relationship with Audiences 

One of the first tasks of the ABT was to conduct an inquiry into self-regulation for 

broadcasting.  The Tribunal’s articulated the normative foundations of the Australian 

broadcasting system in its report Self-Regulation for Broadcasters? and set out the 

procedures by which the Tribunal would regulate the industry pending subsequent 

amendments to the Act.  The report states: 

 
That a broadcasting system ought to reflect and encourage a diversity of 
life styles, ideas, attitudes and value systems.  It ought to reflect the 
widest possible range of variety, information and opinion.  It should be 
flexible, diverse, editorially independent and accountable to the public.  
It should seek to enrich the lives and widen the horizons of the people it 
serves and it should also reflect the environment in which it operates. 
(ABT 1977:6) 

 

This report set out the defining features of public broadcasting.  To the Tribunal: 

 
The essence of public broadcasting is the fulfilment of a need for 
alternative programming and the development of a new relationship 
between broadcasters and their audiences. (ABT 1977:101) 

 

The Tribunal declared that the aim of public broadcasting was different from that of 

commercial and national broadcasting in that the sector would produce programs that 

would be ‘totally dissimilar in style and content’ to those transmitted by conventional 

broadcasters.  The Tribunal further suggested that the licensing of a variety of stations 

would rule out the need for ‘detailed regulatory control of public broadcasters’ and 

stations would be expected to serve defined audiences or geographical areas.  In their 
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licence applications, public broadcasters would be required to demonstrate that they 

could: 

• extend the range of meaningful services available to the public; 

• provide evidence of community support; 

• transmit programs for a reasonable period each day; 

• grant access to outside groups; and 

• enable the community of interest to be served by the station to participate in 

programming and management. (ABT 1977:101-2, emphasis added) 

 

With a view to demonstrating public accountability, all broadcasters were required to 

develop performance criteria, the ‘Promise of Performance’, which described the nature 

of the service and set out a general broadcasting policy (ABT 1977:102).  To assist 

with this process, the Tribunal suggested that the Public Broadcasting Association of 

Australia (PBAA), the sector’s peak organisation set up in 1974, ‘could and should 

have a role in the formulation of a broadly-based broadcasting code, including a 

statement of philosophy and objectives for the sector’.  The PBAA’s code could then be 

reflected in the ‘Promise of Performance’ submitted by individual public broadcasters 

(ABT 1977:103).  In its report, the Tribunal clearly expected the PBAA to adopt 

elements of a Code of Ethics submitted by the Sydney Public Broadcasting Association 

(SPBA) set up by Dr Peter Pockley, Oxford University graduate and former manager of 

ABC Science programs (Thornley 1999:136-37). 

 

The SPBA Code covered programming and management policies.  Specifically, the 

SPBA Code suggested that: 

• public broadcasters should see themselves as complementing and supplementing 

the existing systems in an alternative, innovative manner; they should not attempt to 

directly compete with the other sectors; 

• programs should reflect the highest professional standards; this should be 

encouraged by a system of training; 

• programs should reflect the expressed needs of the listening spectrum; no 

restrictions should therefore be placed on broadcasting in any language spoken in 

the target area; 
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• any kind of censorship should be avoided and varying viewpoints should be 

encouraged, unless these conflicted with station policy;  

• station policy should be regularly and clearly stated on air; 

• listener reaction should be encouraged and incorporated into programming, where 

practicable; 

• all broadcasters should be encouraged to participate in management and policy-

making; 

• the management should see itself as assisting and not controlling the broadcasters; 

and 

• management should develop the necessary technical, writing and research facilities 

to maximise the impact of the programs. (ABT 1977:103) 

 

The first point raised in the SPBA Code related to Section 81 of the Broadcasting and 

Television Act and concerned the viability of commercial broadcasters.  It was endorsed 

by the ABT during its 1978 public broadcasting inquiries (ABT 1979:10).  The other 

points were reworked by the PBAA into a seven-point Code of Ethics (see Appendix 2) 

presented to the ABT during the 1978 inquiry (ABT 1979).  The report of that inquiry 

devotes its first chapter to philosophical and policy issues and establishing criteria for 

the evaluation of public broadcasting licence applications. 

 

The main point of variation between the SPBA’s and PBAA’s Codes of Ethics 

concerned ‘professionalism’.  In the PBAA’s code, this was balanced against the 

‘widest possible community participation’.  Participation meant the involvement of 

community members, not only as broadcasters, but in station policy and decision-

making processes.  The SPBA Code of Ethics emphasised the production of quality 

programs by a self-managed collective of qualified broadcasters (or programming for 

an audience), rather than providing access in the broadest possible sense (or 

programming by a community). 

 

Following its 1978 inquiry, the ABT granted 26 ‘public’ broadcasting licences 

including the ‘experimental’ stations previously licensed by the ABCB and by the 

minister under the Wireless Telegraphy Act.  Ethnic stations 2EA and 3EA were 
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brought under the umbrella of the Special Broadcasting Services, the national 

government-funded multicultural broadcasting service that had also been established 

following the Green Report.  Public broadcasting licences were granted under three 

categories indicating the special purpose that motivated licence applications (ABT 

1979:9; Thornley 1999:205).  Category ‘E’ licences were granted to educational 

institutions; Category ‘S’ licences were for organisations providing special-interest 

programs including ethnic, music, sports, religion or student unions; and Category ‘C’ 

licences were granted to organisations to cover particular geographic areas.  With 

respect to funding, the ABT (1979:16) declared that it had no wish to interfere with a 

licencee’s right to choose its own funding sources.  Ethnic public broadcasters, for 

example, received financial assistance from the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS), 

and by this time public broadcasters had also been given assurances from government 

that they would be able to raise revenue from sponsorship, a limited form of advertising 

(Thornley 1999:203). 

 

The next round of public broadcasting licences were granted in 1980 when three ‘C’ 

class licences were allocated to 2REM in Albury-Wodonga, 8TOP in Darwin and 

8CCC in Alice Springs.  By the time Ian Sinclair  (Country Party) replaced Tony Staley 

(Liberal) as Minister for Communications, in 1981, issuing licences to rural public 

radio stations had become a priority (Thornley 1999:210), thus marking the beginning 

of sectoral expansion into regional Australia.  Towards the end of 1981, eleven rural 

and regional public radio stations were licensed. Sinclair further granted nine ‘C’ class 

licences to suburban public broadcasters in Sydney before the Coalition government 

lost office in 1983.  With the expansion of public broadcasting, the issue of funding 

also came to a head. 

 

Division in the Ranks 

Until the formation of the Public Broadcasting Foundation (PBF) in 1982, government 

funding for community broadcasting had come from various sources, including the 

Australia Council’s Film, Radio and Television Board, and the Australian Film 

Commission (Thornley 1999:329-30) — organisations whose principal business lay 

elsewhere.  Ethnic and Indigenous broadcasters received their funding from the SBS 
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and Radio for the Print Handicapped received its first grant from the International Year 

of the Disabled program (Thornley 1999:334).  The two stations licensed under the 

Broadcasting and Television Act, 3CR and 2CT, could raise revenue from sponsorship, 

a method which would become increasingly popular within the sector as a whole.  The 

formation of the PBF led to ethnic interests resigning from the PBAA in 1984 – a move 

that epitomised a number of divisions in the ranks of public broadcasting.  The ethnic 

broadcasters resigned over a disagreement which purportedly concerned the 

disbursement of ethnic programming funds from the PBF, but was arguably about a 

more fundamental problem: the contradiction between professionalism and ‘access’ 

broadcasting, and in particular about access to decision-making structures.6

 

The PBAA had been formed a few days after the Department of the Media held its 

Public Radio Broadcasting Conference in July 1974.  Thornley (1999:220) argues that 

the need to persuade government to issue broadcasting licences saw disparate groups 

bury their differences and accept leadership from ‘an elite group of well educated 

individuals, representing largely the university and fine music broadcasting interests’.  

The university stations all had highly educated, paid managers who were actively 

involved in the PBAA.  Thornley (1999: 227-32) argues that this group was able to 

promote its own interests while at the same time stifling dissent within the PBAA. 

 

To Thornley (1999:229), part of the problem lay with the PBAA’s membership 

structure in that licensed station held two votes compared to the single vote held by 

aspirants.  It thus became almost impossible for aspirants to influence the PBAA’s 

policy direction.  The PBAA’s lobbying efforts were primarily directed at normalising 

public broadcasting through amendments to the Broadcasting and Television Act and 

with developing regulations for the use of sponsorship.  Thornley (1999:231) argues 

that these issues were of concern to incumbent rather than the emergent broadcasters 

and offer an explanation as to why few new licences were issued under Tony Staley, 

the Liberal Minister for Post and Telecommunications. 

 

On the other hand, the PBAA’s structure can also be interpreted as generous in that it 

recognised aspirants as having legitimate claims.  Furthermore, the PBAA’s focus on 
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legislation would ultimately benefit aspirants once these were granted their 

broadcasting licences.  As for granting additional public radio licences, this was 

perhaps a less urgent matter for the minister.  Hall (1981:76-77; 1976:178-79) points 

out that, during Staley’s administration, the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal had been 

established as an independent statutory authority responsible for issuing broadcasting 

licences.  At the same time, the ABC was undergoing an inquiry into its policies and 

administration and commercial stations were agitating for self-regulation.  Under 

Staley, multicultural television had commenced in 1980 and was gradually being rolled 

out across the nation (Brisbane audiences, for example, could not receive SBS 

television until 1985), and there were plans afoot to introduce cable and a domestic 

satellite service.  Hall (1981:77) notes that, by the time Tony Staley resigned from the 

ministry, it had cast off its status as a low-priority portfolio. 

 

Nevertheless, the aspirant issue raised by Thornley points to cracks emerging within 

the PBAA and a weakness among community broadcasters to recognise their own 

diverse needs.  Early in the sector’s history, many community broadcasters had already 

formed other community radio associations to represent their interests in addition to the 

PBAA.  These included regional and state-based associations (Tebbutt 1989:144), but 

also those based on special interests.  Christian public broadcasters had set up their own 

peak organisation in 1978, following the licensing of 2CBA-FM in Sydney.  Today, the 

Association of Christian Broadcasters has 49 members comprising Christian 

Broadcasters in Australia and the South Pacific region (Association of Christian 

Broadcasters 2002).  In 1981, Indigenous public broadcasters, whose funding had been 

disbursed by the PBAA, formed the National Aboriginal and Islander Broadcasting 

Association (later to transform into NIMAA).  In the same year, public broadcasters 

concerned with the provision of services for the visually impaired, established the 

Australian Council for Radio for the Print Handicapped which received its first 

government grant (Thornley 1999:237-38).  Ethnic broadcasters, however, were the 

most significant group to break away from the PBAA (Thornley 1999:234-35). 

 

Access and Ethnic Broadcasting 

Ethnic broadcasting was funded by the SBS, which consulted with the PBAA to 
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determine funding decisions.  Ethnic broadcasters became increasingly dissatisfied with 

this situation because funds went to stations who could use the money however they 

wished.  Ethnic broadcasters argued that ethnic funding should be used to produce 

ethnic programs and not end up in the general funding of the host stations.  Their 

concerns were ignored, resulting in the resignation of ethnic broadcasters from the 

PBAA and the formation of their own organisation, the National Ethnic and 

Multicultural Broadcasters Council (NEMBC).  George Zangalis, current NEMBC 

president and a community radio activist since the early 1970s, suggests several reasons 

for its formation: 

 
The general community broadcasting sector had an ill-conceived and 
sometimes distorted view of what the ethnic community broadcasters can 
do.  We were seen for quite a while as something different, not to say 
strange.  Ok, it’s there for a while but we should really be like the rest of 
the community broadcasting sector.  It suffered from the general 
Australian disease, I would call it, of suspecting those who do not have 
the same language or cultural background, seeing it as a threat, not as a 
challenge and a good thing for Australia as a whole.  Xenophobia was a 
very important element in the relationship between the ethnic and non-
ethnic component of community broadcasting.  People felt they were left 
out of decision-making.  Misunderstood.  And since we started the 
NEMBC, I think the relationship with the rest of the sector is one in 
which by-and-large equals argue and come up with more sensible 
outcomes. (Ethnic Broadcasting Association of Queensland [EBAQ] 
2002a: 203-4) 

 

George Zangalis indicates that at the heart of the dispute with the PBAA was the 

conviction that, for ethnic communities, community radio meant access radio: 

 
The ethnic community broadcasting sector is a grass roots organisation.  
That is, it relies on the membership by individuals and organisations, 
with equality of voting.  And some sectors in community broadcasting 
rely on institutional support and, if you like, the full-time management 
runs the station.  In our constitutions, in the NEMBC, the full-time 
personnel have an advisory role but are not eligible to be elected to 
leading committees.  In other words, it’s very clear the elected members 
of the committee, of the community, should be in charge of the station 
and not the full-time staff and managers. (EBAQ 2002a: 204) 

 

The NEMBC soon rivalled the PBAA and was able to secure a substantial proportion 

of the funding for public broadcasting, affirming in the process the importance of 
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access and community. 

 

Another group to break away from the PBAA, in 1986, represented  ‘radical elements’ 

(Thornley 1999:236).  Comprising 2RSR, 2XX, 3CR, 3RRR and 4ZZZ, the Progressive 

Radio Association included the most popular public radio stations in the country.  Their 

concerns addressed ideological issues rather than funding.  They were unhappy with the 

PBAA’s acceptance of the view that public broadcasting be considered complementary 

and supplementary to existing services and also objected to being described as ‘special 

purpose’ licences rather than as ‘access’ stations.  The Progressive Radio Association 

was short-lived, however, and by the early 1990s all its members had renewed their 

membership with the renamed Community Broadcasting Association of Australia.7

 

These different associations each represented different visions of community 

broadcasting and demonstrate the difficulties associated with achieving consensus 

within a diverse sector, particularly where this concerns fundamental ideological and 

cultural divisions.  These divisions are premised upon either representative/elitist or 

participatory forms of democracy (see Chapter 2).  Thus, ethnic and progressive 

elements of community broadcasting sought to promote participatory forms of 

democracy, emphasising access by diverse groups, while Christian, Indigenous and 

RPH sub-sectors preferred representative forms of democracy and were primarily 

concerned with offering professional services that met the specific cultural and special 

needs of their audiences (Barlow 1999).  

 

By June 1988, 10 years after the ABT licensed the first public radio stations, there were 

73 public stations ‘operating in metropolitan, regional, rural and remote locations with 

populations of two thousand to three million people, some organisations wholly reliant 

on volunteers while others employed up to twenty paid staff’ (Barlow 1998: 81-83).  

Thornley (1999:239) argues that a fundamental problem with the PBAA was that it was 

unable to recognise the electoral significance of the special interests that developed 

within community broadcasting.  But while the PBAA remained closed to the shifts 

taking place within the sector, government was well aware of the emerging sectional 

interests and funding became available for some whereas it dwindled for others 
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(Thornley 1999:238).  By 1992 there were 120 community radio stations across the 

country. Following the introduction of the Broadcasting Services Act in 1992, 

community broadcasting has experienced rapid growth, while government funding has 

been tied to broader policy objectives. 

 

 

Sector Expansion 

 

The introduction of the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 (BSA) replaced the Australian 

Broadcasting Tribunal with the Australian Broadcasting Authority (ABA).  One of its 

primary functions was planning the availability of the analogue broadcasting services 

band, which includes AM and FM radio services, and VHF and UHF television 

services (ABA 1998:51-53).  The first stage of the planning process was completed in 

September 1993 and determined the ABA’s planning priorities based on geography and 

the different uses of the broadcasting services band.  The second stage determined the 

number of channels available in different parts of Australia and was completed in 

August 1994.  At this time, the Labor Minister for Communications and the Arts, 

Michael Lee, directed the ABA to reserve capacity for a sixth television channel and 

spectrum was also made available for use by temporary community broadcasters (ABA 

1998:59).  The sixth channel was subsequently made available for community access 

on a trial basis until 1997 and this was extended by the Coalition Minister for 

Communications and the Arts, Senator Richard Alston, until the year 2000. 

 

The third stage of the planning process is the preparation of licence area plans for 

particular geographic areas, taking into account technical, demographic, social and 

economic characteristics.  In September 2003, ABA Chairman Professor David Flint 

(ABA 2003 [online]) announced the completion of the planning process and the 

concomitant expansion of commercial and community radio services.  Professor Flint 

(ABA 2003) further asserted that ‘such wholesale expansion of analog radio is unlikely 

to recur’, although digital technology could open up ‘new frontiers’. 

 

By 2002, community broadcasting had mushroomed across the nation, with 158 
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permanently licensed radio stations, 137 temporary community radio licences, eight 

community television stations, and 100 permanent and 40 temporary Indigenous 

community radio and television licences (Productivity Commission 2000:275; 

Thompson 2000a).  Community broadcasting continues to expand.  By September 

2002, the Australian Broadcasting Authority listed 317 community radio broadcasting 

licences (ABA 2002). 

 

 

Table 3.1 Community Radio Broadcasting Licences (December 2001) 
Location 
Licence type  

Capital City % Other % Total % 

General geographic area 35 26 98 74 133 100 
Special interest 37 57 28 43 65 100 
ATSI* 4 4 95 96 99 100 
Total 76 25.5 221 74.5 297 100 
* Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander.  Source: Communications Update no. 164, April 
2002:21. 
 

 

 

Most of the recent growth in community radio has taken place in regional and rural 

Australia (table 3.1).  In December 2001, three-quarters of all stations were located 

outside capital cities, with most of the non-Indigenous stations servicing general 

geographic areas (Communications Update 2002:21).  ‘Generalist’ stations are licensed 

to serve diverse interests within a geographic boundary, rather than serve specialist 

interests such as ethnic, Indigenous, religious, educational, Radio Print Handicapped 

and specialist music stations (Moran 1995; Thompson 1997:19). 

 

Despite the rapid growth of the sector, community radio audiences are marginal.  In 

1999, it was estimated that 5.6 per cent of the population listened to some community 

radio (Productivity Commission 2000:276).  An earlier study, published by the ABA, 

reported that in the capital cities only 3 per cent of the population usually listened to 

community radio, while in non-metropolitan areas 6 per cent of the population usually 

listened to community radio (ABA 1995:61).8
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Community radio’s marginal listenership is reflected in its income.  At the end of June 

1997, total income for community radio was  $23.8 million, or 3.8 per cent of the total 

revenue for private sector broadcasting (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS] 1998:6). 

 By comparison, the total commercial radio revenue was $584.8 million.  Sale of air-

time represented 37 per cent of community radio revenue, 29.4 per cent was from 

government funding (including grants disbursed by the Community Broadcasting 

Foundation) and 10.1 per cent was from subscription and membership fees (ABS 

1998:11).  The CBAA reports that the average turnover of licensed community radio 

stations is $175 000 per annum.  However, there are significant differences between 

stations located in metropolitan centres and those in rural and remote areas.  The 

average annual turnover for metropolitan and sub-metropolitan stations is $281 000; 

while for regional and remote stations it is $102 000, with many all-volunteer 

operations turning over less than $50 000 per year (CBAA 2001). 

 

Federal government funding to the sector has increasingly become tied to more general 

social and economic programs.  For the Labor government (1983–96), for example, 

public broadcasting was seen as an important part of its social justice strategy.  In his 

address to the annual PBAA conference in 1991, the Labor Minister for Transport and 

Communications, Kim Beazley, asserted that: 

 
The reality of the situation from the Government’s perspective [is that] 
public broadcasting will not get taxpayers’ money for nothing.  The 
money goes to you because you are seen as an appropriate vehicle for 
serving a range of social policy objectives — for meeting community 
needs. (PBAA 1991) 

 

At that conference, Beazley announced that his government considered the needs of 

ethnic and Aboriginal communities to be greatest, and that most of the funding for 

public radio would be directed to these services for training projects and the 

establishment of an Ethnic Radio Current Affairs program (PBAA 1991).  Funding was 

also targeted at infrastructure projects, such as the purchase of satellite reception 

equipment, and Beazley also foreshadowed the introduction of Digital Audio 

Broadcasting. 
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The Coalition government has continued the policy emphasis on infrastructure 

development and the proportionally greater support for ethnic and Aboriginal 

broadcasting, as well as for Radio for the Print Handicapped (see Appendix 3).  Federal 

government funding is disbursed by the Community Broadcasting Foundation 

(previously the PBF) and represents just 7 per cent of the sector’s total revenue 

(Melville 2001).  Between 1994 and 2000, funding for five full-time ethnic stations 

increased by 77 per cent, from $576 549 to $874 269.  Between 1993 and 2000, annual 

funding for Radio for the Print Handicapped (RPH) has more than doubled and for 

Indigenous broadcasting it has more than tripled.  Indigenous broadcasters also receive 

annual funding of around $12 million from the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Commission (ATSIC 1999:12).  Despite the dramatic funding increases for the 

specialist sub-sectors, between 1985 and 2000 the sector has experienced an overall 

funding decrease in real terms (Forde, Foxwell & Meadows 2001:3). 

 

 

Volunteering and the Shift to the Right 

 

Although marginal in terms of listeners and income, community radio supports a large, 

predominantly volunteer labour force.  In 1997, the sector employed about 500 staff 

and more than 10 300 volunteers (ABS 1998:6).  More recent research suggests the 

number of volunteers is around 20 000 and represents an in-kind labour cost of about 

$145 million per year  (Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 2002:28).  These data represent a 

snapshot of individuals volunteering in the sector at a given time and they suggest that 

the number of people who have ever volunteered in community radio is substantial.  

Most volunteers (78.5 per cent) are engaged in the production and presentation of 

programs (ABS 1998:10).  They are also involved with management, administration, 

sales and marketing, and technical services.  Volunteer training is predominantly 

undertaken by the sector itself and provides a basic entry point to the broadcasting 

industry more generally (Department of Communications and the Arts 1997:1). 

 

Today, the presence of volunteers is the most conspicuous manifestation of the 

fundamental principles of community broadcasting.  Community broadcasting’s 
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founding principles are set out in the Community Broadcasting Code of Practice, as 

required of the BSA (see Appendix 4).  They include: 

• the control and operation of a community radio licence by an organisation that is 

non-profit, autonomous and representative of its community; 

• the provision of mechanisms for active participation by that community in 

management and operations; 

• encouragement of participation by those denied effective access to, and not 

adequately served by, other media; and 

• independence in programming, editorial and management decisions. 

 

In his doctoral thesis, David Barlow (1998) explored the extent to which the Australian 

community broadcasting sector had achieved its founding principles and how the sector 

might proceed into the future.  Barlow assesses the salience of four key elements – 

access and participation, diversity and plurality, alternative, independence, and non-

profit and non-commercial’ – among volunteers and staff at three community radio 

stations comprising an urban, a rural and an Indigenous broadcaster. 

 

Barlow’s cross-case analysis reveals fundamental differences in the aims and operation 

of each case study.  The urban-based station was established to provide access for those 

marginalised by mainstream media, and access and participation were concepts 

receiving an ‘almost hallowed’ status; they informed everyday processes and practices 

designed to empower volunteers (Barlow 1998: 247).  A sense of injustice had led to 

the establishment of the Indigenous broadcaster.  It adopted an advocacy role favouring 

the employment of broadcasting professionals and hence the professionalisation of the 

Indigenous voice.  The rural community broadcaster saw its key role as ‘integrative’ in 

that it primarily provided a local service to its community.  At this station, notions of 

access and participation were about ensuring that there were enough volunteers to run 

the station but community members were ‘otherwise considered and expected to be 

passive recipients of the information and entertainment provided’ (Barlow 1998:254).  

At this station, coherent democratic structures were absent, with decisions being made 

by a small band of hard-working individuals ‘whose "can do" style pays scant attention 

to notions of access and participation’ (Barlow 1998:250).   
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Barlow (1998:266) concludes that the broad thrust of community radio’s key elements 

can accommodate these differences, but also that the key elements are being 

undermined by tensions that have been problematic for the sector since its inception.  

These tensions concern professionalisation — defined as the desire to produce ‘good’ 

radio — as well as popularisation — involving the pressure to increase audience size 

— and commercialisation — involving the pressure to seek revenue from commercial 

activity.  Barlow’s contribution to an understanding of Australian community 

broadcasting is important in that his evaluation of the sector’s key elements resulted in 

a set of criteria that mapped aspects of the sector’s diversity (for example, each 

station’s perception of its mission and role in the community), which go beyond 

description of the various sub-sectoral interests such as Christian or Indigenous 

broadcasting (for example, as provided by Moran 1995). 

 

My study concerns the same issues, but differs from Barlow’s in that I consider 

professionalisation, popularisation and commercialisation to be inherent in the key 

principles of community broadcasting and thus it becomes difficult to separate these 

tendencies from contemporary views and practices.  While Barlow evaluates 

contemporary community broadcasting practices against principles identified from his 

analysis of the discursive domain inhabited by government policy-makers and the 

community broadcasting elite of the early 1970s, my study questions those principles 

and examines community broadcasting practice from a reformulation of the idea of 

participatory democracy. 

 

The drawback of Barlow’s approach is that it assumes that the sector’s own normative 

formulation is adequate in providing the indices for effective analysis.  In contrast, my 

study is premised on the assumption that normative benchmarks need to take into 

account the epistemological foundations upon which such benchmarks rest.  As I have 

demonstrated in Chapter 2, these epistemological foundations concern divergent 

conceptions of democracy.  By taking this approach, it becomes possible to examine 

the extent to which the ‘undesirable’ elements of professionalisation, popularisation 

and commercialisation are ingrained in particular interpretations of the sector’s 
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‘desirable’ elements or founding principles.  A key question, then, concerns the 

relevance of community radio’s original ideals. 

 

The Code of Practice: One Size Does Not Fit All 

The problem of relevance of community broadcasting’s Code of Practice, with its 

emphasis on volunteers, has been taken up by Indigenous broadcasters.  They have 

successfully lobbied their case for the creation of a separate licence category to the 

House of Representatives Standing Committee on Communications Transport and the 

Arts’ inquiry into regional radio as well as the Productivity Commission inquiry.  Both 

inquiries support the establishment of a separate Indigenous licence category in 

recognition of Indigenous broadcasting as a primary service to remote parts of the 

country and as a promoter of cross-cultural understanding (Productivity Commission 

2000:288; HRSCCTA 2001:37).  At the Productivity Commission’s public hearing in 

Brisbane, Jim Remedio, then Chairman of the National Indigenous Media Association 

of Australia, asserted: 

 
It is our belief that the Indigenous broadcasting sector does not belong 
under the community classification within the act ...  Within this 
framework community broadcasting is about local broadcasting by local 
communities.  It is about providing a voice for those sections of the 
community not catered for by existing media.  It is based upon a non-
profit low budget principle, a principle that encourages a labour force 
that is volunteer based.  Its objective is to encourage maximum 
participation in the operation and management of services by its local 
communities.  Its general objective is to provide its local communities 
with a media outlet that they, as individuals or as community groups, 
can use to put their views across with.  Community broadcasting within 
this context is about local programming by and for local people and 
about local issues. 
 

For Remedio, the aims and objectives of the Indigenous broadcasting sector 

differ substantially from those of the community broadcasting sector: 

 
This [Indigenous] sector plays an extremely important role in the 
preservation and maintenance of our culture and language.  It also plays 
an extremely important and essential role in allowing self-determination 
for our communities.  To allow for the development of a programming 
environment that caters for these special objectives, it was determined 
from the beginning that this service requires its labour force to be highly 
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trained and well-informed about cultural, linguistic and other aspects of 
Indigenous community. (Productivity Commission 1999) 

 

Submissions to both these inquiries from other community broadcasters suggest the 

sector’s main priority is the issue of funding.9   Most submissions raised funding and 

sponsorship issues as their primary concern.  The impact of narrowcasting licences and 

the introduction of digital radio broadcasting were also mentioned in relation to 

revenue.  Many submissions expressed a desire for an increase in sponsorship time, 

currently restricted to five minutes an hour.  Five submissions referred to the sector’s 

community development and training functions, or the sector’s contribution to local 

communities.  The emphasis on revenue in the submissions seems to lend support to 

Thompson’s concern, raised at the start of this chapter, that the sector is veering 

towards a commercialist philosophy. 

 

Forde (2001) also raises the issue of relevance of the sector’s founding principles. 

Forde, together with Meadows and Foxwell (2002), conducted a national survey of 

Australian community radio and collected data on management, news and current 

affairs programming, income, demographics, Indigenous and ethnic programming and 

training.10   Forde (2001) reports that the survey data revealed a perception within the 

sector of a  ‘shift to the right’, most likely the result of the growth of the number of 

regional stations that have a more conservative membership.  Forde’s account suggests 

this perception of a ‘shift to the right’ stems from the common belief that Australian 

community radio was initiated as a site of radical and progressive politics, exemplified 

by high-profile radical stations such as Brisbane’s 4ZZZ, Canberra’s 2XX and 

Melbourne’s 3CR.  The sector, however, was criticised as the ‘plaything of the elite’ as 

early as the mid-1970s (Barlow 1999:91), and Thornley’s revisionist history (1995, 

2001) indicates that the bulk of the demand for expansion of the sector came from 

conservative and apolitical sections of the community.  

 

Despite the conservative shift, both Barlow (1999) and Forde (2001) conclude that the 

sector remains committed to access, participation and the empowerment of ordinary 

community members.  These goals, however, are not alien to conservative sections of 
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society.  Lyons (2001:99-104) shows, for example, that a variety of non-profit, self-

managed groups have long attracted support from a succession of conservative 

governments.  Hence the fact that the terms ‘access’ and ‘participation’ can 

accommodate a wide range of interpretations should come as no surprise.  In 1976 

Henry Mayer observed: 

 
The ‘access’ idea is very flexible and can be embraced both by 
confrontationist-activist groups and by those merely wishing to have a 
little more variety amongst the well-modulated basically satisfied 
voices. (Mayer 1976:125) 

 

Similarly, the idea of ‘empowerment’ is also open to various interpretations.  To Forde 

(2001), it means ‘giving a voice to the voiceless’ as exemplified by the presence of 

ethnic and Indigenous broadcasting.  To others, empowerment includes the ability to 

express an opinion in public, but also refers to capacities and opportunities to 

participate in democratic decision-making processes (Kenny 1999:156). 

 

Empirical results from Barlow’s casestudy and Forde, Meadows and Foxwell’s national 

survey (2002), in addition to Thornley’s historical study, indicate that the practice of 

community broadcasting is largely an activity taking place in an apolitical ‘middle of 

the road’ environment.  Barlow’s case of the urban community radio station with 

explicit aims and processes designed to empower marginalised communities is a rare 

exception.  But if explicitly empowering practices are the exception rather than the 

norm, how do ‘middle-of-the-road’, generally apolitical organisations contribute to 

democracy? 

 

A phenomenological study of volunteers’ perceptions at a university-supported regional 

community radio station undertaken by Wanda Coates (1997) suggests community 

broadcasting can empower volunteers and contribute towards democracy in ways that 

are perhaps more mundane than more activist and radical conceptions of alternative 

media practice have allowed for.  In accordance with Barlow’s findings, Coates’ results 

point to an integrative (and hence ritual) function for non-metropolitan community 

radio.  Specifically, Coates concludes that the practice of broadcasting facilitates 

interaction between individual, volunteer broadcasters and members of the local 
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community.  For volunteers, the activity of announcing identified and confirmed the 

existence of a community in which they were accepted as members.  Community radio 

therefore contributes to the formation of social capital (Coates 1997 [online: Ch. 6), 

and hence to empowerment.  The concept of social capital drives the analysis of the 

practice of community broadcasting presented in this study.  However, as noted earlier, 

the concept is slippery and open to broad interpretation (Winter 2000), with some 

invoking social capital to justify self-reliance and a retreat of government 

infrastructure, while others use the same concept to justify an increase in government 

support.  A specific application of the concept to this study is presented in Chapter 4. 

 

The emphasis on localism is perhaps a more recent phenomenon, given that the sector 

emerged out of an urban movement.11  Barlow (1998:70) indicates that the early push 

towards localism came from the Fraser government’s Minister for Post and 

Telecommunications, Tony Staley, who voiced the expectation that community radio 

stations would establish close relationships with their communities.  As community 

broadcasting expands into rural communities, the emphasis on localism has gained 

greater currency, especially where community broadcasting licences are the only local 

broadcasting service (Thornley 2001a:4).  This suggests that the motivations of rural 

and regional community broadcasting services differ from those of urban-based 

interests. 

 

The majority of generalist stations are located in non-metropolitan communities that are 

probably less diverse compared with urban populations.  The relative growth of the 

non-metropolitan sub-sectors within community broadcasting suggests that founding 

principles developed by urban interests have little relevance for the experience of 

contemporary, chronically under-funded, non-metropolitan and generalist community 

broadcasters.  Today, specialist stations, primarily located in capital cities and the 

larger regional centres, serve clearly identifiable communities of interest and enjoy 

considerable support from those communities.  Generalist stations, on the other hand, 

may have considerable support from some segments of their communities, but are at 

risk of becoming irrelevant if they fail to identify with diverse local interests such as 

youth, or pensioners, or with newly emerging interests.  Furthermore, the sector’s rapid 
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expansion and the popularity of community broadcasting with volunteers play down the 

frailty of the sector’s financial footing.  Chronic under-funding, particularly in non-

metropolitan communities, further undermines the relevance of those founding 

principles. 

 

Thompson (1999:24-25) warns that traditional sources of assistance to community 

broadcasting are on the decline. Where once local government, utilities and tertiary 

institutions were able to assist community broadcasters for free or at very low cost, 

commercialisation of public institutions rules out much of this traditional support.  

Combined with demands to further increase sponsorship airtime, it should come as no 

surprise that many community broadcasters are adopting commercial approaches, often 

to the detriment of access and participation.  This should be of considerable concern to 

the public as well as to regulators, since community media — especially in non-

metropolitan communities — are in a unique position to ameliorate the social and 

cultural impacts of globalisation, driven by developments such as satellite technology, 

computerisation and networking. 

 

 

Community Broadcasting as a Response to Globalisation 

 

The emergence and popularity of community broadcasting represents a citizen response 

to the processes of globalisation that were already making an impact during the 

NWICO debate (see Chapter 2; Barlow 1997:132; Prehn 1992:266).  Globalisation 

presents challenges for both citizens and governments.  When viewed in the context of 

globalisation, the proliferation of community radio licences that followed the 

introduction of the BSA occurred at the same time that ‘new media’, the ‘new world 

order’ and globalisation became pressing issues for government.  Indeed, government 

policies for community broadcasting suggest an agenda that recognises the impact of 

globalisation, the uncertainties presented by the convergence of technologies and the 

possible impacts on communities.  These issues will now be addressed with the 

qualification that this study did not set out to present an analysis of governmental 

responses to globalisation and their articulation in community broadcasting policies, 
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and this is a shortcoming of the thesis. 

 

Globalisation and Its Impacts 

Globalisation has been defined as: 

 
A transnational process of economic integration which includes the 
proliferation of international commodity chains, transnational firm 
expansion, and corporate mergers. (Lacy 2000:6) 

 

New information technologies – computerisation, digitisation, miniaturisation, satellites 

and fibre-optics – have a central role in this process.  Digitisation facilitates the storage 

and transmission of information through the computer and encourages convergence of 

previously distinct activities (Cunningham & Flew 1997:403-4), for example email and 

internet merge telecommunications with computer functions and the development of 

multimedia combines audio-visual with written texts.  As well as technical advances, 

globalisation has political and social implications.  It encourages the formation of 

global, transnational media, telecommunications and other corporations (Cunningham 

& Flew 1997:409), but also international non-profit, non-government organisations 

such as the International Federation of Red Cross, Amnesty International and 

Greenpeace (Worthington 2001 [online]).  Globalisation also encourages greater 

movement of people across national borders, both legal and illegal, and encourages the 

transnationalisation of crime (Worthington 2001 [online]).  These technical, economic 

and social dimensions of globalisation result in territorial boundaries becoming more 

porous and less clearly defined. 

 

One concern raised by globalisation is the liberalisation of trade.  This is said to 

encourage governments to reduce taxes and labour conditions with the negative result 

that governments are limited in their ability to provide services for the most 

disadvantaged (Worthington 2001).  Barlow (1997:130-31) argues that globalisation 

can lead to the depletion of community infrastructure, a loss of local ownership of 

businesses, a reduction in corporate accountability and reduced access to key decision-

makers.  As decision-makers become less accessible, they are increasingly relieved of 

their civic responsibilities to the community, and this can undermine local identity.  
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Global corporate decision-makers may view localities as little more than production 

sites to be abandoned when they are no longer profitable (Barlow 1997:130-31). 

 

According to Glenn Worthington (2001), from the Government’s  Politics and Public 

Administration Group, such views are prevalent among disparate groups including 

Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party  and the anti-globalisation protestors that 

demonstrated at the international meetings of the World Economic Forum, the 

International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organisation and other global trade 

forums held in Melbourne, Seattle, Davos (Switzerland) and Prague (Walker 2001).  

Independent federal parliamentarian Bob Katter resigned from the National Party as a 

result of his government’s response to globalisation.  The cosmopolitan nature of 

globalisation has led to groups such as One Nation retreating behind an anti-

multiculturalism platform (Worthington 2001; Grant 1997). Worthington (2001) argues 

that such reactions are based on perceptions of the erosion of national identity and 

social cohesion, the result of increased global population movements, including 

‘illegal’ refugees, and global communications networks that deliver a primarily North 

American view of the world (Worthington 2001).  Borja and Castles (1996:13) suggest 

that the responses of groups as disparate as the anti-globalisation protestors and 

Australia’s One Nation party are indicative of communities asserting their identities, 

based on territorial, regional, ethnic, religious, sex-based and personal constructs of 

meaning, sometimes in fundamental terms.  In this context, the allocation of so many 

community broadcasting licences can be understood as a concession to communities 

asserting their identities in a globalising world. 

 

Globalisation may also have positive impacts, however.  In a study of satellite-

delivered remote commercial television in Western Australia, Green (1998:32-34) 

found that many rural people welcomed access to a variety of programs made possible 

by commercial satellite television.  Commercial satellite television was introduced to 

address the issue of distance between remote and metropolitan audiences (Green 

1998:25).  Green points out, however, that — rather than closing a gap between country 

and city viewers — the introduction of commercial satellite television: 
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Became the trigger for a redefinition of what it was to be rural or 
regional, rather than a lessening of the experience of rural and regional 
life. (Green 1998:28) 
 

 
Roth and Valaskakis (1989:230) observed a similar outcome for Indigenous Canadian 

communities, where the introduction of ‘US-style, commodity oriented’ programs 

seemed to encourage an interest in their own culture.  These findings add weight to the 

assertion that locality, local society, collective actions and mutual identity continue to 

be important elements in people’s personal lives (Bridger & Luloff 1998).  Programs 

delivered via satellite often define the rural experience from an urban perspective that 

does not always match the reality (Green 1998:29-35).  Green concludes that: 

 
any differences between city and country life should be differences 
conceived, defined and adopted by country people themselves, not 
imposed from the metropolitan core (Green 1998:34). 
 

Hence the logic of community media, which: 

 
contribute to the ‘social glue’ of a locality by reinforcing local identity 
and providing an alternative to the global media deluge [and] also ensure 
some information and communication infrastructure remains in public 
hands (Barlow 1997:133). 
 
 

When viewed from this perspective, the issue of networking is primarily a matter of 

choice and the direction of the flow of cultural products.  It follows that the decision by 

some community broadcasters to re-transmit the commercially produced John Laws 

program or commercial news services can be considered as acceptable (see Chapter 2). 

 At the same time, local community broadcasters should be encouraged to offer their 

locally produced programs and points of view to listeners elsewhere, and this is one 

function of the Community Radio Satellite network (ComRadSat).12  ComRadSat was 

established under the Labor government and it has continued to receive funding 

following the change of government in 1996 (see Appendix 3).  Government support 

for networked services can be considered an important response to globalisation. 

 

Government Responses 
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According to Borja and Castells (1996:13), nation-state organisations need to be more 

flexible if they are to adapt to constant changes in the world system.  They argue that 

local and regional governments are often more flexible and more closely connected 

with their communities compared with national governments.  Communities that offer a 

combination of technological infrastructure, human resources and flexible local 

management systems can be attractive to global corporations (Borja & Castells 

1996:14-15).  Therefore, to best meet the challenge of globalisation, governments 

should encourage an active, vigorous and empowered citizenry which is willing and 

able to participate in decision-making processes — or what Barber (1984:152) refers to 

as the ‘politics of amateurs’.  Participation in decision-making processes requires 

access to information, channels of expression, representation and redress.  Clearly, new 

communications technology can serve these ends, suggesting that their adoption would 

come naturally to community-controlled media. 

 

Strengthening the communication infrastructure of regional and local communities is 

on the policy agenda of both sides of government.  This suggests that government 

funding made available to community broadcasting to establish and operate networked 

and online services can be therefore be understood as government mobilising the sector 

in response to globalisation.  Labor’s Mark Latham (2002), for example, asserts that in 

a globalised era the politics of community matter more, not less.  Latham (2003) further 

argues that an appropriate response to globalisation is the maximisation of information 

flows and cultural exchanges, especially since new communications technology is 

encouraging the regionalisation rather than centralisation of economic activity. 

 

Worthington (2001) argues that regionalism should not be accompanied by isolationism 

because engagement with the world ensures Australia keeps abreast of international 

advances.  According to Worthington (2001), it is important that governments 

encourage the development of a highly skilled labour force, encourage immigration as a 

means of gaining and disseminating skills, encourage foreign investment, and develop a 

society that is open to new experiences.  The adoption of policies that support a stable 

social and political infrastructure will ensure that the role of national governments and 

their sovereignty remain intact (Kerr 2001; Worthington 2001). 
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The Coalition government also recognises community broadcasting’s role in a 

globalising world and its capacity to provide ‘a welcome degree of localism and 

diversity ... uniquely qualified and experienced to address future information needs of 

local communities’ (Better Communications 1996).  Between 1996 and 2001, the 

Coalition government allocated $10.5 million from its Better Broadcasting fund to 

operate ComRadSat and to develop an online infrastructure package that includes the 

Community Access Network (CAN) and the Community Broadcasting Database (CBD) 

(CBOnline 2001a; Alston 1998).  These policy initiatives correspond with the 

objectives of the Coalition government’s Networking the Nation program, designed to 

improve telecommunications services and infrastructure in rural, regional and remote 

Australia (Regional Telecommunications Infrastructure Fund Secretariat 1998). 

 

To Barlow (1997:127), ‘it is not inconceivable that stations may become access points 

for state and federal government services mediated from metropolitan and provincial 

centres’.  Indeed, it appears that community broadcasters are policy-takers, rather than 

policy-makers. Jeff Langdon (1998:30), former station manager of Adelaide’s 5UV, 

notes that in 1990 Prime Minister Hawke announced that SBS radio programs would be 

delivered to regional ethnic communities via local community radio stations.  Neither 

regional community radio stations nor the ethnic community broadcasting sector was 

aware of this development, or even in favour of it, and subsequent negotiation with 

government resulted in the establishment of ComRadSat and the Australian Ethnic 

Radio Training Project (AERTP). 

 

The Coalition government’s funding of the CAN and CBD initiatives was also 

announced without the knowledge of the community broadcasting sector.  Under the 

CAN package, 129 community radio stations received a computer and modem and a 

$400 cash grant to subsidise telephone costs associated with the new technology 

(Martin 1998:4, 27).  Also in 1998, the government announced ‘totally unexpectedly’ 

that it would provide $1.5 million to community broadcasting to improve the 

distribution and broadcasting of Australian music (Thompson 1999:25).  The grant is 

part of a compensation package designed to mitigate parallel import legislation for 
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recorded music and utilises ComRadSat and the internet to assist with the distribution 

of Australian music to community radio. 

 

It appears that government policies supporting community broadcasting have been 

driven by government agendas more than by the needs identified by the sector.  

Government funding policies have led to ethnic, Aboriginal and print-handicapped 

services being funded at ‘significantly higher level than the bulk of the sector’ (CBF 

1994a:17).  Government funding has supported the development of accredited industry 

training resources, the Australian Music Radio Airplay Project, the digitalisation of the 

community radio satellite service (ComRadSat) and, more significantly, the 

development of online infrastructure and content through programs such as the 

Community Access Network and CBOnline (Melville 2003:7, 1998:5).  The sector has 

largely accepted these government-initiated projects without question.  The result is 

that cash-strapped community radio stations are encouraged to apply for equipment for 

which they may have no immediate need and which stress their role as receivers of 

policy, rather than encourage them to become policy initiators.  The situation further 

encourages many generalist stations to try their luck in the marketplace, subject to 

restrictions on sponsorship.13

 

Proliferation of community broadcasting licences can be seen as an endorsement of the 

value of community broadcasting, but it is proving to be a mixed blessing.  Thompson 

(2001) suggests that sector expansion may provide more choice for listeners, more 

avenues for volunteer activity, and help raise the profile of community broadcasting 

more generally, but government funding for the sector is unlikely to expand in 

proportion to the increase in services.  Thus continuing expansion of community 

broadcasting services could see the eventual stagnation and closure of non-viable local 

community radio services: 

 

There is no doubt that community stations operated entirely on a 
voluntary basis can survive on a very low income.  But can they provide 
their community with anything other than a platform for a succession of 
untrained or undertrained volunteers to play their own record collections 
week in, week out?  With no staff to provide a consistent presence at the 
station, good contact with the local community and potential sponsors, 
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pressure for better programs, and a sense of direction for the future, it is 
bound to be an uphill battle for stations in that situation. (Thompson 
2001:5) 

 

To Thompson, non-viable community radio stations quickly lose sight of their purpose 

and, combined with a reluctance on the part of government to increase funding to the 

sector if this is used ‘to bolster stations in communities where the population base was 

too small to ever provide for their financial independence’, it should come as no 

surprise that some are adopting commercialist approaches in order to survive (2000a:6; 

2001). 

 

Despite these concerns, the sector’s lobbying efforts have mainly been directed at 

achieving a permanent licensing regime for television and assistance with the transition 

to digital radio broadcasting.  The sector is also seeking employment subsidies for 

stations without paid staff and the development and delivery of management training 

(Melville 2003:7; 2001:4).  In November 2002, amendments were made to the BSA to 

introduce a permanent licensing regime for community television, but the demand for 

assistance to move to a digital radio platform has not been met favourably.  So far, 

requests for employment assistance have fallen on deaf ears, and at the CBAA’s annual 

conference in 2000 Senator Alston announced that he was not convinced that digital 

radio was a sought-after medium (CBAA 2001).  Receiver portability is a major 

obstacle to the adoption of the technology, and it is possible that internet radio may 

prove to be more popular (Productivity Commission 2000:Appendix D).  The sector’s 

preoccupation with digital radio broadcasting points to a radio-centric vision for its 

future, which may be at odds with a converging media environment. 

 

 

Embracing an Online World 

 

The adoption of new communications and information technology has been met with 

diffidence by many Australian community broadcasters.  Barlow (1997:119) reports 

uncertainty among community broadcasters about the direction the sector should take 

in an online world.  The CBAA had been exclusively a radio organisation until 1994 
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when aspirant community television groups were given temporary membership.  At the 

CBAA’s conference in 1995, members rejected a move to open its membership to non-

broadcasting community media.  The sector’s reluctance to expand its membership is 

related to concerns that additional membership would put further pressure on funding 

(Barlow 1997:126).  Networked services offer some relief to this situation, as it offers 

some support in sustaining otherwise non-viable services. 

 

The distribution of government funded projects and services via ComRadSat and the 

internet is a cost-effective way to support all community radio stations.  Online 

networking has encouraged the development of the Ethnic News Digest, which offers 

Australian news stories translated into ethnic languages (Moro 1999a:23).  The satellite 

network provides specialist programs, an hourly news service and a sustaining service 

for stations with inadequate volunteer staff.  The Community Broadcasting Database 

provides access to information concerning management, marketing, training, audience 

research and technical resources (CBAA 2000b), and it also provides an accountability 

function in that it will facilitate the collection of data from the sector (Melville 2003). 

 

These projects will benefit community broadcasters on the basis of technical, efficiency 

and productivity gains — objectives that are easily monitored and measured.  But it is 

questionable whether an emphasis on networked services is the solution to the sense of 

purposelessness identified by Donovan (1998).  Programs produced in Sydney or 

Melbourne may have little relevance for many rural communities.  Furthermore, the 

social impacts of satellite and online distribution technology are not considered in these 

government initiatives — such as, for example, the effect upon station management and 

the implications for the sector’s core objectives (Coates 1999:19; Green 1998).  

Certainly, networked services increase the free flow of information, but the direction of 

this flow has not been assessed and neither has the impact on local communities.  

Research to date indicates that community radio stations place a higher priority on 

locally produced content.  The national study conducted by Forde, Meadows and 

Foxwell (2002:36-39) revealed that more than half the stations surveyed considered the 

provision of local news to be their most important role, while just over a third 

considered entertainment to be their most important role.  More than 90 per cent of 
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surveyed stations considered the provision of access to local community groups to be 

an important contribution to their local community (Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 

2002:39). 

 

Despite the local focus, another survey of 32 community radio and television stations 

found that many stations adopted a mainstream orientation and avoided the term 

‘community broadcasters’ because they did not want to be identified as ‘radical’ or 

unprofessional (Donovan 1998:6).  Taking such an approach tends to discourage 

potential volunteers from participating with their local community radio stations.  Thus, 

while Forde, Meadows and Foxwell (2002:35) assert that community broadcasting is an 

important cultural resource that can validate and empower local cultures, under the 

guise of ‘professionalism’ it can also entrench dominant and mainstream views and 

lock out dissenting voices.   

 

The CBAA membership’s reluctance to embrace a technologically neutral future that 

includes other non-broadcasting forms of community media and its preoccupation with 

digital radio broadcasting, indicate an unwillingness to deal with the fundamental 

principles underpinning participation and access and how this might be enhanced in a 

converging media environment (Barlow 1997:126).  Nevertheless, the CBAA argues 

that community broadcasting should be ‘included equally with others in Australia’s 

digital future’ (CBAA 1999:11).  The main advantage of digital radio broadcasting is 

an increase in power output that can give community broadcasters equal coverage with 

commercial and national services (Thompson 1999:30).  Digital radio broadcasting is 

expensive, however, and the CBAA has estimated that conversion could cost anywhere 

between $75 000 and $150 000 per station, or between $20 million and $25 million for 

the entire sector.  This is money that could perhaps be better spent to support other 

sector-wide projects. 

 

While the CBAA sets its sights on digital radio broadcasting, internet radio appears to 

be already doing what digital broadcasting is expected to do (Lamshed 1998:18-19; 

Tacchi, in EBAQ 2002a).  As a result of the federal government’s CAN initiative, 

many community radio stations have developed websites and are broadcasting online.  
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At this stage for most radio stations, internet services are ancillary to their main activity 

of FM broadcasting (EBAQ 2002).  Internet radio does not require a broadcasting 

licence, however, and can be received by listeners all over the world, thus presenting 

opportunities for stations to extend their audience reach.  The technology is relatively 

inexpensive and programs can be stored and played on demand.  Web pages can 

provide background material and links to related websites.  While Lamshed (1998:19) 

is concerned that internet broadcasting can result in a fragmented and potentially 

isolating experience, Tacchi (2000:296) suggests the sense of local community 

conveyed via the internet remains its most attractive and essential feature. 

 

A technology-neutral approach to community media would thus see less attention being 

given to debates concerning access to the digital radio spectrum — which is an urban 

issue and of little relevance to rural broadcasters — and instead raise the possibility of 

multiple delivery platforms including radio, the internet, email, fax, print media, video, 

and so on.  Community radio could then be recast as local community communication 

centres, perhaps in partnership with local libraries and internet cafes.  Its primary 

concern would be with community empowerment and the enhancement of democracy.  

Tacchi (2000:295) reports that such experiments are underway in India.  Similarly, 

community media organisations in the Netherlands, for example, are multimedia hubs 

that deliver radio, television and teletext services via cable and broadcast free to air. 

Their audience reach is confined by geography, being limited strictly to specific local 

communities, rather than by technology (Stappers, Olderaan & de Wit 1992:96-99).  

Community radio 5TCB, at Bordertown in South Australia (population 2000), has also 

recognised the advantages of augmenting its broadcasting service with multimedia.  

The station received a grant from the Networking the Nation fund to set up a 

multimedia learning centre and internet cafe, which also functioned as a recording 

studio (CBOnline 2001).  These developments suggest that online technology has much 

to offer to community media that is concerned with access, participation and the 

development of local communities. 
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Conclusion 

 

This chapter has examined the contradictions inherent in the fundamental principles 

that guide Australian community broadcasting.  The key contradiction is encapsulated 

in the idea of community broadcasting as ‘alternative’.  On the one hand, ‘alternative’ 

is broadcasting that provides high-quality, professionally produced music and public 

affairs programs that are not offered by commercial and national broadcasting services. 

 On the other hand, ‘alternative’ broadcasting is that which has been deprofessionalised 

and encourages ownership and control of broadcasting by ordinary people.  The reality 

of a lack of funding has resulted in the majority of community radio stations practising 

the second model, although there are tendencies to shift towards the first model. 

 

Government policy has also tended to oscillate between these two interpretations of 

‘alternative’ broadcasting.  Government funding support for particular groups, such as 

ethnic and Indigenous media, has increased, reflecting social justice policies.  More 

generally, however, government support for community broadcasting appears to be part 

of broader policies designed to mitigate the effects of globalisation.  Both Labor and 

Coalition governments have encouraged sector expansion, with the majority of new 

stations located in rural and regional communities.  Both sides of government appear to 

be steering the sector towards online and networked services with funding initiatives 

supporting satellite delivery systems and the production of networked programs.  

Networking provides a range of benefits, particularly to dispersed ‘communities of 

interest’ such as Indigenous and ethnic populations — thus satisfying, to an extent, 

principles of access and diversity.  Networked services also produce easily measurable 

outcomes.  Networked services, however, do not address the specifically local 

problems encountered by community broadcasters.  

 

Although expansion into non-metropolitan regions can be regarded as an endorsement 

of community broadcasting, it has not been matched by a growth in financial support.  

Many non-metropolitan community radio stations survive on low incomes and rely 

entirely on the efforts of volunteers.  They can offer little in the way of locally 
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produced content, let alone contribute programs to the networked services, and many 

stations lose sight of their purpose.  The situation has resulted in some regional and 

rural community radio stations adopting quasi-commercial broadcasting practices and 

introducing the re-transmission of commercially produced programs. 

 

Although the adoption of such practices is a concern, it appears that community 

broadcasting’s own policies encourage this.  The sector tends to accept government-

funded programs without question, yet these largely result in the delivery of content 

produced in capital cities.  This emphasis upon product results in scant attention being 

given to the role of community media in promoting democracy, aside from adding more 

products to the marketplace of ideas.  The emphasis on networking and the 

preoccupation with digital radio broadcasting diminish the importance of localism, and 

do not address the sense of purposelessness increasingly evident in the sector.  An 

assessment of community broadcasting’s community development function is therefore 

long overdue.  In the following chapters, I present the results of fieldwork at three rural, 

remote and regional radio stations, designed to illuminate this element of the sector’s 

contribution to democracy. 

 

 
1 There have also been a number of studies of Australian ethnic and Indigenous media that include 
community broadcasting licences (see Forde, Meadows and Foxwell 2002; Molnar and Meadows 2001; 
Papas 1993; Patterson 1988). 
2 The introduction of FM was also delayed as a result of the pressure exerted by the Federation of 
Australian Radio Broadcasters, representing the commercial sector, who saw it as a threat to their 
revenue (see Tebbutt 1989). 
3 I am indebted to Phoebe Thornley’s doctoral thesis for much of the sector’s history. 
4 Andrew Bear (1983) notes that ‘public’ broadcasting is a phrase adopted from the United States, where 
the term referred to non-commercial broadcasting.  In Australia the ABC has always provided ‘public’ 
broadcasting in the US sense.  In the United States, public broadcasters include National Public Radio 
and the National Federation of Community Broadcasters.  Bear suggests it is the latter with which 
comparisons should be made. 
5 Both the Australian Capital Territory Council of Cultural Societies and the Community Radio 
Federation were incorporated as democratic structures representing a host of other community groups.  In 
the case of the latter, these included political, ethnic, human rights and cultural organisations, as well as 
trade unions.  The Alternative Radio Association had also become a member of the Community Radio 
Federation, which operates 3CR in Melbourne (DoM 1974). 
6 The term ‘access’ broadcasting had increasingly come to be associated with the ABC as a result of its 
controversial 3ZZ experiment (Warburton & Conlon 1974:2; see also Dugdale 1979). 
7 In November 1994, I attended the Community Broadcasting Association of Australia Annual 
Conference in Canberra as a representative of 4ZZZ.  Representatives for 3CR, 3RRR and 2XX were 
also present. 
8 The study was conducted by AGB McNair as part of a regular omnibus, face-to-face survey.  The 
sample comprised 3217 people aged 14 years and over in both metropolitan and regional areas across 
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Australia (ABA 1995:x). 
9 The Productivity Commission received 30 submissions from 27 organisations and individuals 
concerning the community broadcasting sector. Of these, two originated from rural community radio 
stations; 12 addressed funding; eight concerned sponsorship; eight discussed the impact of narrowcasting 
licences; 10 dealt with the impact of the introduction of digital broadcasting; and eight raised the sector’s 
community development function (Productivity Commission 1999a, submissions 2, 3, 10, 16, 19, 20, 27, 
59, 61, 63, 71, 73, 84, 94, 101, 105, 121, 135, 140, 149, DR179, DR180, DR 189, DR195, DR 214, DR 
222, DR 238, DR 248, DR 251).  Seven submissions concerning community broadcasting were available 
electronically from the HRSCCTA website.  Of these, three concerned funding, two dealt with 
sponsorship, five raised the issue of digital broadcasting, five discussed their station’s role in the 
community and issues such as localness, networking and their training function (HRSCCTA 2001a, 
submissions 43, 130, 151, 156, 164, 166, 170). 
10 I was employed early in this project and responsible for the initial survey design. 
11 According to the HRSCCTA (2001:48), local radio is that which provides news and information that is 
of interest to and specifically about that local community, provides an outlet for the community to 
broadcast announcements (and for businesses to advertise their wares or services in the case of 
commercial radio and or through sponsorship in the case of community radio), provides a forum for the 
community to hear the voices of its own region, and reflects back to the community its own identity; in 
doing so it helps shape that identity, and resides within and is predominantly derived from and produced 
and presented by the local community. 
12 See the ComRadSat program guide at www.cbaa.org.au/programgrid/grid.html. 
13 The increasingly laissez-faire nature of community broadcasting is most evident in the licensing of 
Temporary Community Broadcasting Licences (see Giles Tanner, ABA General Manager 1999). 
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Chapter 4 

Negotiating the Community: Problems in Researching 

Community Radio 

 

 

In order to explore the relationship between community media and democracy, I 

developed a case study methodology that recognised both the transmission and ritual 

perspectives of communication.  Field research was undertaken at three community 

radio stations situated in regional, rural and remote locations.  They were 4OUR at 

Caboolture, located 50 kilometres north of Brisbane; 4RRR at Roma, located about 500 

kilometres west of Brisbane; and 2TEN, located in northern New South Wales about 

300 kilometres south west of Brisbane.  This chapter discusses the case study method, 

the attempt at a participatory approach with the first case, 4OUR, and the 

methodological reorientation towards an analysis based on the concept of social capital, 

which was successfully implemented at all three community radio stations.  The initial 

research design was guided by questions concerning alternative and participatory 

ideology that is associated with community broadcasting, and the extent to which the 

sector provides an alternative to mainstream media.1

 

As a first objective I sought to investigate the production and broadcasts of local 

community radio news bulletins with a view to finding out the extent to which 

community radio news provides a ‘voice for the voiceless’ and alternative points of 

view, thus taking into account a transmission perspective of communication.  This 

objective was partially met with a content analysis of local news broadcasts at 4OUR.  
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The other cases included in this study did not produce their own news bulletins.  The 

content analysis, including a description of the methodology, is presented in Chapter 6. 

 The methodology employed to meet the second objective embraced a ritual perspective 

of communication to examine the uses made of community media by their local 

community. 

 

 

Community Media as a Multi-Dimensional Research Objective 

 

Hochheimer (1993:475-78) lists a number of questions that can assist with an analysis 

of democratically constituted radio.  He suggests that community radio stations need to 

ask ‘whom is being served by whom?’  Does the community serve as a resource for the 

station so that it conducts its business such that the primary interaction is between 

sender and audience?  Or can the station serve as a resource of the community and act 

as a channel for community members to share information between themselves?  

Hochheimer’s second question relates to issues of access and gatekeeping, and asks ‘to 

what degree is a station willing or able to bring its audiences into the process of 

program production for themselves?’  A third question addresses the entrenchment of 

original or long-term participants whose ideas may be at odds with those of newcomers 

and asks ‘how can differences be reconciled?’  According to Hochheimer (1993:478), 

this last question directs attention to decision-making processes, and raises the most 

critical set of issues for the sector. 

 

In recognition of the issues raised by Hochheimer, the questions addressed in this study 

include: 

• Who participates in community media and whether some groups in a community 

are more likely to participate than others? 

• How individuals and groups from the community participate, ranging from passive 

listenership, to financial supporter, to active volunteer? 

• What is the nature of the connections between the community broadcaster and its 

host community? 
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My initial research approach thus recognised that the analysis would need to be 

conducted on a number of levels: 

• at the level of the host community in terms of its geography, history and 

demography, and in the presence of other media; 

• at the level of the listenership, how they use the station, what it is about community 

radio that appeals to them, and what motivates some to support their station 

financially; 

• at the level of sponsors, businesses, government and community organisations, and 

what it is that motivates their use of the station; 

• at the level of the community radio organisation, including its stated objectives, 

organisational structure, management processes, program formats and fundraising 

strategies; and 

• at the level of the individual volunteers, the nature of their motivations and active 

participation. 

 

The validity of this approach has subsequently been confirmed.  As discussed in 

Chapter 1, the complexity encountered in the study of community media has hampered 

the development of a definitive theoretical model (Downing 2001:1-2).  Hollander 

(2002:35), however, notes that theoretical studies have focussed on social systems, 

while empirical studies have primarily been directed at individuals.  He argues that the 

study of community media concerns individuals in specific contexts, hence the need for 

a holistic approach that combines both approaches.  A holistic (or ecological) approach 

directs attention to an entire community and its pattern of social relations, as well as to 

the interrelationship between messages, senders and receivers (Hollander 2002:35-36; 

Selsky 1999:3-4; Burch & Hamilton-Smith 1991:379).  A multidimensional approach 

to the study of community radio favours a methodology based on case studies and the 

use of a range of qualitative and quantitative techniques. 

 

The discourse of participation that underpins the normative theory of community media 

(discussed in Chapter 2) initially informed the research design.  The practical problems 

that I encountered in the field, however, raised a number of theoretical questions 

concerning the concepts of access and participation and consequently led to the 
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reconception of a public sphere as an enclosed and regulated domain.  Thus the 

theoretical framework presented in Chapter 1 is grounded in a reflexive research 

methodology (Lindlof 1995:19) and warrants an elaboration of the methods designed 

and implemented for this study (Smith 1998:284; Lindlof 1995:72; Altheide & Johnson 

1994:486; Höijer 1990:16-17; Golden 1976:39).  The techniques employed in this 

study were designed as a result of my interaction with, participation in, and observation 

of the community radio stations that are included in this study.  Although the study was 

not at first conceived of in terms of a social capital framework, the holistic multi-

dimensional approach, as well as the problems encountered with the participatory 

research design, easily lent themselves to a theoretical reorientation. 

 

 

The Case Study Method 

 

The case study method has long been the favoured approach in the study of community 

radio and is underpinned by the diversity of experiences at a local level (Barlow 1998; 

Coates 1997; Huesca 1995; Edmonds 1992; Girard 1992; Jankowski et al 1992; 

McManus 1992; Tebbutt, 1989; Barlow 1988; Gray 1986; Browne 1984; Downing 

1984; Dugdale 1979; Berrigan 1977).  In this inquiry, the case study method has been 

adopted on the grounds that the research questions are exploratory.  The methodology 

conforms to the diversity of approaches common to cultural studies and ethnography 

(Lindlof 1995:19-20, 63; Hammersley & Atkinson 1995; Jankowski & Wester 1991:44; 

Hughes 1990:43; Carey 1989:18-56), as well as to studies of communities and 

voluntary associations (Pickvance 1986:224-27: Wadsworth 1984:28).  Indeed, 

communication is one condition for community (Jankowski 1991:163). 

 

Community studies investigate social networks based on geographical localities, or 

communities of interest such as ethnic, age or religious groups (Wadsworth 1984:28).  

Community studies use a variety of techniques to assemble six main aspects of a 

particular case.  These include its physical environment, history, population, 

organisations, patterns of interaction and communication, and relationships of power 

(Wadsworth 1984:43).  The concept of social capital is a more recent approach to the 
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study of communities and emphasises organisations, patterns of interaction and 

relationships of power within communities (ABS 2002:6; Onyx & Bullen 2000; Winter 

2000; Putnam 1993).  Community media studies also incorporate these elements, but 

with a greater emphasis on media, including the use of community and other media by 

individuals in a population, and the nature of relationships between media and 

individuals (Hollander 2002:36-37). 

 

Case Selection 

In this study, three cases were selected, which would provide some depth to the study 

as well as enable comparisons to be made between the cases.  The selection of cases, or 

‘settings’, can greatly affect the development of research questions (Hammersley & 

Atkinson 1995:37-44).  The number of settings studied can influence the ability to 

generalise.  A small number of cases raises doubts about their representativeness of the 

sector, while a large number of cases results in less time spent in each setting. 

 

Although the case study method prevents making generalisations, it is possible to 

assess the typicality of cases by comparing their relevant characteristics with data about 

the target population, such as that available from other studies and government 

statistics.  A similar approach was taken by Goldthorpe et al. (1969:1-8) in their study 

of affluent British workers.  Limited resources circumscribed their methodology and 

this ruled out a random sample of all British workers.  Their approach thus sought to 

find locations that would favour the validation of their thesis.  A chosen locale had to 

meet a number of criteria for it to be included in the field research (Goldthorpe et al. 

1969:30-53). 

 

The criteria developed to guide the selection of the cases for this study were based on a 

survey of websites of Australian community radio stations, a review of sector literature, 

discussions with CBAA staff, data published by the ABS, and my own practical 

knowledge of the sector spanning some 20 years.  Chapter 5 lists the criteria in more 

detail and presents a description of the selected community radio stations and their 

communities. 
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Pragmatic considerations such as accessibility, travel and accommodation costs also 

determined the selection of cases (Hammersley & Atkinson 1995:38), which were 

restricted to locations in southeast Queensland and northern New South Wales.  Case 

selection was further restricted to those community radio stations where management 

was willing to participate in the research. Other community media organisations had 

also been approached, but some were not interested because the research would not 

result in an immediate financial benefit. 

 

Participatory Inquiry 

The case study method is also the preferred approach to participatory inquiry.  

Participatory research differs from other research in that the generation of the research 

question, design, data collection and analysis are in the hands of the research subjects.  

In participatory research, a process of collaboration and dialogue is established between 

the people and the researcher which empowers, motivates, increases self-esteem and 

develops community solidarity (Reason 1994:329).  Thus participatory research 

embodies principles of community development that include demystification of the 

research process, empowerment and self-determination (Kenny 1999:24-25). 

 

One implication of the case study method, particularly where this aims to be 

participatory, is that research questions are rarely developed beyond a general intention 

before commencement of the fieldwork (Schatzman & Strauss 1973:3-12).  In addition, 

some of the research objectives framed early in the study were not open to investigation 

(Hammersley & Atkinson 1995:37).  To a certain extent, my research approach was 

based on assumptions about an understanding of the community broadcasting sector 

grounded in my own experience as a community radio volunteer since 1982.  My 

personal experience, however, had largely been restricted to urban community radio 

stations.  I could therefore expect that some of my assumptions would be challenged 

and that some of the questions I was interested in would not be answered.  I therefore 

needed to take a flexible approach to the research design and demonstrate competence 

in a range of qualitative and quantitative techniques should the participating volunteers 

wish to take the research in either direction.2
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Qualitative and Quantitative Techniques 

Pickvance (1986:223) suggests that a long tradition of quantitative studies of voluntary 

associations has produced extensive data about participation and its correlates but the 

theoretical contribution of this work has been limited.  Quantitative research tends to be 

associated with a pluralist research approach, which holds that voluntary organisations 

enable individuals to directly participate in political activity or, in the case of 

organisations without political aims, widen people’s interests and contacts, and provide 

them with leadership skills that ultimately result in political mobilisation (Pickvance 

1986:225-26). 

 

The main shortcoming of this approach has been the lack of attention to the quality of 

participation (Pickvance 1986:223).  Data collection which relies solely on statistical 

measurement tends to assume that membership of an organisation will always result in 

political empowerment.  Pickvance points out, however, that practitioners of the 

community studies approach have raised three objections to this assumption.  Firstly, it 

has been revealed that in many associations access to power is not their explicit or even 

implicit function.  Indeed, some associations — particularly where these rely on 

government support — can become an avenue for public authorities to exert social 

control.  Secondly, although membership has the right to vote and the ability to resign, 

in many associations there is mass apathy and few individuals spend more than a few 

hours a month in participation.  Thirdly, quantitative research has assumed that 

participation in voluntary associations is seen as an index of secondary (that is, non-

intimate) relationships.  Participation, however, can also involve primary relationships 

with members who often have one or more close friends in an association (Manzo & 

Weinstein 1987). 

 

Case studies, community studies, studies of volunteer organisations and participatory 

research all have in common their qualitative orientation.  Qualitative research consists 

of first-hand observation of the phenomenon in question, conducted in naturalistic 

settings.  It seeks to understand the phenomenon that is the object of research, rather 

than its measurement (Jensen 1991:4).  I assumed that a study of community radio and 

its contribution to democracy could be informed by observing how each station would 
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develop ways to find out about its community.  Observations would take into account 

who was included in the planning and implementation of research, what issues were of 

concern and which sections of the community would be the primary object of the 

research.  I expected that volunteers would frame their own research objectives from a 

particular point of view and these views would form the basis of a discursive analysis 

that would inform my own research objectives. 

 

Results from data collection exercises would further be presented back to the 

volunteers to ensure that they could provide their own interpretation of the results.  The 

methodology would thus be structured into a series of steps ‘built around central 

concepts and concerns’ and combine a host of qualitative and quantitative techniques 

and data in order to understand the case (Real 1989:69-70).  A diversity of approaches 

would ensure that the research problem was viewed from different perspectives, or 

‘triangulated’ (Hollander 2002:36; McCracken et al. 1988:12; Schatzman & Strauss 

1973:71).  The collection of quantitative data, such as volunteers’ personal 

demographic details, allowed for comparisons between case studies as well as with data 

collected for the Census and other studies (De Vaus 1991:134; Lindlof 1995:63).  

Quantitative data can thus be used to indicate the typicality of a particular case.3

 

Although the methodology designed for this study is primarily qualitative in its 

orientation, it relies on quantitative techniques, which also had a pragmatic element.  

Onyx and Bullen point out that: 

 
In an economic rationalist world, community organisations are often 
called upon to justify their application for funding that goes beyond 
service delivery and makes claim to broader community development 
objectives.  In the context of an ideology that says ‘if you can’t measure 
it, you can’t manage it’ then some form of quantitative performance 
indicator is essential. (Onyx & Bullen 1997:26) 

 
Qualitative and quantitative approaches can thus be complementary and, taken 

together, can provide additional insights into particular cases (Jensen 1991:5). 
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In summary, the case study method allows for depth of inquiry and permits comparison 

between cases.  Generalisation is ruled out, however, although typicality can be 

determined by comparing elements particular to the case with more general data.  The 

research approach requires flexibility, rather than rigorous adherence to method.  The 

advantage of this approach is that it encourages theoretical development grounded in 

experiences in the field.  One disadvantage of this approach is that it presents a 

snapshot in time, which may not be indicative of longitudinal trends. 

 

During the course of a community’s history, it experiences ups and downs, which 

entails that the research is bound by time.  My field research may have coincided with 

abnormally prosperous or difficult times.  This proved to be the case with 4OUR and 

was recognised by volunteers at 2TEN.  In a focus group held with 2TEN volunteers 

towards the end of the field research (5 April 2000), one participant commented that, 

had I approached the station some years earlier, when there was ‘lots of in-fighting, 

cliques and that’, I would have received completely different answers to the same 

questions.  At 4OUR the research coincided with a difficult time for the station and the 

problems encountered with the participatory approach at that station shaped the method 

that was subsequently implemented at 4RRR and 2TEN. 

 

 

 

 

 

Participatory Action Research at 4OUR 

 

Since 1994 I had attended CBAA conferences, where I had observed that community 

broadcasters repeatedly expressed a desire for more information about their 

communities and audiences.  At 4OUR this desire was motivated by the potential threat 

of the establishment of a commercial radio station in Caboolture.  Andrew Swanton, 

one of 4OUR’s founding members, former ABC journalist and Manager of Public 

Affairs Manager with the Caboolture Shire Council, summed it up as follows:  
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It won’t be long before someone could move in here and set up a 
commercial station for largely this area and perhaps taking in Pine 
[Rivers], and even to Redcliffe ... And I think if they [4OUR] adhere to 
the original conditions of their licence, they’d decided to go back to that 
— not just news — they’ve got to lift their whole quality of their 
programming and provide programming and music content that meets the 
needs of the local community.  And that could be done through surveying 
…  Look, it’s got to lift its game in terms of production and again that’s 
hard because we’re all volunteers and we’ve got to accept all that.  But I 
think you’ve got to aim for an audience, find out who your main 
audience is, carry out surveys, determine who your main audience is, or 
your potential audience, and then concentrate on them, and go for it.  
And once you’ve got that, and you start to build up your audience, then 
you’ve got a far better chance of picking up your sponsorships, your 
income, and everything else. (Swanton 1999) 

 

Most community radio stations, however, have neither the expertise nor the budget to 

carry out their own research.  Most stations are unaware of approaches that go beyond 

traditional ratings research.  Other stations had invited tertiary students to carry out 

marketing surveys, but the nature of research and the strengths and weaknesses of a 

variety of techniques, are not always understood by community broadcasters.  

Nevertheless, some stations already experiment with ways of gathering information.  

For example, when I commenced the fieldwork at 4OUR, the program manager was 

already in the process of designing a survey aimed at altering the program format; and 

at 2TEN, volunteers had conducted a number of kerbside surveys on the main street at 

Tenterfield, interviewing shoppers to determine local awareness of the station. 

 

Thus there appeared to be a demand for capacity building in community radio research 

and an opportunity to develop techniques that stations could implement themselves.  

Given the sector’s efforts in broadcasting training, there already existed a culture of do-

it-yourself education.  Combined with the sector’s participatory objectives, it followed 

that a participatory approach, such as Participatory Action Research (PAR), would be 

an appropriate way to conduct community media research (Reason 1994; Walker 

1985:184; Wadsworth 1984). 

 

PAR is premised on a critique of orthodox inquiry (Reason 1994:328-29).  Orthodox 

research is often exploitative and disadvantages the communities in which the research 
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takes place.  PAR, on the other hand, rests on Paolo Freire’s concept of 

conscientisation: the empowerment of people at a deeper level through the process of 

constructing and using their own knowledge.  PAR places value on people’s knowledge 

by: 

• sharpening their capacity to conduct their own research in their own interests; 

• helping them to appropriate knowledge produced by dominant knowledge industry 

for their own interests and purposes; 

• allowing problems to be explored from their own perspective; and 

• liberating their minds for critical reflection and the continuous pursuit of inquiry, 

and ultimately the development of freedom and democracy (Reason 1994:328-29).   

 

Previous success with the PAR approach guided my initial discussions with 4OUR 

(Van der Gragt & Van Vuuren 1992).  The possibility of 4OUR participating in the 

research was first raised with the station’s president in April 1998.  Then, in September 

1998, I formally approached 4OUR with a letter containing an outline of possible areas 

of research and my curriculum vitae, and I also met with the Board of Directors.  In 

October, I obtained written consent from the Board of Directors, but not until I sent a 

reminder to the president — a pattern that would be repeated at the two other radio 

stations included in this study. 

 

Early discussions with 4OUR=s volunteer directors and coordinators indicated that the 

research would be mutually beneficial — the station would obtain information that 

could assist it in its fundraising efforts, and I would collect data that would inform my 

research interests.  The station had generated a range of documented procedures that 

guided its relationship with various sections of the community.  A perusal of this 

material indicated that a wealth of information could potentially be gathered contingent 

upon the input of the volunteers.  PAR appeared to be an ideal approach because it 

could incorporate an educational function, and give 4OUR volunteers an opportunity to 

learn some research techniques, as well as gather information of benefit to station 

operations. 

 

Project Development 
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A research program, to take place over a period of four months, was developed in 

consultation with the station’s Board of Directors which would allow me to gradually 

ease into 4OUR=s volunteer community.  According to Schatzman and Strauss 

(1973:58), the presence of a researcher can create disturbances in a given situation that 

may influence the success of the research.  The collection and recording of news 

bulletins, required for the content analysis carried out in October 1998, provided an 

opportunity to use the station’s production studio and a chance to meet some of the 

volunteers in a non-threatening way.  During this time I collected station documents 

and provided some statistical support for a ‘public image’ survey, designed by the 

volunteer program manager to determine volunteer support for alterations to be made to 

the station’s program format. 

 

My role at 4OUR was as participant observer.  I became a volunteer and was rostered 

for reception duties that provided the opportunity to meet the volunteers, as well as 

observe the day-to-day routine, which would assist in the design of PAR methods.  It 

appeared that PAR could satisfy a number of research questions: who participates in 

community radio; the prevalence of some groups compared with others and the 

formation of alliances between the station and other community groups.  The research 

would require the assistance of the volunteer coordinator, and volunteers would 

participate in the formulation of the questionnaires and other tools.  The Board of 

Directors would approve all material before its implementation. 

 

By November 1998, problems had begun to emerge with the PAR approach.  Each 

week the station’s community announcement coordinator collates and types out a list of 

community announcement to be read over the air.  I had requested her to forward these 

to me by email, but despite repeated requests over a period of three months, I still had 

not received them and had to collect them directly from the station.  Maintaining 

contact with the station also proved difficult due to the lack of paid staff and changes 

among volunteers in coordinating position.  On a number of occasions I found that the 

station had shut its doors during its usual office hours due to a lack of volunteers.  

Difficulties may have been related to early research taking place in December and 
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January — the holiday season, a notoriously difficult time for voluntary community 

organisations. 

 

The holiday season also delayed responses to the written proposal put to 4OUR=s Board 

of Directors in September 1998.  The proposal identified a number of categories of 

participation, including the membership, special-interest groups, community groups, 

local businesses, volunteers and the Shire Council.  It was not discussed until the board 

met again, in January 1999.  I did not attend this meeting because I was not given 

sufficient notice.  At that meeting, however, I was thanked for having approached the 

station with my proposal and one board member felt it was timely that some research 

would take place.  I was also asked to prepare an article for the station’s internal 

newsletter to explain the project to the volunteers, but the newsletter was never 

produced.  Following this meeting I prepared a list of specific questions that could be 

pursued but received no feedback from board members indicating their preferences or 

concerns.  Despite their lack of input into the research design, I was encouraged to go 

ahead with the research. 

 

 

 

Surveying the Public 

The first stage of the research was designed to extend activities already undertaken by 

some volunteers.  Volunteers rostered for reception duties would ask visitors to the 

station to fill in a brief questionnaire that would provide an insight into the people who 

used the station.  A similar, but briefer version of the survey was designed for the 

telephone.  This technique had proven successful elsewhere and was able to provide 

information about who used the station and in what ways (Van Vuuren 1995; Browne 

1989). 

 

Materials were prepared and the volunteer coordinator was briefed, but was unavailable 

to assist.  The reception survey took place between 25 and 31 January 1999.  The 

volunteer rostered on for the first day did not have a mailbox at the station, nor a 

telephone number, so I met him at the station.  The volunteer did not report having any 
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difficulties with carrying out the task and would ensure the next volunteer was briefed 

at the change of shifts.4  I also rang the station during each shift to sort out any 

problems.  At the end of the survey period it became clear that the process had been 

unsuccessful.  A number of volunteers had not turned up for their shifts and instructions 

were therefore not passed on; some had not remembered to ask questions; and others 

felt uncomfortable about the process.  As a result, the data could not be used. 

 

The Membership Survey 

In March 1999, an attempt at surveying membership raised further problems.  The 

membership survey involved a major mail-out and distribution of questionnaires.  At 

the time, 4OUR claimed to have about 2300 members.  Membership information was 

kept on a computer database and included name, address and joining date.  Details 

about age and gender were not collected.  However, from the database it was possible 

to determine the average length of an individual membership, gender (by looking at 

first names), and members’ geographical spread.  I also assumed that members would 

be regularly contacted with a newsletter, and a questionnaire could be inserted to gather 

data about their age, gender, education, occupation, income and other matters of 

interest.  4OUR’s volunteer program manager was also interested in obtaining feedback 

from the membership about a possible format change. 

 

Problems arose immediately with the development of the membership questionnaire.  

The 4OUR board was less interested in being involved with the research design and 

preferred to view a finished product ready for implementation.  There was little interest 

in workshopping the research process, which may have provided clues about volunteer 

attitudes towards the station’s listeners.  Problems also arose with locating the 

membership coordinator in order to arrange the mail-out.  There was confusion over 

who was responsible for this task as the previous coordinator had resigned from the 

position and it had become the responsibility of the treasurer. 

 

The location of the computer and the photocopier also raised problems.  Lack of space 

at the station’s premises, combined with the amount of volunteer time devoted to 

keeping the station’s records, meant that the equipment was kept at a volunteer’s home. 
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 The consequences of this for the research cannot be underestimated.  Had the 

photocopier been located at the station’s premises it would have been far easier to 

involve volunteers in collation and mail-out of the questionnaire.  The project would 

have been visible to the volunteers. 

 

The task of printing labels from the volunteer database for the mail-out revealed further 

problems.  I attempted to keep regular email contact with the responsible volunteer, but 

messages requesting progress updates were left unanswered and labels were never 

printed.  Some months later it was revealed that the task proved to be too much for the 

volunteers.  Later in the year another volunteer had taken on the task of membership 

coordinator and it came to light that the database was out of date, in a mess, and had to 

be sorted out manually.  It appeared that in reality the station had 750 subscribers, not 

2300. 

 

Further difficulties arose with distribution of the questionnaire.  There were concerns 

that a mail-out would become too expensive and for this reason the station had not sent 

a newsletter to its members for some years.  Given that membership largely resided 

locally it was decided that volunteers could hand-deliver the questionnaire.  This 

approach works successfully at community radio 4MBS in Brisbane, which has a team 

of volunteers who deliver the monthly program guide to over 4000 subscribers.  At 

4OUR, however, problems continued to emerge.  4OUR=s volunteer coordinator had 

tremendous difficulty recruiting and encouraging volunteers to assist with the mail-out. 

As a result, only a handful of volunteers made their time available.  It also appeared 

that some volunteers were suspicious of the project and they deliberately misplaced 

questionnaires.  It was assumed that 500 questionnaires had been distributed.  Only 40 

were returned and this survey was also abandoned.  The experience indicated that a 

telephone survey of a sample of the station’s membership could have yielded a better 

result. 

 

‘Outside’ Research and Internal Conflict 

It gradually became clear that there was a level of internal conflict and distrust present 

at 4OUR that worked against the implementation of PAR.  It also became clear that 
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volunteers saw the PAR approach as a chore, rather than as an opportunity to learn new 

skills.  It appeared that the station’s volunteers preferred to see professionals do the 

jobs for which they were qualified, which would leave the volunteers to do the things 

they were interested in.  Furthermore, the PAR approach had been compromised from 

the start, in that the research questions did not initially arise out of the community radio 

station, even though there existed a general desire for more information about 4OUR’s 

listenership  (Van der Gragt & van Vuuren 1992; Wadsworth 1984).  The research was 

not ‘owned’ by the community but was seen as an ‘outside’ project. 

 

At all three community radio stations, there was evidence of some tension between my 

research interests and the particular concerns of each station.  At 4OUR and 2TEN, 

some volunteers could not see the immediate benefits of the research, while at 4RRR 

volunteers wanted assistance with volunteer recruitment and identification of sources of 

funding.  As a result, PAR was abandoned and the scale of data collection was 

restricted to volunteers and their experience.  The only element of participatory 

research that was included in the revised design was an opportunity for volunteers to 

comment on the results of data collection in a focus group — the so-called ‘therapeutic’ 

method (Kreps 1990:107).  Part of the focus group discussion with volunteers at 2TEN 

clearly demonstrated that volunteers expected outcomes from the research that diverged 

substantially from its purpose: 

 
Male 1: I don’t see how it’s related at all as far as the radio goes. 
 
Male 2: I’d hope that you may actually come up with some suggestions 
at the end of all this and that you won’t be afraid to say  ‘thank you for 
answering all these questions, I think actually I would like to suggest you 
consider this or you consider that’.  We don’t want you to feel 
embarrassed, having visited two other radio stations and us, and hope 
that you would be able to come forward and say ‘I’ve done my survey, 
I’ve got my results, and by the way, how about this, what about that, your 
security is very bad or very good, your filing system is very bad or very 
good’.  And I would like to think there was an outside input from 
somebody who’s got an overall view of this kind of service, which can 
then be an independent unbiased advice or input because we are a sort of 
closed group here. We are, as you say, isolated, we don’t have a lot of 
contact with universities or city stations and you could perhaps help by 
making that contact and that input. 
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Male 3: Probably the only one who will use it is when Allan [station 
manager] gets it.  That’s from the manager’s point of view sort of goes 
through it and says ‘jeez, I could probably use more news, I could 
probably use more 30s, 40s’.  I mean that sort of stuff. 
 
KVV: there are probably better ways to determine that than through this. 
 
Female 1: By the looks of this we need more music because there’s only 
... 
 
Male 4: No that’s just telling you what the announcer thinks is important 
about the station and gives you an idea of what the volunteers are 
thinking.  Yeah that’s the way that it will help us. (2TEN focus group, 5 
April 2000) 

 

At 4OUR, I exited from the field by attending the Annual General Meeting in 

September 1999.  That meeting was marked by tension and hostility among the 

volunteers, and resulted in a change of management.  Earlier in the year I had also 

published an article that had been approved for publication, in writing, by the previous 

president (van Vuuren 1999).  When I interviewed the new president in January 2000, 

he disagreed with some points raised in the journal article.  His response emphasised 

the importance of having a good relationship with an organisation’s elected office 

bearers, and highlighted the problems a researcher faces when entering a community 

that is in conflict.  It further pointed to limitations of research that is not longitudinal 

but presents a snapshot in time, since the observed events may not be typical of an 

organisation’s history. 

 

Lessons from the Field 

The events that unfolded at 4OUR proved valuable to the development of the 

theoretical framework presented in Chapter 1.  The practical problems pointed to the 

limitations of participatory research and the relationship between the professional 

researcher and the subjects.  Although my support of PAR has not diminished, my 

observations indicated that the method is not always appropriate to particular situations. 

 PAR requires a degree of cooperation and coordination from the participating 
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community which may not be possible where a community is in conflict.  At 4OUR, it 

may even have contributed to the conflict that was already present at the station. 

 

The lack of interest in the project among volunteers suggested that there was a 

preference for leaving tasks, such as research, in the hands of the professional.  In a 

way, there are parallels with other radio tasks that require a degree of expertise, such as 

account-keeping or news production.  Although volunteers recognise the necessity of 

these tasks, they prefer to leave them to those who are qualified to undertake them.  

This observation led to reconceiving the participation/professionalism dichotomy as a 

factor inherent to the development of the Australian community broadcasting sector, 

rather than as a problem that required solutions favouring one over the other. 

 

At the commencement of this study I had accepted the view that ‘professionalism’ 

hindered the potential for community broadcasting (Barlow 1998:266).  The issue, 

however, exposed contradictions in my own attitude towards the sector.  Although I 

had started out as an amateur volunteer with little knowledge of broadcasting, 

organisation or politics, community radio had stimulated my own development towards 

professional credentials.  It therefore made little sense to reject professionalism, even 

though I did not agree with the kind of professionalism favoured by some.  During the 

course of the fieldwork, I gradually began to accept that ‘professionalism’ is an integral 

element of community broadcasting and serves as a discursive tool that defines 

boundaries to organisational membership.  Professionalism can thus be understood both 

as a desire to achieve competence in mainstream radio terms, or in community 

development terms.  In either case, certain tasks require qualified and experienced 

personnel. 

 

The issue of professionalism fuelled much of the conflict at 4OUR and informed a 

second lesson.  Although I was no stranger to conflict in community broadcasting, I had 

not previously had the opportunity to observe this at an emotional distance, and in the 

context of research examining the relationship between community media and 

democracy.  From a listener’s perspective, 4OUR=s programs eschewed presenting the 

world as an arena of conflict and this is confirmed in the content analysis presented in 
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Chapter 6.  The degree of internal conflict, however, indicated an inward-looking 

focus.  It followed that the organisation could not be considered as a unified and 

organised entity that somehow mediated democracy in the wider community.  The 

implication of this for studying the relationship between listeners, supporters and the 

community radio station pointed to an audience research reorientation that was outside 

the scope of this doctoral research.  It would require taking into account differential 

access to the station based on complex relationships that go beyond that of a 

listener/content dimension.  Such a project would need to take into account personal 

interactions between the volunteers, their family and friends, organisational linkages 

such as those existing between the station, businesses and community groups, and the 

personal, organisational and ideological dimensions that underpin these relationships.  

It would also need to identify groups that feel they are largely excluded from the 

station, such as youth and the politically active. 

 

Meanwhile, the issue of democracy was unfolding before me at a defensive level, 

internally within the organisation (Cohen & Arato 1992), indicating that the primary 

focus of analysis should be on the volunteers.  The turn of events at 4OUR warranted a 

redesign of the research methodology that was more directed towards its organisation 

and the practice of volunteering.  The methodology that was successfully implemented 

in all three case studies is discussed in the remainder of this chapter. 

 

 

Measures of Social Capital 

 

The concept of social capital has informed a wealth of studies seeking to understand the 

differential economic and political success of countries, regions, communities and 

associations (ABS 2002; Hughes, Bellamy & Black 2000:227-28; Winter 2000; Flora 

1998; Hofferth & Iceland 1998; Onyx & Bullen 1997; Williams 1995; Fukuyama 1995; 

Putnam 1993).  A handful of studies have applied the concept of social capital to digital 

community media, building on an academic tradition established in earlier studies of 

community radio and television (Harrison, Zappen & Prell 2002; Jankowski, van Selm 

& Hollander 2001:108).  According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2002:5-8), 
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valid and reliable measures of social capital are yet to be established, and its 

application in this study is primarily exploratory.   

 

At 4OUR, conflict over definitions of ‘good’ community radio informed the formal and 

informal policies that governed access to its broadcasting facilities.  As such, it 

illustrated key problems encountered by organisations that manage common property 

resources — that is, the coordination of access to resources by multiple users without 

diminishing the shared benefits of the resource (Oakerson 1992:41).  

 

Oakerson (1992:42-43) proposes that analysis of organisations that manage common 

property (commons) can be conducted along four dimensions: 

• the physical attributes of the resource and the technology used to appropriate its 

yield; 

• the decision-making structures that govern the relationship among users and 

relevant others; 

• the patterns of interaction among group members; and 

• the outcomes or consequences of patterns of interaction, such as the distribution 

of the benefits of the resource.   

 

In community radio, the physical attributes, or capital, of the resource include the radio 

studios, offices, transmitter, outside broadcasting equipment, and so forth.  Ostrom 

(1995:126) notes that physical capital is generally accepted as being important to a 

community’s development and economic growth, but the importance of social capital 

has not generally been recognised.  As a result, the development of physical 

infrastructure may be unsustainable because the institutions that govern its use are 

inappropriate. 

 

The study of social capital directs attention to the institutional dimension of a resource 

and the ways in which individuals organise themselves (Ostrom 1995:126).  Putnam 

(1993:166) agrees with Ostrom and argues that successful institutions are those which 

have clear boundaries and encourage affected parties to participate in defining rules.  

Social capital is often not obvious to observers and is complicated by ‘diverse sources 
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of asymmetries among participants’ (Ostrom 1995:128).  This suggests that social 

capital in the form of norms of reciprocity and networks of civic engagement is 

influenced by personal, as well as organisational factors.  Although Oakerson’s 

dimensions do not explicitly address personal factors, they are implicit in the analysis 

and easily accommodated in the framework.5

 

Putnam’s (1993:67) study of social capital compared regional governance in Italy and 

emphasised policy processes.  These included the internal operations of local councils, 

decision-making processes and policy implementation.  His research relied on 

documentation such policy pronouncements, and on interviews with community 

leaders.  The processes that Putnam examined included cabinet stability, budget 

promptness and statistical and information services.  He examined decision-making 

processes such as legislative innovation and output.  Policy implementation was 

examined in terms of the establishment of day-care centers, family clinics, industry 

policy, agricultural spending capacity, local health, housing and urban programs and 

bureaucratic responsiveness.  Putnam’s approach is thus focussed upon regional 

institutions. 

 

A similar approach is also advocated at the level of a community radio organisation.  

Jakubowicz (cited in Hochheimer 1993:479-81) suggests that the organisation of 

alternative media can be evaluated using eight factors: structures of authority (and 

decision-making), division of labour, rules, recruitment and advancement, incentive 

structures, social stratification, social control and social relations.  A community radio 

station’s explicit structural features are set out in documents such as its constitution, 

which gives legal definition to decision-making processes and the terms of 

membership.  Stations may also have written policies governing recruitment and 

training, staffing, income generation, programming philosophy and so forth.  Although 

such documents and records are important to gain a holistic picture of the organisation, 

their explanatory value is limited.  Explicit structural arrangements and policy 

objectives do not necessarily reveal a great deal about the quality of relationship 

between volunteers or with others in the community.  
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To gain insights into the quality of the relationships among volunteers, attention needs 

also to be directed towards social stratification, taking into account factors such as 

occupation, income, education and gender (Pickvance 1986:225-27).  The kinds of 

occupations that people work in can also determine structural relationships (Pickvance 

1986:227-29).  Research conducted with supporters of the Campaign for Nuclear 

Disarmament in the 1950s, for example, found that they tended to work in welfare and 

creative occupations, reflecting a predisposition to avoid involvement in capitalist 

enterprise.  Similar trends have also been revealed in studies of the environmental 

movement (Milbrath 1984; Cotgrove 1982).  A survey of volunteers that includes the 

collection of demographic data can provide a description of an organisation’s social 

stratification.  

 

Some of the factors identified by Jakubowicz indicate that occupational structures, 

decision-making structures and patterns of interaction are often enmeshed (Pickvance 

1986:226-27).  Occupational structures may determine the division of labour evident at 

a community radio station.  For example, a former accountant may take on the role of 

station manager, while an electrician with an interest in audio may be responsible for 

equipment maintenance.  The perspectives that people in these occupations bring to an 

organisation may set the agenda for decision-making.  The skills and knowledge that 

such people contribute to an organisation are certainly valuable, but if their 

perspectives dominate discussion, then other people may not be interested in 

participating in the decision-making structures because concerns other than financial 

and technical matters are not given due attention.  Research techniques that examine 

relationships between members within an association as well as between the voluntary 

organisations and other institutions include observation and interviews. 

 

Oakerson’s fourth dimension concerns the outcomes of the management of the common 

property resource in terms of the distribution of benefits.  Although Putnam’s approach 

examined this in terms of social services such as child-care centres, support for 

agriculture, and so forth, benefits may be credited to individuals as well as to 

collectivities.  Coates (1997) conducted a phenomenological study, based on 

observations and interviews, of the perceptions of volunteers about their participation at 
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a community radio station in northern New South Wales.  She found that volunteers 

were motivated by a combination of personal gain, and a desire to contribute something 

to the community.   Her results corresponded to those gathered by Australian Bureau of 

Statistics in a survey of voluntary work (ABS 1996).  Neither of these studies, however, 

explicitly addressed the concept of social capital, even though the combination of 

personal gain and contribution to the community, or reciprocity, is an important 

element of social capital. 

 

Although Putnam’s (1993) study of social capital adopted a community studies 

approach, more recent social capital research has tended to favour survey methods.  

Williams (1995:1) aimed to measure the extent of social capital generated by 

community arts projects.  She administered a questionnaire survey to 95 community 

arts organisations, designed to evaluate artistic, social, cultural and economic benefits.  

From these 95 organisations, she selected nine case studies.  For each case study, 25 

observers were identified representing people in positions of community leadership or 

business, people involved in artistic workshops, audiences of the finished product, 

participants’ family members and those who supported the project in some way, but 

were not actively involved.  A second questionnaire was administered to these observer 

groups.  Williams reported that substantial social, educational, artistic and economic 

benefits had resulted from the community arts projects.  But although Williams claims 

to have provided evidence of social capital, her research design did not specifically 

address factors that define social capital (Onyx & Bullen 2000). 

 

In a comparative study of five communities in New South Wales, Onyx and Bullen 

(2000, 1997:8-22) sought to develop an index of the capacity of social capital with a 

random sample survey of 1211 individuals.  They used factor analysis to process data 

from a questionnaire survey consisting of Likert scales.6  Eight factors were identified 

comprising four capacity-building blocks that operate in four social arenas (Onyx & 

Bullen 2000:115).  The capacity-building blocks all related to connectivity, or the ways 

in which people relate to each other, including: 

• proactivity — that is, feeling comfortable about speaking out and taking 

initiatives; 
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• feelings of trust and safety; 

• tolerance of diversity and feeling comfortable living among people who have 

different lifestyles; and  

• value of life — that is, feeling valued by others. 

 

The social arenas in which these capacity building blocks operate include the local 

community, the neighbourhood, family and friends, and work — in other words, with 

the more immediate and personal connections, rather than with distant and formal 

relationships, such as with government institutions, or even relationships based on 

contracts (Onyx & Bullen 2000:117). 

 

Onyx and Bullen (2000:124) further found that elements of social capital did not 

generally correlate with demographic variables.  They point out, however, that their 

index of social capital was based on measurement of the general community and a 

contrary result emerged when social capital measures were applied to a sub-sample of 

people who were in crisis and on very low incomes.  General measures of social capital 

capacity therefore cannot be used to describe the complexities of a community (Onyx 

& Bullen 2000:127). 

 

The complexity of social capital is also illustrated by the finding that rural communities 

scored higher in an overall index of social capital, compared with urban areas, but 

social capital is dispersed more evenly among urban people (Onyx & Bullen 2000:121). 

 Similarly, Onyx and Bullen (2000: 121-22) found that overlapping interconnections 

between the various social arenas were denser in rural communities, but urban 

communities had more ‘bridging’ linkages with people from outside their community. 

 

The index developed by Onyx and Bullen indicates that social capital can be measured 

using quantitative techniques.  It can measure the extent and density of people’s 

interactions with other people in a variety of arenas, including family and friends, 

organisations and people outside the community.  It can also indicate the dispersion of 

social capital — that is, how evenly it is distributed within a community.  Onyx and 

Bullen demonstrate, for example, that people on very low incomes and in situations of 
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stress score low on a social capital index.  Onyx and Bullen (2000:126) further point 

out that quantitative measures alone are inadequate to an understanding of a community 

and how it manages its resources, and requires the application of qualitative research.  

This study therefore recognises the strengths and weaknesses of both approaches. 

 

 

 

Accomplishing Successful Community Radio Research 

 

The research methods that were successfully implemented at the three radio stations 

were designed to address the following objectives: 

• selection and description of community radio stations in local government areas 

that can be considered typical of the sector; 

• identification and description of the organisational structures of selected radio 

stations with respect to their philosophy, decision-making structures, revenue and 

staffing; and 

• investigation of the experience of participation from the perspective of individual 

volunteers. 

 

Participant Observation 

Prior to entering the field, station managers or office-bearers were contacted by 

telephone.  This was followed by a letter, and included an explanation of the research, 

my curriculum vitae and previous experience, an explanation of ethical considerations, 

and a consent form to be signed by representatives from each station.  An introductory 

visit was also made to each station to further explain the purpose of the research.  I 

became a member of each station for a period of 12 months.  This ensured that I would 

receive any correspondence addressed to the membership and that I could attend events 

such as station meetings.  I kept a journal throughout the fieldwork, and all 

correspondence — including email — was filed for future reference. 

 

To meet the first objective, I examined demographic data for each location from the 

1996 Census, the Australian Electoral Commission electoral atlas and its state 
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equivalents, geographical and historical descriptions for each locality provided online 

by local government and local tourist societies, and copies of the original licence grants 

published by the former Australian Broadcasting Tribunal.  Interviews were also 

conducted with local government representatives (the interview schedule is in 

Appendix 5). 

 

Documentary Analysis 

To meet the second objective, I collected a range of documents available from each 

radio station.  Unfortunately, many stations do not maintain an archive of their printed 

and recorded output and the volume and variety of material differs dramatically from 

station to station.  The generation and storage of information, however, can have 

implications for social capital as they reveal aspects of an organisation’s history, 

structure and decision-making processes (Putnam 1993; Hochheimer 1993). 

 

Nevertheless, all licensed stations are required to state their founding principles in their 

Articles of Association, set out in Incorporated Associations legislation.  Station rules 

and training courses are often documented, and many stations also produce newsletters 

for subscribers and volunteers.  Some stations keep a media file and also file letters sent 

to them from listeners and supporters.  Annual reports are particularly useful as they 

track a station’s financial history and sometimes contain highlights of the station’s 

achievements.  More recently, community radio stations have developed websites 

providing an additional source of information.  Table 4.1 indicates the range of 

documents collected at the three participating community radio stations. 

 
Table 4.1  Primary documents collected from participating stations 
Item 4OUR 2TEN 4RRR 
Membership information/application forms yes no no 
Membership receipt (after joining) yes yes no 
Staff/volunteer contact list yes yes yes 
Articles of Association yes yes yes 
Annual returns (including income and 
expenditure) 

 
1993-98 

 
1997-99 

 
1999 

Membership newsletters no no no 
Volunteer newsletters no no yes 
History yes yes no 
Program guide yes yes no 
Website yes no no 
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Volunteer induction and training notes yes no no 
Organisational rules, etc. yes yes no 
Sponsorship info, rate cards yes yes yes 
Lists of sponsors yes no no 
List of community announcement users yes no no 
Station promotional material yes yes y 
 

Available information included their Articles of Association (constitution), annual 

reports, training notes, newsletters and promotional material (Table 4.1).  4OUR had 

generated more printed material compared with the other two stations.  4OUR uses 

extensive and detailed training notes to support a structured training program, while 

2TEN provides minimal printed training material to its volunteers and 4RRR does not 

provide notes to volunteers.  Similarly, 4OUR regularly provides an updated program 

guide, while 2TEN=s program guide is printed each week in a local newspaper 

published in nearby Stanthorpe. 

 

All three stations had received a computer as part of the Community Access Network 

(CAN) program, funded by the federal government.  4OUR published detailed station 

information on its website.  2TEN and 4RRR, however, did not have a website and in 

4RRR=s case, the station had not been able to raise sufficient funds to connect its 

computer to an internet service provider.  At 4OUR and 2TEN, I also volunteered time 

to the station to assist in reception and maintenance of the record library, which 

provided an opportunity to observe the day-to-day running of each station and to 

interact with volunteers in an informal way.  There was no opportunity to do so at 

4RRR as it was closed during the day. 

 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with station staff or key office-bearers (the 

interview schedule is provided in Appendix 6).  Questions were partly developed from 

the interviews conducted by Barlow (1998).  Barlow interviewed volunteers and station 

staff at three unidentified community radio stations with a view to assessing the 

salience of the sector’s key rationale: access and participation, independence, not-for-

profit and non-commercial, diversity and plurality, and alternative.7  My attempt at 

replicating elements of Barlow’s semi-structured survey revealed that respondents had 
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difficulty with the questions.  For example, in response to the question about plurality 

and diversity (Barlow 1998:336), participants in my study did not understand the 

question, despite rephrasing. 

 

To meet the third objective, I initially intended to conduct focus groups with 

volunteers, but the level of conflict observed at 4OUR indicated that this technique was 

unlikely to encourage open and uninhibited discussion.  Discussion with management 

at 2TEN also indicated that there would be problems with group interviews with the 

younger volunteers who were likely to succumb to peer pressure and not take the 

research seriously.  For this reason, a structured survey questionnaire was designed. 

 

The Questionnaire 

Initially, two separate structured questionnaires were designed for volunteer 

broadcasters at 4OUR.  The first was targeted at all volunteers and the second was 

distributed to volunteer announcers who presented specialist programs.  It turned out 

that many volunteers presented more than one program while volunteers who presented 

strip programs felt left out for not being asked questions about their program.  The two 

questionnaires were later combined into a single instrument for implementation at 

2TEN and 4RRR (Appendix 7).  The revised questionnaire was not repeated at 4OUR 

as sufficient data had been generated from the earlier versions.  The issue of time 

further ruled out conducting additional face-to-face interviews with 4OUR’s 

volunteers.  

 

The questionnaires consisted of a mixture of open-ended and closed questions, as well 

as Likert-type items derived from previous studies.  The questionnaire was designed in 

three parts.  Section one of the questionnaire dealt with volunteer membership of the 

community radio stations.  Section two explored the volunteer experience.  The third 

section of the questionnaire was designed to elicit demographic details from the 

participants.8  Prior to implementation, the questionnaire was tested by staff attached to 

the Cultural Statistics Unit at the Australian Key Centre for Cultural and Media Policy 

and also by members of the board of directors at 4OUR. 
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At 4OUR the questionnaire was distributed to 85 volunteers via their mailboxes.  The 

response rate of 37.6 per cent proved disappointing and is below the average 

completion rate of 47 per cent for mail surveys reported by Wimmer and Dominick 

(1994:133).  The questionnaire was therefore administered face to face at 4RRR and 

2TEN where the response rate reached around 95 per cent.  The results from the 

questionnaire were analysed with SPSS computer software. 

 

Focus Groups 

To encourage some level of volunteer participation, a summary of the results from the 

questionnaires was presented back to the volunteers at each station in preparation for 

focus group discussions.  A more detailed report was presented to station management. 

 The survey summaries (Appendix 8) were used as stimulus material to supplement the 

other data (Morgan 1988:1012) and would ensure that collective volunteer perspectives 

were taken into account, as well as minimise inaccurate interpretations on my part 

(Lunt & Livingstone 1996:86-87).  At all three stations, the focus group discussion 

raised questions about the research method, as well as the results, and provided 

volunteers with the opportunity to put their own interpretation on the results.  Focus 

groups were recorded on cassette to ensure accurate recall.  Non-verbal behaviour was 

not monitored (Greenbaum 1988:137). 

 

Focus group questions were largely open-ended and commenced with a request for 

participants to list the issues that they were most interested in discussing.  Participants 

were encouraged to interact with each other, although at times I was required to step 

out of the role of moderator and provide explanations for why certain aspects of the 

research were conducted in the way they were (Stewart & Shamdasani 1990:69-85).  

The discussions at 4OUR and 2TEN focussed specifically on the research, but at 4RRR 

the conversation tended to veer away from the survey results and was more concerned 

with the station’s problems with volunteer recruitment, lack of income and the failed 

attempts at addressing these issues. 

 

Ethical Considerations 
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Burgess (1984:185) points out that ethical and political implications arise throughout 

the research process.  These include the funding of the research and the relationship 

with the funding organisation, the collection of data, its analysis and publication. 

 

The choice of project was entirely my own.  It builds on a general orientation towards 

community studies and draws on substantial experience in community broadcasting, 

and a long-standing interest in grass-roots initiatives (Schatzman & Strauss 1973:3).  

No sponsorship was obtained to fund the research, although I received a postgraduate 

stipend.  Written approval was sought from the participating community radio stations 

prior to commencement of the project with the understanding that the stations were not 

in a position to provide financial assistance.  I had accepted offers of accommodation 

by volunteers at 4OUR, but this appeared to compromise my independence and I chose 

to stay at caravan parks, pubs and motels while undertaking fieldwork at 2TEN and 

4RRR.  

 

The activities that relied on the participation of volunteers were optional.  The 

volunteers at 2TEN and 4RRR were also asked to complete consent forms prior to 

conducting face-to-face interviews and volunteers under 18 years of age required 

parental consent.  Participating volunteers were given my telephone number in the 

event that they had concerns or questions about the conduct of the research.  Volunteers 

indicated a preference for anonymity and completed questionnaires do not identify the 

respondents.  All data obtained from observations and informal conversations were 

recorded in a journal that was kept and under lock and key.  I avoided delving into 

issues that were clearly controversial, but not relevant to the research. 

 

Management at each station was asked to complete a consent form with respect to 

publications resulting from the research.  I did not consider it necessary to disguise the 

identity of the participating radio stations.  Barlow (1998), for example, disguised his 

case settings, but the locations at which his research took place were readily discerned 

from the text (Lee 1993:186).  Publications that resulted from the research, and that 

made specific reference to the case studies, were first presented to station management 

for comment, to ensure anonymity of individuals unless consent had been given. 
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Despite the difficulties encountered in the field, the methodology — comprising 

participant observation, documentary reviews, semi-structured interviews, the 

questionnaire and the focus groups — generated a wealth of data and this is presented 

and analysed in the next three chapters. 

 

 
1 The initial research strategy was presented to the Confirmation of Candidature Seminar, at Griffith 
University, in June 1998. 
2 Previous academic studies concerning a rural community (Van der Gragt & van Vuuren 1992), as well 
as employment in a Third World setting (van Vuuren 1995) had honed my skills in ethnographic, 
participatory and action research and furthered an understanding of rural communities.  In addition, I had 
a thorough understanding of quantitative techniques based on a social psychology study of the 
environmental ethic in a rural community (van Vuuren 1993), as well as audience research techniques 
(Meadows, van Vuuren & Wymarra 1997; van Vuuren 1995a) and content analysis (Meadows, 
Hippocrates & van Vuuren 1997). 
3 Although the research in this study is not primarily quantitative, statistical procedures such as cross-
tabulations, correlation, regression and factor analysis can point to relationships between the various 
elements of a research problem. 
4 My presence at the station required a two-hour drive from my home and I was unable to attend the 
station each day. 
5 Social capital has recently gained widespread interest among the research community, government 
agencies, and community and welfare organisations (ABS 2002; 2002a).  The ABS (2002) recently 
reviewed 91 social capital related publications of which 65 per cent were published after 1998. The 
development of the social capital framework for this study took place towards the end of 1998, at which 
time there were no published studies that analysed community media from a social capital perspective.  
According to the ABS, the validity of measures of social capital has yet to be established. Nevertheless, 
social capital builds on established research traditions, as demonstrated here. 
6 Factor analysis identifies indicators that consistently group together. 
7 Barlow (1998:326) elicited interviews from a total of 42 participants, representing approximately 9 per 
cent of the total number of volunteers at these stations.  Although Barlow indicates that interviews were 
held with volunteers ranging in age between 11 and 70, he does not provide a demographic overview of 
staff and volunteers for each community radio station that could provide some context to his analysis. 
8 Questions 4, 11 and 52 were adapted from Manzo and Weinstein (1987); questions 9 and 50 were 
adapted from Manzo and Weinstein and the ABS (1995).  Questions 12 and 46 were adapted from the 
ABS (1995); and question 64 from the ABS Census (1996).  Question 10 was derived from Coates (1997) 
and the ABS (1995).  Questions 5, 6, 7, 48 and 49 were adapted from Williams (1995).  Question 14 was 
adapted from a study of community broadcasting training undertaken by the Department of 
Communication and the Arts (1996).  Question 53 was adapted from Roy Morgan Research (1997).  
Questions 57 to 62 were adapted from Van Vuuren (1996).  The remaining questions were designed 
specifically for this study. 
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Chapter 5 

Reference Points for Community Radio: Professionalism, 

Localism and Survival 
 

 

A recent review of non-metropolitan radio services conducted by the House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Communications, Transport and the Arts 

(2001:41) found that community broadcasting has the ‘potential to deliver real live and 

local radio service [sic] to regional Australia’.  The Standing Committee further 

asserted that community broadcasting plays a key role in connecting dispersed 

populations, and in providing a sense of community identity.  The Standing 

Committee’s views are based on submissions made to its review rather than on a 

systematic study of rural radio.  This may account for its somewhat contradictory 

position on rural community radio. 

 

The Standing Committee argues that ‘radio stations which have grown from the 

community’ should be able to demonstrate evidence of that support in their ability to 

obtain sponsorship (HRSCCTA 2001:41).  This may, however, contradict the 

expectation that community broadcasters provide access to minorities (HRSCCTA 

2001:41).  Minority groups may not have surplus funds that can be directed towards 

their local community radio station.  There is perhaps an underlying assumption here 

that community broadcasters are quasi-professional media organisations that provide 

access and deliver training to the community.  Certainly nearly every community radio 

station in Australia offers training to its membership, but most of this is unaccredited 

(Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 2002:31, 78).  Thus it is more accurate to say that 
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community radio stations are community organisations controlled and operated by 

volunteers with little or no accredited media training or experience. 

 

Kenny (1999:172-75) lists a number of characteristics that distinguish community 

organisations from state institutions or the market sector.  Community organisations are 

formally constituted, non-profit, voluntary (in that members can join or exit an 

organisation without compulsion) and self-governing.  They are often located in 

houses, local halls or shopfronts, rather than in office blocks, and often operate as a 

drop-in centre.  Their funding is usually uncertain, lurching from one crisis to the next, 

and they rely primarily on unpaid volunteer workers.  Many offer specific programs, 

such as community education, youth, multicultural affairs, the arts, information and 

advocacy, and they provide resources and contact points for self-help groups.  All these 

characteristics apply to community radio. 

 

Rural and remote community radio shares similar disadvantages to those experienced 

by Indigenous broadcasters (ATSIC 1999:19).  Non-metropolitan audiences are smaller 

and probably less affluent than their city counterparts.  Rural community radio 

volunteers may not have the funds or the capacities to manage a radio station efficiently 

and equitably, and they may not have access to adequate training facilities to upgrade 

their skills.  Their communicative needs, however, may be acute given the vast 

distances that isolate their communities, and in many regions community radio is the 

only service (Forde et al. 2002:36). 

 

Little is known about the quality and sustainability of local media situated in small 

towns away from larger population centres (Henshall Hansen Associates 1988:64).  

The Standing Committee’s review draws attention to some of the issues faced by rural, 

regional and remote community radio, but there remains a gap in knowledge about 

rural, regional and remote community broadcasting, with most studies focussing on 

urban stations and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander media. 

 

This chapter describes and compares three non-metropolitan community radio stations 

and their host communities in order to establish the general contours of a social capital 

analysis.1  According to Putnam (1993:176) and Fukuyama (1995:6), economic activity 
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serves as an index of social capital: ‘social capital, as embodied in horizontal networks 

of civic engagement, bolsters the performance of the polity and the economy’ (Putnam 

1993:176).  There is therefore some validity to the position taken by the Standing 

Committee, which considers sponsorship to be proof of local support for community 

radio.  According to Thompson (1997:19), the size of a community also plays a role in 

the generation of sufficient funds with community radio stations in small centres more 

likely to be in financial jeopardy compared with those in larger centres. 

 

The chapter commences with a discussion of the criteria that were developed to select 

the stations.  Community broadcasting is a diverse sector and lack of sector-wide data 

raised difficulties in determining how typical the case studies were of non-metropolitan 

community radio stations.2  The criteria that were developed followed a review of 

available published data to ensure that the selected cases were relatively uniform 

(Goldthorpe et al. 1969: 30-53).  

 

The case descriptions take into account the commons principles that underpin the 

practice of community broadcasting.  Commons principles are partly determined by 

legislation, which requires a licensee to encourage members of the community it serves 

to participate in station operations and in the provision of programs (BSA 1992: 

Schedule 2, s. 9(2)c).  In this way, the legislation encourages subsidiarity, defined as 

the process whereby decisions are made by those most directly affected by the 

outcomes of those decisions (Onyx & Bullen 1997:26).  The legislation therefore also 

encourages community development, which argues that the purpose of community 

organisations is to help groups of ordinary citizens gain control over their lives (Kenny 

1999:172). 

 

To Onyx and Bullen (1997: 25-26) community development and social capital are 

interrelated.  Social capital creates the conditions for community development, and 

community development produces more social capital.  Community development 

outcomes, however, are affected and often constrained by an organisation’s structure, 

purpose and everyday practices (Kenny 1999:174).   Lyons (2000:171) suggests that 

the generation of social capital is related to the target of service delivery.  Thus a 

distinction needs to be made between community organisations that serve others, such 
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as charity organisations, and those that serve their membership.  Those that serve others 

have tended to bureaucratise their services, with relationships founded on a 

professional/client model.  Membership is passive and employees deliver services to 

clients, thus replacing social capital with financial capital. 

 

Lyons argues that stocks of social capital are more likely to be generated in 

organisations that encourage and expand active voluntary membership, where services 

are directed towards the membership.  Such organisations tend to have less 

hierarchical, more cooperative and more democratic structures.  For community radio, 

explicit commons principles and organisational and decision-making structures can be 

located in their constitutions (Articles of Association) and in station policy and 

procedures (Oakerson 1992:42-43). 

 

A second element of social capital explored in this chapter concerns networks of 

interaction  (Putnam 1993:173; Oakerson 1992:42-43).  Patterns of interaction are 

partly structured by a station’s purpose and constitution, thus reflecting the 

organisation’s original intentions, as well as by the relationships that have developed 

with different groups in the community.  I examine these relationships in terms of the 

financial contribution that a station receives from different sections of its host 

community.  These data are readily available from the annual audited financial returns 

and can partially answer questions concerning who participates and the nature of this 

participation (Hochheimer 1993:478; Oakerson 1992:42-43). 

 

This chapter focuses on each station as a whole, rather than on individual volunteers.  

The individual interactions between volunteers and their host community provide an 

additional method to assess the degree to which community radio stations are involved 

in local networks, and this is presented in Chapter 7.  In conclusion, this chapter 

compares and discusses the main differences between each station and the implications 

these have for the generation of social capital. 

 

 

Case Selection Criteria 
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The selected stations were 4OUR at Caboolture, 4RRR at Roma and 2TEN at 

Tenterfield, which all met the following selection criteria: 

• that the station be an incorporated association with membership open to the general 

public and a Board of Directors elected directly by membership, thus excluding 

licences owned by educational, Christian, vision-impaired, ethnic and Indigenous 

interest groups; 

• that the stations had been operating for 10 years or more; 

• that the station not be located in a capital city; 

• that the station be the only community broadcaster servicing the community; 

• that the station present a generalist format designed to serve the whole community 

and characterised by a mixture of ‘strip’ formatting during prime time and ‘block’ 

programming in the evenings and on weekends; 

• that the station not be supported by a university or other educational institution; and 

• that the station be a member of the CBAA. 

 

At the time of the fieldwork, all three stations had been operating for more than 10 

years and none shared a footprint with other community broadcasters although all 

stations were located in markets serviced by commercial radio.  All were all members 

of the CBAA.  There was no university support for any of the stations, and none had 

university representatives among its board of directors.  The selection process did not 

control for size of the host population.  It was anticipated, however, that 4OUR — 

located in the largest centre — would have more volunteers, a somewhat more diverse 

program schedule reflecting the presence of special interests such as ethnic groups, and 

that it would perform better financially because it had a greater pool of potential 

subscribers and sponsors. 

 
4OUR and 2TEN had adopted program formats common to many non-metropolitan 

stations.3  Their ‘generalist’ format consisted of ‘strip’ programming during peak 

listener hours and ‘block’ programming after 6.00 p.m. and on weekends (see the 

program guides in Appendix 9).  Strip programs are characterised by a format of light 

and popular music, interspersed with news bulletins, sponsorship announcements, 

community service announcements and the occasional interview.  Block programming 

tends to consist of specialist programs — for example, particular music genres, issues 
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or hobbies and ethnic programs.  4RRR aimed for a similar format, but lack of 

volunteers meant it relied substantially on ComRadSat, the networked service provided 

by the CBAA. 

 

Volunteers are another defining feature of community broadcasting and can also 

indicate how typical a station is.  In a survey of 104 community radio stations, the 

Department of Communication and the Arts (DoCA) found a mean average of 102 

volunteers per station (1997:10).  Unfortunately, the data do not indicate the skew 

towards metropolitan community radio stations, as these are known to have 200 

volunteers or more (ATSIC 1999:19; Barlow 1998:150).  The number of volunteers 

present at each of the three case studies varied substantially from the DoCA report.  My 

field research and questionnaire revealed that 4OUR had 85 volunteers, 2TEN had 32 

and 4RRR had 19 volunteers. 

 

Financial performance can also indicate how typical the selected stations are.  

According to the CBAA, about 50 per cent of its member stations operate on less than 

$100 000 per year (Thompson 1997:18).  The audited annual financial reports collected 

from the selected stations revealed that 4OUR has an average annual turnover of $80 

000, 2TEN turns over $100 000 per annum, and 4RRR about $3000 per annum.   

 

The three stations are now described more fully in terms of their structure, goals, 

history, financial performance and community relations.  Although each station’s 

history is unique, each captures elements common to the community broadcasting 

sector more generally, including professionalism, localism and survival. 

 

 

 

 

4OUR: Professionalism 

 

Regional community broadcaster 4OUR is licensed to broadcast to the Shire of 

Caboolture, about 50 kilometres north of the state capital, Brisbane.  4OUR is managed 

and operated by 85 volunteers, who present a variety of music and special-interest 
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programs.  The daytime ‘strip’ format consists of light popular music interspersed with 

local community information.  The station also broadcasts daily news bulletins 

provided by National Radio News (produced specifically for community radio) and 

supplements this with a locally produced bulletin. 

 

4OUR is the only radio station to specifically target Caboolture Shire; however, 

residents can receive all commercial, national and community media from Brisbane and 

from the Sunshine Coast.  The shire also hosts a narrowcaster Planet Radio, operating 

from Bribie Island.4

 

Caboolture Shire 

Caboolture Shire has a population of 110 000 and is one of the fastest-growing 

communities in Australia.  The shire’s rapid growth has seen a shift away from rural 

activities and towards the manufacturing and services industries (Caboolture 

Community Information Centre, no date).  Each year about 6000 new residents settle in 

the shire (Caboolture Shire Council 2000).  According to the Caboolture Shire Council 

(CSC), the region offers affordable real estate and is attractive to Brisbane commuters 

as well as to those who enjoy its proximity to the Sunshine Coast.  Data obtained from 

the 1996 Census indicate that 59.5 per cent of Caboolture’s residents had changed their 

address since the previous Census in 1991 (the Census data does not indicate whether 

residents changed their address within the shire, or whether they moved to Caboolture 

from elsewhere). 

 

About 42 per cent of Caboolture Shire’s population is in the labour force (Census 

1996).  Caboolture’s labour force is primarily employed in the wholesale and retail 

sector (22 per cent); manufacturing (13.6 per cent); finance, insurance, property and 

business services (10.3 per cent); construction (9.4 per cent); and health and 

community services (9 per cent).  Approximately 40 per cent of the shire’s residents 

(above the age of 15) earned less than $200 per week, while another 41 per cent earned 

between $200 and $599 per week.  In 1996, the Shire had an unemployment rate of 

around 12 per cent. 

 

Most of the shire’s residents were born in Australian with 4.7 per cent of the population 



from non-English speaking backgrounds (Census 1996).  Indigenous people comprise 

less than 2 per cent of the population.  The region’s political landscape is diverse.  At 

the time of my fieldwork, Liberal member Mal Brough held the federal seat of 

Longman, and One Nation’s Bill Feldman held the state seat of Caboolture.  Shire 

elections are not conducted along political party lines; however, the mayor is a member 

of the Australian Labor Party (McLoughlin, 1999).  The shire’s diverse political 

representation possibly reflects its transitional demography. 

 

 

 

 
Photo 5.1. Entrance to 4OUR at Caboolture, Queensland 

 

 

4OUR’s Organisational Structure 

4OUR is owned and operated by the Caboolture Community FM Radio Association 

(CCRA) and first commenced broadcasting in 1990.  4OUR’s objectives are: 

• to enable groups and persons representing a wide range of community interests 

and concerns to broadcast to people in Caboolture and surrounds, 

predominantly in matters of special interest or relevance to people in that area;  

• to broadcast Christian programs every Sunday; 
 180
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• to encourage community involvement in program production; and 

• to provide training for members of the community who wish to perform 

voluntary work at the station in whatever areas the association requires of 

volunteers (CCRA 1998). 

 

Membership of 4OUR is open to anyone from the community.  The membership is 

classed into categories that determine the annual membership fee, voting rights, rights 

of representation and incentive schemes (CCRA 1998).  The ordinary adult 

membership fee is $20.  All members, except those under the age of 18, are entitled to a 

vote at general meetings.  All members, except businesses, are eligible to become board 

members.  In 1999 the station had about 750 members (Saffron 2000). 

 

Volunteers are recruited by word of mouth and on air.  They can attend a 21-week 

training course that includes an introduction to community broadcasting, station policy 

and procedures, a basic announcer course and internet training.  The training is free 

except for a small fee ($20) to cover the cost of training notes, and is only available to 

volunteers who have paid their membership fee.  Volunteers are active in announcing, 

fundraising (but not sponsorship), management and administration. 

 

Volunteer board members are appointed for a two-year term and they are responsible 

for the day-to-day management of the station.  They are elected annually at the General 

Meeting, when half the board retires.  A number of sub-committees are responsible for 

a variety of ‘departments’ including announcing, production, volunteer coordination, 

fundraising (but not sponsorship), and so forth (Saffron 2000).  The volunteers elect the 

departmental managers.  The station does not produce an internal newsletter, so 

meetings are an important means to disseminate information.  All volunteers are 

expected to attend the monthly station meeting, but these usually attract about 30 

people.  If a volunteer does not attend three consecutive station meetings, they can 

forfeit their rights and privileges.  4OUR has one employee, the sponsorship 

coordinator, who is paid a small wage topped up with a commission on sales. 

 

Setting up 4OUR 

In their licence application, 4OUR’s founding members stated that the primary reason 
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for establishing the station was a lack of local news and information (CCRA 1988).  

They argued that ‘a community licence could do much to unite the shire and encourage 

more community involvement in local affairs’.  They further suggested that the station 

could contribute to local employment and industry by offering a range of service 

information, and emphasised the role the station could provide in the event of a natural 

disaster. 

 

The Australian Broadcasting Tribunal (1989:1-5) noted the strong commitment to 

localism in station’s programming philosophy and welcomed 4OUR’s intention to 

employ a full-time journalist.  The Tribunal saw this as a major contribution to the 

licence application and granted the licence on the condition that the station employed a 

full-time journalist at ‘B’ grade (ABT 1989:1), the only community radio station in 

Australia ever to receive this condition.  Andrew Swanton suggests the licence 

condition originated from the station, rather than from the Tribunal: 

What we wanted was for news and information to be spread throughout 
the Shire.  And by imposing that condition — we actually offered it, and 
they accepted it — that if we were to employ anyone, the first person to 
be employed would be a journalist and that would ensure that there would 
be news being run on a regular basis, on a daily basis, so people would 
know what was going on. (Swanton 1999) 

 

According to the Tribunal (ABT 1989:3), the Caboolture Community FM Radio 

Association was ‘clearly ... already integrated in to the local community’.  The 

association had contacted about 200 registered community organisations in the shire 

and the licence application included letters of support from 58 local organisations.  

Prior to obtaining the permanent licence, 4OUR had 749 current subscribers and 80 

local volunteers (ABT 1989:2). 

 

The establishment of 4OUR received financial and organisational support from local 

government (ABT 1989:2).  Two founding members were Caboolture shire councillors, 

and another two were council employees.  At the time, Andrew Swanton was already 

Manager of Public Affairs for the council, and he had been a former Chief of Staff with 

the ABC’s Brisbane newsroom.  Two other members had worked as announcers in 

commercial radio, one of whom had also been a recording engineer.  Another five 
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members managed businesses and there was also a nurse and retired engineer.  Five of 

the founding members were deeply involved with local non-profit community 

organisations, including service clubs such as Rotaract, Apex and the Lions Club, as 

well as Toastmasters, pensioner organisations, churches, the Bush Fire Brigade and the 

State Emergency Service. 

 

The range of expertise evident among the founding members suggests a professional 

orientation in the management of the station, based on a conventional media 

management approach, rather than an orientation towards community development.  

The emphasis on news production in 4OUR’s licence application bears this out, as does 

the station’s adherence to the idea of ‘balance’ in programming: 

 
The station believes minority groups have a right to be heard.  It is the 
responsibility of the Board through its Program Director to ensure 
however, that programming at all times is balanced. The Station intends 
to remain apolitical.  It will not refrain from broadcasting political 
material but will insist that it be balanced and in the public interest. 
(ABT 1989:Attachment B) 

 

Local community groups would be encouraged to use the station and to become 

involved in its operations.  The insistence on balance in programming, however, 

suggests minority voices would be managed and channelled through a professional 

media production process, rather than be allocated their own airtime where they could 

express their views with minimal intervention on behalf of station management.  The 

licence application provides further evidence of this approach with the stated intention 

to employ a station manager, a journalist, a volunteer coordinator and a secretary.  A 

thorough training program would be put in place to prepare volunteers to take on the 

majority of positions such as announcing, office administration, reporting (under the 

supervision of a journalist) and in technical support capacities. 

 

After 10 years of broadcasting, the station has only partially met its original goals and, 

to Andrew Swanton, 4OUR has not yet realised its potential:  

 
I’m disappointed …  You can’t expect a community radio station to 
have all the professionalism of a commercial or national station. 
They’re volunteers.  I mean, you don’t have the classy voices, the 
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training and the production is never going to be the same quality, 
and we accept all that.  But I mean, I think, you know, they can still 
perform, and if they can produce the product, than I think people will 
listen.  I don’t want people to think I’m critical of this station 
because I think it has the greatest potential of any radio station I 
know …  It’s just the ideals that I had when I set it up haven’t really 
been achieved for a range of reasons. (Swanton 1999) 

 

Thus, to Andrew Swanton, the purpose of 4OUR is to deliver a product to listeners, 

rather than to deliver a service to its membership.  The station’s income generation 

bears this out.  Over the years, the proportion of income from membership has 

diminished, while income generated from business sponsorship has increased. 

 

Financing 4OUR 

At the time of the 4OUR’s licence application, it had raised $42 770, which the 

Tribunal (ABT 1989:3) considered a considerable commitment from local supporters.  

Initially, membership accounted for nearly a quarter of the station’s revenue (around 

$10 000).  Founding members predicted that station revenue would be in the order of 

$217 000 by its third year of operation.  It was expected that about $35 000 (16 per 

cent) would be derived from membership fees, while business sponsorship was 

expected to generate 54 per cent of the total income. 

 

 
 
 
 
Table 5.1. 4OUR, Annual Income and Expenditure, 1992-98 
Income (%) 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 
 Membership 23.7 13.5 20.5 18.9 9.3 7.5 12.5 
 Donations 3.7 19.8 13.6 10.2 8.8 1.0 1.9 
 Sponsorship 27.3 28.7 18.8 24.3 40.8 27.7 54.5 
 Grants 15.0 22.3 30.3 6.5 20.1 14.1 12.7 
 Venue 2.2 1.6 - 0.1 - - - 
 Promotions 4.8 1.5 - 0.2 - 1.0 0.1 
 OB van promotions - 2.9 4.2 4.4 1.7 1.2 1.2 
 Raffle 6.9 0.9 1.3 2.2 2.6 1.2 3.5 
 Functions 7.8 6.3 1.4 7.9 2.8 2.5 5.9 
 Street stall/dance - - - 10.8 3.3 1.7 3.6 
 Excursions - - - 7.9 6.7 2.5 - 
 Sale of licence - - - - - 35.3 - 
 Course fees 4.9 1.2 1.9 2.1 1.4 - 1.2 
 Other 3.7 1.3 4.0 4.5 2.5 4.3 2.9 
Total income ($) 66 461 112 682 99 313 67 967 99 608 113 359 62 980 
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Expenditure (%) 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 
 Wages, commission, super 38.0 25.1 31.5 38.6 29.7 22.0 30.2 
 Telephone 7.3 5.1 6.8 9.7 6.8 7.6 15.0 
 Capital equipment, (+ 

depreciation) 
22.6 29.5 18.2 -23.8 -6.0 3.9 -44.1 

 Equipment, building 
maintenance 

4.6 3.6 2.9 2.8 1.1 1.6 0.8 

 Consumables, tapes, 
cartridges, etc. 

1.8 3.1 1.1 1.1 1.9 3.2 2.4 

 Stationary, photocopying, 
printing 

3.8 3.3 2.6 3.9 3.5 5.6 7.3 

 Electricity 2.6 2.3 3.0 2.4 2.0 2.5 3.9 
 Insurance 1.7 1.2 1.4 - 2.1 1.1 1.9 
 Fees (APRA, AMCOS, etc.) 1.9 6.3 3.5 5.2 10.2 5.2 15.3 
 Depreciation - 10.9 19.1 34.6 26.8 30.8 48.4 
 Other 15.9 9.6 9.8 25.5 21.9 16.3 19.0 
Total expenditure ($) 76 530 116 610 104 569 73 279 98 710 121 166 67 317 
 

Table 5.1 indicates that 4OUR has never reached the original revenue forecasts.   

The station’s average annual turnover is around $80 000 per year.  It has recorded large 

swings in income from as high as $113 359 in 1997 to almost half that the following 

year.  The table further shows a rise in the proportion of income that is obtained from 

sponsorship.  In 1992 sponsorship accounted for 27 per cent of the total income; by 

1998 this had increased to just over 54 per cent, but this is based on a quarter of the 

total income that was originally expected.  From 1995 to 1996 there was a major drop 

in the revenue from membership, from which the station has not yet recovered.  Former 

station President Tony Tyrrel (1999) attributed this to a problem with a station 

employee who was ‘not a people person’. 

 

Employment of staff has proven to be a considerable drain on the station.  Before 1992, 

the employment of the journalist accounted for 50 per cent of station expenditure.  With 

the introduction of the Broadcasting Services Act 1992, 4OUR was no longer obliged 

to employ a full-time journalist.  The station continued to employ a station manager on 

a part-time basis.  Since 1998, the station has been running without paid staff, except 

for a salesman who is paid a base rate topped up with a commission on sales. 

 

Income is also derived from one-of-a-kind events.  For example, in 1993 a large 

proportion of income was donated to the station following a doorknock appeal, after the 

transmitter had been hit by lightning (Tyrrell 1999).  In 1997, the station surrendered its 

original frequency to a commercial broadcaster, for which it received compensation 
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(‘sale of licence’), which accounted for 35 per cent of the station’s annual income. 

 

Community Relations 

The income generated by 4OUR is a reflection of the various sections of the 

community who use the station.  4OUR has a beneficial relationship with Caboolture 

Shire Council.  The station is housed rent-free in a building owned by the council and 

located directly opposite council offices.  Council has also assisted with establishing 

the transmitter (McLoughlin 1999).  According to Caboolture Shire Mayor Tom 

McLoughlin, local radio is an important information channel:  

 
We’ve got quite a number of community newspapers [7], but a lot of 
people don’t read anymore.  They’d rather listen to something, or either 
watch it on TV, or listen to it on the radio.  And I think you’ve got more 
chance of getting to the people through radio than you have by putting it 
in the paper.  Although we certainly use the newspaper. (McLoughlin 
1999) 

 

In the past, 4OUR regularly presented a program — Shire Roundup — that invited 

council staff to present information.  The program is no longer broadcast because the 

volunteer who used to present it has left the station.  Andrew Swanton was involved 

with this program but attributed its demise partly to the lack of talkback facilities: 

 
They started a council program.  I went down there and provided 
information every week on what was happening in council.  I invited the 
public, if listeners had any questions, to send them in because they didn’t 
have direct talkback facilities. We never received a question ...  After a 
while the radio station lost interest and never proceeded.  As far as I 
know, apart from interviews and things, I’m not sure that they do have a 
regular program dealing with council. (Swanton 1999) 

 

The relationship with community organisations is another key indicator of community 

support (ABT 1989:2).  Community organisations are encouraged to become members 

of 4OUR.  At the time of my fieldwork, however, station management was unable to 

give an indication of the number and kinds of community groups that were involved 

with the station.  In a survey of the station’s specialist program presenters, I asked 

whether programs were presented on behalf of a community group.  Of the 27 

responses, five presenters indicated that they broadcast on behalf of a community 
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organisation.  This represents a fraction of the 200 organisations originally identified. 

 

Another way that community organisations can use the station is to have their activities 

and services announced on Community Noticeboard.  This program segment is 

broadcast daily and messages are updated every fortnight.  The service is available free 

to any not-for-profit group in the region (as required under broadcasting legislation).  

Groups that are members of 4OUR, however, are more vigorously promoted.  Table 5.2 

indicates the kind of information that is presented on the Community Noticeboard. 

 

Many organisations use the service on a regular basis.  Each fortnight, for example, 

there are messages from Alcoholics Anonymous, the Blue Nurses and the local 

Neighbourhood Centres.  4OUR’s volunteers consider the Community Noticeboard to 

be a valuable service to the community, although its production causes some problems 

because it is a voluntary task.  At a volunteer meeting on 5 February 1999, concern was 

expressed about the Community Noticeboard not having been broadcast since just 

before Christmas 1998.  Some volunteers suggested that community announcements 

should not take a holiday break. 

 

 

 

Table 5.2. 4OUR Community Service Announcements* 
 
Category 

Week ending 
20.12.98 

Week ending 
4.7.99 

Week ending 
18.7.99 

Week ending 
30.7.99 

Health 10 5 3 1 
Sport, leisure, social 12 3 - 2 
Arts and crafts 8 1 - - 
Music 4 - - - 
Self-help 20 3 4 2 
Church 6 - 1 1 
Community services 5 2 1 1 
Neighbourhood 
Centres 

 
14 

 
4 

 
2 

 
4 

Fairs, dances, markets 10 4 4 5 
Ethnic and Indigenous 5 2 1 1 
Youth 3 - - - 
Other (e.g. tax, 
historical society, 
gardening clubs) 

 
 

15 

 
 

4 

 
 

3 

 
 

1 
Total 112 30 19 19 
* The table indicates the number of announcements, not the number of organisations. 



 188

 
 
As well as the Community Noticeboard, 4OUR makes a point of attending community 

events and has a caravan refurbished as an Outside Broadcast (OB) facility.  The OB 

van also assists with maintaining relationships with business sponsors.  On Saturday 

mornings, if no other community event is scheduled for the day, the OB van is parked 

outside a sponsor’s business premises, from where the program is broadcast, often 

combined with a ‘sausage sizzle’. 

 

As mentioned earlier, business sponsorship is an important source of revenue for the 

station.  The kind of businesses that sponsored 4OUR at the end of the June 1998 

financial year included: 

• retail (16); 
• automotive (4); 
• restaurants, hotels and take-aways (5); 
• services (8); 
• computers and electrical (3); 
• supermarkets, greengrocers, butchers (3); 
• produce and garden supplies (4); 
• transport and communication (3); 
• computers and electrical (3); 
• building industry (2); and 
• other industries (13).  

 

Businesses also provide input into 4OUR programming.  A daily Job Search segment is 

presented in conjunction with local employment agencies.  Local fruit and vegetable 

growers are kept up to date with produce reports relayed from the wholesale fruit and 

vegetable markets at Rocklea, in Brisbane.  A ferry operator at Bribie Island reports 

daily on the weather report, and a local taxi company presents a daily traffic report. 

 

Conclusion 

In general terms, 4OUR meets the objectives as set out in its constitution.  4OUR’s 

licence application, however, points to the presence of the ‘inherent tension’ arising out 

of a professional orientation which takes priority over a focus on community 

development (Tomaselli & Prinsloo 1990; Barlow 1998).  The emphasis on product at 

4OUR exemplifies a transmission perspective of communication.  Given the size and 
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heterogenous nature of the Caboolture Shire population, 4OUR’s founding members 

possibly saw the community as a resource for the station (Hochheimer 1993).  The 

station could then conduct its business as a sender of local information, obtained from 

local sources to be broadcast to a local audience, thus constructing a sense of unity 

within the shire. 

 

On the other hand, the founding members also recognised a more central role for 

volunteers and community groups, suggesting a model in which the radio station could 

act as a resource of the community where community members could share information 

between themselves (Hochheimer 1993).  From the licence application, however, this 

appeared to be a secondary consideration.  In either case, 4OUR is considered to not 

have reached its ‘potential’ (Swanton 1999).  4OUR has never achieved its original 

goal to staff the station with professionals.  At the time of my fieldwork, many 

volunteers expressed a desire to do so — and with professionals in traditional roles 

such as journalists, managers and sales people, rather than with professionals with a 

community development orientation.  Furthermore, ‘good’ radio was that which 

achieved a ‘professional’, mainstream sound. 

 

Staff/volunteer relationships are a ‘classic’ source of tension in community 

organisations (Kenny 1999:300; Pickvance 1986:234), and community radio volunteers 

are often viewed as cheap labour in situations where notions of professionalism 

override other considerations (Tebbutt 1989).  Tensions arising out of the 

staff/volunteer relationship, such as evidenced at 4OUR, partly stem from the 

requirements of the original licence application under the Broadcasting and Television 

Act 1942.  In 4OUR’s case, the stress on employing a ‘B-grade’ journalist to present 

local news was highly praised by the Tribunal.  Nevertheless, the Tribunal expressed 

concerns about 4OUR’s ability to employ a journalist, but accepted the assurance that: 

 
If it got really down to the nitty gritty and we were faced with the 
situation of having to dispense with one of them I would say it would 
have to be the manager because the journalist, we feel, is our primary 
requirement that we maintain a local news and information service. 
(ABT 1989:9) 
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According to Barlow (1998), professionalisation and community development 

polarised during Australian community radio’s formative years.  It would seem that 

these polarised views were replicated in community broadcasting legislation and found 

expression in the licence application, thereby imposing this contradiction upon aspiring 

community broadcasters.  This suggests that community radio’s ‘potential’ cannot be 

realised unless the professional/volunteer dichotomy is resolved.   

 

Unable to realise its ‘potential’ in the professional sense, 4OUR also seemed unable to 

realise its ‘potential’ in the community development sense.  The dominant approach 

evident at 4OUR was an orientation towards an audience, understood in a mainstream 

professional sense.  This professional orientation, however, gives rise to a 

contradiction, since it puts unrealistic expectations upon volunteers to perform in a 

professional manner. 

 

To some extent, this problem has been resolved at 2TEN, where two staff are employed 

to coordinate programming and to raise funds.  At 2TEN, however, the themes of 

professionalism and localism presented differently compared with 4OUR.  At 4OUR, 

broadcasting professionally produced programs was seen as a means to ‘unite the 

shire’, as well as a way to generate a local audience and hence support for the station.  

At 2TEN the station was seen more as a resource that belonged to the local community; 

there was little expectation of professionally produced programs, even though 

professionalism was used as a reference point to judge the quality of programming. 

 

 

2TEN: Localism 

 

2TEN is licensed to broadcast to the Shire of Tenterfield in Northern New South 

Wales, about 270 kilometres southwest of Brisbane.  At the time of the field research, 

2TEN was in the process of extending its licence to broadcast to Stanthorpe, some 60 

kilometres to the north in Queensland.  Plans were underway to set up a relay studio in 

Stanthorpe, and to attract a core of volunteers who would be responsible for program 

delivery from that end.  Stanthorpe was therefore not included in this research, although 

I do include references to the Granite Belt region, which straddles the state border. 
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Apart from 2TEN, no other radio stations specifically service Tenterfield.  Residents 

can receive ABC broadcasts, and more recently a commercial FM radio station from 

Beaudesert, in Queensland, has extended its reach to the shire.  There were also reports 

that a Warwick-based commercial AM radio station was targeting potential advertisers 

throughout the Granite Belt.  Tourist Radio FM 88.0 is absent (2TEN having purchased 

all the available narrowcasting licences).5

 

2TEN has surveyed the Tenterfield community in the main street and at fairs and other 

events.  According to the station manager Allan Bennett (2000): ‘We’ve found out 

what people want to listen to; they don’t want specialist programs during the day, as 

such; they want basically a better music-mix type-thing.’  Bennett suggested that the 

station was run ‘fairly well along commercial lines, up to a point’, in that 2TEN does 

not play as many sponsorship announcements compared with commercial station and it 

does not have the commercial sound. 
 

2TEN has about 35 volunteers who present a range of programs, although there are not 

enough announcers to fill all time slots.  For this reason, the daily weekday breakfast 

program has a regular presenter, who is also employed part time by the station to sell 

airtime to sponsors.  Program automation takes care of the weekday lunchtime 

programs, and the overnight programs.  Automation was made possible by a computer 

that the station received as part of the federal government’s national Computer Access 

Network project.6  The computer also stores pre-recorded sponsorship announcements 

(replacing the old ‘cart’ system), community announcements and station promotions, as 

well as the music most favoured by volunteers.  School students present programs on 

weekday afternoons and special-interest programs are scheduled on evenings and 

weekends. 

 

2TEN does not present a local news bulletin.  Instead, announcers present local 

information, and a produce report is also relayed from the Rocklea market in Brisbane.  

During the day, 2TEN also broadcasts the National Radio News service.  Apart from 

the national news service, the station prefers not to use ComRadSat because of 

complaints from local listeners.  ComRadSat is considered too city-focussed and not 
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geared to country listeners. 
 

Tenterfield Shire 

Tenterfield Shire has a population of 6529, of which about half reside in the town of 

Tenterfield.  Ethnically, the shire’s population is fairly homogenous, with just under 3 

per cent of the population from non-English speaking backgrounds, and an Indigenous 

population of about 4.7 per cent (Census 1996).  The population is fairly stable, with 

64.3 per cent of residents having lived at the same address during the previous Census 

in 1991.  The shire is proud of its historical significance as the place where Henry 

Parkes made his famous Federation speech, its links with the Boer War, popularised by 

the film Breaker Morant, and as the hometown of entertainer Peter Allan (Tenterfield 

Shire Council 1999).  Politically, Tenterfield’s federal representative is part of 

Liberal/National Party coalition.  An Independent represents the state electorate of 

Northern Tablelands. 

 

About 40 per cent of Tenterfield Shire is in the labour force (Census 1996).  As can be 

expected, primary industries employ the largest proportion of Tenterfield’s labour force 

(25.4 per cent).  A further 15.9 per cent of people were employed in wholesale and 

retail, 9.5 per cent in manufacturing (particularly in the food industry), and 8.2 per cent 

in health and community services.  Accommodation, cafes and restaurants accounted 

for another 6.7 per cent of the labour force, reflecting the region’s emergent tourism 

industry.  In 1996, the Shire had an unemployment rate of 11.8 per cent. 

 

Although Tenterfield is primarily located in sheep and cattle grazing country, tourism is 

vigorously promoted.  The region is famous for its national parks, and the Granite Belt 

vineyards are increasing in popularity.  A free visitors’ guide promotes a short walk 

around Tenterfield’s main streets to view no less than 27 buildings listed by the 

National Trust (Tenterfield and District Visitor Association, no date).  Passing 

motorists looking for McDonalds, Woolworths and other corporate fast food outlets or 

retailers will be disappointed and need to continue their journey, either to Stanthorpe or 

Glen Innes. 
 



 

 
Photo 5.2.  Entrance to 2TEN, at Tenterfield, New South Wales 

 
2TEN’s Organisational Structure  

2TEN is owned and operated by the Tenterfield & District Community FM Radio 

Association (TDCRA) and commenced broadcasting in 1986.  The association’s 

objectives are: 

• to endeavour to create programmes with a local content and provide community 

information and news on 2TEN; 

• to endeavour to promote confidence and career training in the youth of the 

community through training in the broadcast media, subject to policies on 

announcer training and membership of the association; and 

• to provide access to the community and interest groups within the community 

subject to policies on announcer training and membership of the association 

(TDCRA 1991). 

 

Membership of 2TEN is open to any adult as well as families, religious groups, 

registered charities, educational institutions and registered businesses (TDCRA 1991).  

The basic adult membership fee is $12 per year.  In 1999 the station had about 120 

members (Bennett 2000).  Members are eligible to nominate to for a position on the 

Board of Directors and the board is elected annually. 
 193
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Programming policy and day-to-day decision-making is largely the responsibility of the 

station manager.  ‘Big’ decisions are the responsibility of the Board of Directors, which 

meets once every month.  Anyone may attend and contribute to board meeting, 

although voting rights are restricted to the directors.  The station also has a 

programming committee but it meets irregularly.  Announcer meetings are also 

infrequent because no one turns up (Bennett 2000).  Station news is diffused by word 

of mouth, since Allan Bennett is at the stations most days, including weekends. 

 

Volunteers are also recruited by word of mouth and posters are also put up at the local 

schools and college of TAFE.  Involving young people is a priority and 2TEN is proud 

of its teenage involvement.  Teenage recruitment requires constant effort because many 

young people leave the district to pursue post-secondary education and employment.  

Training largely takes place on a one-to-one basis, supplemented with a ‘folder with 

things you can and can’t do’ (Bennett 2000).   Volunteers are put on air as soon as they 

feel confident about panel operating.  Often they will just play music and postpone 

announcing until they feel confident about speaking publicly.  2TEN has provided 

opportunities for young people to enter the media professions.  Seven former 

announcers have found employment in the commercial media sector and others have 

enrolled in tertiary media and journalism degrees (2TEN no date). 

 

Setting up 2TEN 

According to Allan Bennett (2000), 2TEN’s manager since 1995, the station was set up 

following illegal transmission of a Brisbane-based commercial FM station.  Until 1986 

Tenterfield residents could only pick up ABC radio.  A local electronics technician 

installed an antenna in his backyard to relay the commercial signal, resulting in a 

warning from the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal and the suggestion that Tenterfield 

residents establish a community radio station. 

 

The establishment of a local community radio station received support as early as 1980, 

when the local Chamber of Commerce formed a committee (ABT 1986:4-5).  The 

Tenterfield Shire Council strongly supported the plan with the purchase of capital 

equipment worth $36 000, the construction of a transmitter building and tower worth 



 195

$15 000, and the offer of a rent-free building to house offices and studios (ABT 1986:5-

6 [background paper] ). 

 

2TEN intended to broadcast 24 hours a day; however, the Tribunal expressed some 

reservation about this (ABT 1986:8).  The TDCRA argued that farmers were awake 

early and wanted the service, and truck drivers passing through the town overnight also 

wanted the service and would contribute financially.  Furthermore, 2TEN intended to 

purchase an eight-hour tape machine, representing a first step towards automation of 

part of its program schedule.   

 

Music was the station’s top programming priority and it was expected that local 

schools, community groups, sports clubs, churches and local musicians would 

contribute to programming (ABT 1986:7-8).  At the licence hearing, the publisher of 

the local newspaper, The Tenterfield Star, who was also 2TEN’s treasurer, said the 

newspaper could be a source of news for the station and they also hoped to come to an 

arrangement with the ABC to relay ABC news broadcasts (ABT 1986:9).  To ensure 

that programming would be ‘adequate and comprehensive’ (as required under the 

Broadcasting and Television Act 1942), 2TEN intended to employ a part-time station 

manager who had recently graduated from a radio school in Brisbane.  A former ABC 

broadcaster would also carry out training. 

 

In 1995, 2TEN put a submission to the ABA to extend its licence area to Stanthorpe.  

The licence extension was granted in November 1998, but technical difficulties 

associated with the region’s rugged terrain and the cost of establishing a translator 

meant a delay in delivery of the service.  At the commencement of my fieldwork in 

September 1999, the station had been broadcasting to Stanthorpe for only a few weeks 

and was still experiencing technical difficulties.  

 

2TEN’s Finances and Community Relations 

2TEN’s founders expected to raise about $19 000 per year in sponsorship income, 

based on a total of 150 businesses operating in Tenterfield.  They expected to spend 

about $18 000 per year in wages (ABT 1986:9).  The Tribunal recognised that it was 

difficult to assess the kind of continued support that 2TEN could expect from the local 



 196

community, given that no other electronic media existed in Tenterfield (ABT 1986:5). 

 

2TEN’s current income has surpassed these initial projections five-fold; however, the 

station has not always enjoyed local support, despite being the only broadcaster in 

town.  Prior to Allan Bennett’s employment, 2TEN was perceived to be associated with 

the local illegal drug culture and it took a number of years for the station to clean up its 

tarnished reputation (Bennett 2000).  The problem was partly resolved by a decision 

taken by the Board of Directors, to employ a suitable manager. 

 
Table 5.3 indicates that the employment of two staff, the full-time station manager and 

a part-time sales person, accounts for around 63 per cent of the station’s expenditure.  

The table further indicates that the station’s average annual income is about $100 000.  

About three-quarters of this is generated from local business sponsorship.  A stroll 

down Tenterfield’s main street reveals that nearly all retailers listen to the station.  

Allan Bennett (2000), points out that 2TEN could not survive without business 

sponsors.  All kinds of businesses are approached to become sponsors, and 99 per cent 

of them are local businesses — anything ‘from the local corner shop to shopping 

centres’ (Bennett 2000).  The station also attracts sponsorship from a shopping centre at 

Warwick, about 115 kilometres to the north, in Queensland.  It has not been able to 

attract national sponsors. 

 
Table 5.3. 2TEN, Annual Income and Expenditure, 1996-99 
Income (%) 1996 1997 1998 1999 
 Fundraising 8.8 11.2 8.8 14.8 
 Sponsorship  73.4 75.7 83.7 79.5 
 Membership  1.0 0.8 1.3 1.2 
 Grants 6.2 9.9 2.7 4.4 
 Other 10.6 2.4 3.5 0.1 
Total Income ($) 109 203 99 293 91 074 97 504 
Expenditure (%) 1996 1997 1998 1999 
 Payroll 59.6 58.8 69.3 65.0 
 Telephone 4.9 3.8 3.7 3.3 
 Equipment &  

Maintenance 
 

10.8 
 

14.5 
 

2.2 
 

10.7 
 Licence Fees 3.8 5.6 3.8 4.7 
 Car - 3.6 4.0 4.2 
 Other 20.9 13.7 17.0 12.1 
Total Expenditure ($) 103 269 89 628 90 635 83 415 
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Allan Bennett (2000) describes the station’s approach to sponsorship as ‘commercial’ 

but says it differs from commercial radio because legal limitations on the sale of 

community radio airtime inhibits the ability to raise sufficient funds.  In many ways the 

station uses commercial broadcasting as its reference point.  This is not surprising 

given that Allan Bennett’s workplace training included work experience at a number of 

commercial radio stations.  In addition, a commercial FM radio station (SUN-FM 

located at Beaudesert, in Queensland) was in the process of expanding its footprint into 

the Granite Belt region at the time of the fieldwork.  To 2TEN’s volunteers this 

represented competition in the commercial sense.  Although this represented a potential 

financial threat to 2TEN, a sense of confidence could be observed at the station that it 

had found the right formula to maintain local support in the face of a new competitor.  

Part of the 2TEN’s approach is to put a lot of effort into local fundraising activities that 

involve the station in the community.  It has a presence at all major community events, 

does outside broadcasts and often provides technical audio support to other 

organisations.   

 

Another way that 2TEN enhances its relationship with the community more generally 

is to focus on youth.  Youth programming takes place in what is considered a prime 

timeslot — the daily drive time program, when there is supervision at the station.  

Schools have finished for the day and the timeslot does not interfere with teenage 

programs on television.  The station has received many letters from parents and 

teachers who have commended the station for its role in raising self-confidence among 

the youths involved with the station.  Parents and teachers further report dramatic 

improvements in their children’s reading and communication skills, social skills and 

self-discipline. 

 

2TEN also has a good relationship with local community groups.  These use the station 

to promote their services and events.  Allan Bennett (2000) reports that the local groups 

keep close ties with the station.  One group, the local Rotary Club, has donated 

sufficient funds to the station for the purchase of a caravan to enable outside 

broadcasts. 
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The importance of community groups is not only recognised by 2TEN, but also by the 

Tenterfield Shire Council.  Councillors are encouraged to liaise with community 

groups, but it is up to individual councillors to decide the nature of that liaison.  At 

2TEN, a councillor attends the board meetings and he is also on the station’s cleaning 

roster!  Council further supports 2TEN with the provision of a rent-free premises 

located behind the council offices.  In return, 2TEN maintains the building and an 

attractive landscaped garden.  The council also provides rent-free loans and community 

grants to the station (Arnold 2000). 

 

2TEN also presents a monthly half-hour program that gives residents an opportunity to 

raise concerns with council staff.  According to Mark Arnold, Tenterfield Shire 

Council’s General Manager, radio provides a good way for the council to cover all its 

bases in terms of communicating to shire residents, because not everyone reads the 

local newspaper: 

 
One of our main criticisms is that we don’t communicate with residents 
or the ratepayers.  It [2TEN] provides us with an opportunity to 
communicate once a month.  For people, as the radio station does, to 
advertise that we’re going to be there, and to get people to comment to 
provide question on areas that need answering.  I see a two-way 
communication there. (Arnold 2000) 

 

2TEN and council together determine the topics to be presented on the program.  These 

are usually current issues, which are subsequently published in the local newspaper.  

The 2TEN presenter promotes the program prior to its broadcast and requests listeners 

to send in questions so that council can prepare answers in advance.  The station does 

not have a talkback facility, but telephone calls are taken at the station during the 

broadcast, and the comments and questions are then passed on to the announcer.  Mark 

Arnold suggests that the ability to respond immediately to listeners is of some benefit: 

 
One of the most topical areas that we dealt with was the Companion 
Animals Act, when it came in …  People having to think about 
registering cats or having dedicated areas where they can walk their dog, 
and things like that.  And questions were coming back which could be 
answered at the time.  There’s a benefit there for us and for the listener 
because the listener can, while the topic is fresh in their mind, bring it up 
and we can provide a response, rather than have them come in here 
[council offices]. (Arnold 2000) 
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The council broadcast often generates feedback to the Council after the program is 

finished: 

 
We quite often have feedback here during the day, here [council 
offices], in relation to an interview that was given in the morning. 
Sometimes you come in at 8.30 or just before 9.00, just after you’ve 
finished there [at 2TEN] and the phone is ringing hot for five or ten 
minutes. And that’s good too because, you know it just promotes 
discussion. (Arnold 2000) 

 

In addition to enhancing communication between the council and shire residents, Mark 

Arnold suggests community radio benefits the local community in other ways.  It 

provides opportunities for local people to gain broadcasting experience, and ‘it allows 

in essence the community to have control over what it itself listen to’ (Arnold 2000).  

2TEN further provides an important entertainment avenue, which has the ability to 

lessen social isolation, given Tenterfield’s remote location: 

 
I know that over time some of the presenters have had interviews with 
people that are out there in the music industry, which you would never 
get to Tenterfield, but which you know have done an over-the-wire 
interview.  And to hear the local radio personality interviewing someone 
you only see on TV sort of makes you feel that you are part of a wider 
sphere, I suppose.  And you’re not just that little place out the back of, 
you know, nowhere sort of thing. (Arnold 2000) 

 
 
Conclusion 

In general terms, 2TEN meets the objectives set out in its Articles of Association.  

Although 2TEN’S station manager described the station’ s approach as ‘commercial’, 

there was less a sense of product delivery and more a celebration of the local 

community and its local culture in evidence.  In terms of Hochheimer’s (1993) question 

of ‘who is being served by whom’, the case of 2TEN raises similar difficulties to that of 

4OUR.  On the one hand, the station can be seen as conducting its business in terms of 

senders and receivers — a scenario in which the community serves as a resource for the 

station, expressed most clearly through sponsorship.  On the other hand, the station 

serves as a resource of the community, in that the residents, community groups, 

businesses and government use the station to share information and to learn new skills. 
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The station is also a site of community development and this is most clearly illustrated 

with 2TEN’s youth program.  The program is produced for and by youth, and broadcast 

during drive time.  Many other stations would choose to schedule their more 

experienced announcers in this timeslot.  Providing access to the youngest and least 

experienced volunteers, however, makes a great deal of sense.  Youth presenters will 

play music that is popular with their peers, and thus attract the region’s younger 

listeners.  The station manager supervises the program, thus allaying any doubts on the 

part of parents or teachers.  Parents of some of the children and teenagers who have 

benefited from volunteering at 2TEN run small businesses that are thus inclined to 

sponsor the station. 

 

The station’s sponsorship income demonstrates a high level of community support.  

There are certainly benefits to operating in a solo market; however, 2TEN’s own 

history suggests that this cannot be taken for granted.  There is little doubt that the 

employment of a full-time manager has proved beneficial to 2TEN.  The manager 

provides some stability to the day-to-day running of the station, and compared to 

4OUR little tension could be observed at 2TEN.  A great deal of decision-making at 

2TEN appeared to be in the hands of the manager, thus inviting the criticism that this 

could be undemocratic.  However, a researcher, as an outsider looking in, can rely too 

much on explicit rules and transparent structures.  Transparency may be less of an issue 

for organisations in small towns, where informal networks may play a larger role 

compared with city-based structures and not necessarily be accessible to the casual 

observer. 

 

2TEN also appears to benefit from a sense of community pride that can be observed in 

Tenterfield more generally.  A travelling salesman who I met at a local trade fair at 

which 2TEN provided audio support was impressed with the sense of self-esteem he 

had observed at Tenterfield.  The community takes pride in its distinct identity.  

Examples include the town’s efforts at keeping out fast-food chains and large retail 

stores and the promotion of its historic buildings.  At 2TEN this is expressed in its 

refusal to take networked programming from ComRadSat, its astute decision to 

purchase available narrowcasting licences (thus ensuring the extra frequencies are kept 
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in the hands of the local community), and its role in fostering self-confidence in the 

town’s youth. 

 

All these efforts at maintaining a local identity have the potential to attract a charge of 

xenophobia, but 2TEN’s efforts at increasing its reach across the border and into 

Stanthorpe suggest this is not the case.  The expansion into Stanthorpe goes beyond a 

commercial imperative.  The two towns share a sense of identity in terms of the rugged 

topography of the surrounding countryside; and a tourism industry focussed on the 

nearby national parks and the expanding wine industry.  The towns share a major 

highway and residents at both towns will travel to the larger centre of Warwick for 

some of their shopping needs. 

 

New settlers to Tenterfield have also reported the locals as being very open to 

residents: ‘it’s not like some towns that don’t want to know about new settlers’ 

(personal communication with volunteers).7  Volunteers who had moved to the region 

from larger population centres reported that their involvement with 2TEN gave them ‘a 

sense of belonging’ and in a small town like Tenterfield it ‘seemed to keep people 

there’ (personal communication with volunteers). 

 

2TEN appears to be part of a dense, lateral network involving ‘voluntary engagement, 

trust and mutual benefit’ (Onyx & Bullen 1997:24).  Further evidence to support this is 

presented in Chapter 7 with data collected from the volunteer survey.  It is also evident, 

however, in the openness observed in local government.  Tenterfield Shire Council 

publishes the minutes of council meetings on its website (TSC 1999), councillors are 

actively involved with local community groups, and council staff value 2TEN’s role in 

providing council with an opportunity to discuss issues important to the community. 

 

At Tenterfield, the communicative role provided by 2TEN presents an expression of the 

ritual view of communication (Carey 1989:18-19).  Its efforts appear to be directed less 

towards the ‘extension of messages in space’, although this function is not altogether 

absent, but more towards the ‘maintenance of society in time’, drawing people together 

in — and maintaining a common symbolic order.  This symbolic order is  ‘alternative’ 

in that it embraces a shared vision of a robust local community that can withstand a 
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globalising ‘McDonaldisation’. 

 

4RRR, located in the remote town of Roma, provides a stark contrast with 2TEN.  

Roma is of comparable size to Tenterfield, yet here the community radio station has 

never reached the level of success enjoyed by 2TEN. 

 

 

 

4RRR: Survival 

 

4RRR is licensed to broadcast to the town of Roma, located about 500 kilometres west 

of Brisbane.  In addition to regional ABC broadcasts, Roma listeners can receive 

commercial radio HOT-FM on relay from St George and AM station 4ZR located in 

Roma.  Both HOT-FM and 4ZR are owned by DMG Radio Investments which owns 54 

regional radio licences around Australia (Communications Update 1999).  

Narrowcaster Tourist Radio FM 88.0 also services Roma. 

 

Roma developed as a centre for the pastoral industry and plays an important role in the 

extraction of natural gas destined for the Brisbane and Gladstone markets; it is also a 

major state public service centre (Roma Tourist Association, no date).  The town is also 

becoming increasingly popular with tourists en route to Carnarvon Gorge, North 

Queensland and the Northern Territory.  Roma has a population of 6495 people and is 

ethnically homogenous.  Nearly 2 per cent of the population are from non-English 

speaking backgrounds and Indigenous people make up about 6.4 per cent of the 

population (Census 1996).  The 1996 census indicates that 44.2 per cent of residents 

lived at the same address during the previous census taken in 1991.  The National Party 

represents the electorate at both the federal and state levels. 

 



 
Photo 5.3. The building that houses 4RRR and other community groups at Roma, Queensland 

 
Nearly 51 per cent of Roma’s population is in the labour force.  Data obtained from the 

1996 Census indicates that Roma’s largest employment sector is in wholesale and retail 

(22.7 per cent), while primary producers account for 3.8 per cent of the population.  

This, however, reflects the distribution of state administrative boundaries.  Roma Town 

Council does not incorporate the surrounding rural countryside, unlike Tenterfield and 

Caboolture.  By comparison, more than 50 per cent of the population of the adjacent 

Bungil Shire (population 1946) is employed in primary industries.8  The other major 

areas of employment at Roma include health and community services (11per cent); 

communication, transport and storage (9.4per cent); education (8.6per cent); and 

government administration and defence (8.3per cent) (Census 1996).  Approximately 

33 per cent of the town’s residents (above the age of 15) earn less than $200 per week, 

while another 44 per cent earn between $200 and $599 per week (Census 1996).  In 

1996 Roma had an unemployment rate of 6.5 per cent. 

 

During the course of my fieldwork, 4RRR was barely surviving, with only 19 

volunteers — the lowest volunteer level the station has ever experienced (McKnight 

2000).  Volunteers present music programs between 3.00 p.m. and 10.00 p.m., Monday 

to Thursday.  Local programs are also presented on Wednesday mornings, Friday 

evenings, on Saturday’s from 6.30 a.m. until midday and nearly all day on Sunday.  

The programs include old-time music, country music, contemporary dance music and a 
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‘New Age’ program.  The country music program, presented on Saturday morning, 

attracts regular telephone feedback from listeners.  At other times, 4RRR relies on the 

sustaining service offered by ComRadSat.  At breakfast this meant listening to Sydney-

based community radio station 2RDJ.  During my visits to Roma, the 3.00 p.m. 

program often did not go to air and local programs were therefore only presented 

between 7.00 p.m. and 10.00 p.m.  4RRR does not produce local news and provides 

minimal local information in the form of community service announcements.  During 

business hours, the studios are unattended and contact with the station is via an 

answering machine. 

 

4RRR’s Organisational Structure 

4RRR is owned and operated by the Roma Community Broadcasting Society (RCBS) 

and commenced broadcasting in 1988.  The association’s objectives are: 

• to encourage and foster the appreciation of fine music, drama, comedy and 

literature, and the participation of the community in such programming; and 

• to prepare general educational material, current affairs programs relating to 

community and regional interests, environmental education, ethnic programs 

and such programs as the Association in general meeting from time to time shall 

determine. (RCBS, no date) 

 

The annual individual adult membership fee is $25, with discounts available to 

pensioners, students and families.  Membership for community groups is available at 

$50 per annum.  Businesses are encouraged to sponsor the station at $6 for a 30-second 

spot with discounts available.  At the time of the fieldwork (1999-2000), 4RRR had 20 

members and one major sponsor — Advance Communications, a business owned by 

one of 4RRR founding members and the station’s ‘technical adviser’.  Membership is 

open to anyone from the community and entitles them to become a member of the 

board.  Board members are elected at the Annual General Meeting by the membership. 

 

Volunteer recruitment is mainly targeted at young people and takes place by word of 

mouth.  It requires constant attention and the Christmas break is particularly difficult 

with school leavers departing town to pursue post-secondary education and 

employment.  In previous years there had been some collaboration with the local TAFE 
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college, but this depended on the personal interests of teachers.  Volunteers are trained 

on a one-to-one basis, usually by teaming up with another announcer.  They are taught 

how to use the mixing console and the legal necessity of the recording all programs.   

 

The station holds a monthly meeting, held in the Roma Town Council buildings, and is 

open to all volunteers.  The board does not meet separately except if there are major 

problems.  This style of ‘open and transparent’ decision-making is a response to a 

previous centralised management approach, which caused the station a lot of problems 

(McKnight 2000).   As well as the monthly meeting, there is a regular station 

newsletter.   

 

Setting Up 4RRR 

Leonie McKnight, company secretary and key contact person, was not sure of the 

station’s origins but indicated that not long after it commenced broadcasting, 4RRR ran 

into financial difficulty and ‘closed down for a while’ and ‘they then managed to get it 

up again’ (McKnight 2000). 

 

The station’s licence grant reports that the RCBS was first formed in 1983 and attracted 

about 70 people to its inaugural meeting (ABT 1987:4).  Between 1983 and 1987, the 

station conducted seven test transmissions that resulted in feedback from 3000 listeners 

(ABT 1987:5).  At the time of the licence grant, in December 1987, the RCBS had 24 

members comprising government workers, teachers and students (ABT 1987:4).  The 

station also had 33 volunteers and expected these to increase to 60 by the third year of 

operations (ABT 1987:22). 

 

The station’s initial licence application was supported by submissions from the 

Chamber of Commerce, the state high school, the Roma Town Council and the 

Independent Music Program (ABT 1987:9).  The RCBS had arranged to lease a studio 

rent-free for the first two years, and the council would provide unlimited use of a 

transmission tower and bunker. 

 

The RCBS intended to broadcast material produced at other public (community) radio 

stations available from the PBAA’s National Program Service (a tape exchange 
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service), and it intended to subscribe to the PBAA’s proposed satellite service.  It also 

intended to broadcast material made available from government departments and 

educational institutions (ABT 1987:24).  Local news would be presented based on the 

stories published in the local newspaper The Western Star, which would be augmented 

by a national news service (ABT 1987:25).   The station intended to commence its 

service by broadcasting 57 hours per week, to be increased to 116 hours by the third 

year (ABT 1987:24). 

 

The station intended to offer ‘in-house’ training and there had been discussion with the 

local TAFE college to develop a radio training course, but nothing concrete was in 

place at the time of the licence hearing (ABT 1987:6, 23).  It expected to employ a part-

time administrator responsible for general management of the station, including 

fundraising, sponsorship and volunteer coordination (ABT 1987:22). 

 

Between 1984 and 1987, RCBS managed to raise about $5000 per year (ABT 1986:9).  

At first the RCBS estimated that it would generate an income of $26 562 in its first year 

of operation and that this would increase to $70 000 in its third year (ABT 1987:21).  

The ABT, however, expressed concern at these income projections, which were based 

on 5TCB, a community radio station at Bordertown in South Australia.  The ABT was 

of the view that sponsorship of the magnitude would be difficult to generate (ABT 

1987:7).  The RCBS revised its projections based on a $10 000 grant from the PBF in 

the first year (which would be spent on employing a part-time administrator), and 

annual sponsorship sales of about $5000 per year (ABT 1987:8). 

 

4RRR’s licence application raised objections from the incumbent commercial 

broadcaster 4ZR.  4ZR argued that an additional radio station would threaten its 

profitability, given 4RRR’s dependence on sponsorship.  According to 4ZR, Roma had 

a volatile economy because of its transient labour force employed in resource-based 

industries that were linked to the ‘vagaries of international markets’ (ABT 1987:10).  

Furthermore, the region had suffered a bad drought and faced industrial trouble in the 

meatworks. 

 

The ABT rejected 4ZR’s objection but recognised that there was a possibility that 



 207

4RRR could rely excessively on sponsorship (ABT 1987:11).  Indeed, the ABT 

expressed concern that sponsorship revenue was fundamental to the RCBS’s proposed 

operation.  Although it considered the station’s revised financial figures more realistic, 

there remained a concern that the RCBS did not have a management structure in place 

that demonstrated community involvement and commitment.  Nor did it have a 

program schedule that identified people responsible for individual programs.  The ABT 

felt that a great deal was being left to a part-time paid administrator ‘who had not yet 

been identified in the community’ (ABT 1987:9).  The ABT agreed that a paid 

administrator would be beneficial, but preferred that a ‘community access public radio 

station’ be staffed by volunteers.  Further, the ABT was of the view that a small 

community such as Roma was unlikely to be able to support paid staff ‘unless RCBS 

can find major sponsors such as oil companies’ (ABT 1987:13).  Despite its 

misgivings, the ABT granted the licence based on the argument that: 

 
A community public radio station not only provides a community with 
an alternate radio service, it also provides the focus for community 
activity in the same way as does a cultural centre or a library.  Roma’s 
remoteness indicates that an additional community facility could 
provide a focus for creative, technical, and management skills within 
the community [and] would be a community asset. (ABT 1987:12) 

 

Perhaps the ABT should have postponed the licence grant until the RCBS was able to 

demonstrate greater community support because the problems identified at the licence 

grant hearing are still evident today.  Leonie McKnight joined 4RRR in 1996 and 

recalls that at the time two people had been ‘running things ... for a long time with very 

little contact with the committee’ (elected directors), and they were ‘tired and burnt 

out’.  The station ran into financial trouble — ‘we had just sort of been going along and 

doing our shows when things hit the fan’.  The two people running the station 

consequently resigned from the station and McKnight says station responsibilities ‘ fell 

into her lap’.  Another long-time volunteer explains 4RRR’s setbacks as a result of the 

centralised management practices of paid staff, which did little to encourage the 

station’s community orientation (4RRR Focus Group 2000).  The departure of the 

manager meant that the station was left with volunteers who had not gained the 

required skills to run a community radio station.  The ‘mess’ the station was left in 

resulted in the station going off air, and the RCBS was required to incorporate again in 
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order to retrieve the broadcasting licence. 

 

4RRR’s Finances 

Table 5.4 indicates that 4RRR operated on a deficit in 1998 and 1999.  Annual income 

was under $3000 while annual expenditure was close to $5000.  Income generation 

mainly relied on the success of single events, such as a movie night or the promotion of 

a musician, or from a grant received from the Community Broadcasting Foundation.  

Income from sponsorship and membership is minimal.  Roma Town Council provides 

free studio space but the station was required to move from earlier premises to its 

current location, a single room in a dilapidated building that is also used by the local 

Choral Society and the Embroidery Club. 

 
Table 5.4. 4RRR Annual Income and Expenditure, 1998-99 
Income (%) 1998 1999 
 Sponsorship 11.4 21.3 
 Grants 38.0 - 
 Membership 11.0 13.8 
 Other 39.6 64.9 
Total Income ($) 2761 2958 
Expenditure (%) 1998 1999 
 CBAA membership 15.1 13.6 
 APRA fees 9.6 10.7 
 Depreciation 39.8 27.5 
 Telephone 21.5 13.6 
 Other 23.6 34.6 
Total Expenditure ($) 4701 5218 

 
In Search of Community Support 

The problems encountered at 4RRR were the subject of a focus group held with the 

adult volunteers in May 2000.9  They considered a number of factors that influenced 

their ability to recruit volunteers.  Overall, there appeared to be a sense of hopelessness 

among the volunteers: 

 
Male 2: Money, nuts and bolts, a little bit coming in [sighs].  We have 
had just about every business in this town sponsor us at one stage or 
another but they haven’t stuck with us, because we aren’t giving them 
what they want.  I guess.  I don’t know.  I don’t think I’ve got any 
answers any more. (4RRR focus group, 9 May 2000) 
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Another volunteer pointed out that sponsors wanted to be assured that the station had 

an audience.  Other focus group participants were unequivocal about what the station 

could potentially offer in terms of music, information and personal and community 

development, but identified the key problem to be the lack of volunteers.  4RRR had 

considered approaching the government employment agency, Centrelink, to advertise 

for volunteers but this required the purchase of insurance, which the station could not 

afford. 

 

Another problem concerned the transient nature of Roma’s labour force that resulted in 

two distinct groups in the community: 

 
Female 1: we’ve always had that city drift in and out in the government 
positions that are here, and that’s always been teachers, people with the 
railway, people with Telecom, Telstra, whatever they’re called now.  So, 
there’s always been [those] two distinct groupings. (4RRR focus group, 
9 May 2000) 

 

Volunteers suggested that other community groups in Roma suffered a similar fate.  For 

many organisations, membership drops dramatically around the New Year when the 

‘government transfers come through’.  Volunteers further suggested that Roma’s 

councillors, as well as its people, were not as involved in their community as those in  

other remote communities: 

 
Female 1: In St George, the council is really involved with a lot of things 
and with community stuff. Whereas they’re just that little bit smaller 
than us.  And so the council here is that just that little bit bigger.  I don’t 
know. 
 
Male 1: You seem to find in the smaller communities that everyone is 
into everything.  
 
Female 1: Whereas Roma is just sort of out of that category. 
 
KVV: How do you mean? 
 
[Pause] 
 
Female 1: You know, the councillors here don’t appear to be that 
involved. Well they’re involved in community groups such as service 
clubs and support for things, you know they would say they support 
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them, but I doubt they’d actually come along and actually be involved. 
 
KVV: You get rent-free premises and electricity. 
 
Male 2: Support, development, interest … 
 
Female 1: It’s not there. 
 
Male 2: No. 
 
Female 1: It’s not there for a lot of community stuff, I mean it’s not only 
us, I don’t think. I think, you know — unless you’re a sporting club, I 
think you’re struggling. (4RRR focus group, 9 May 2000) 

 

Another focus group participant suggested that 4RRR try to increase community 

awareness, but this suggestion was met with despondence because the station lacked 

volunteers: 

   
Female 2: I think that if we actually decided to wake the community up a 
bit that we would get the support. 
 
Female 1: Like if we had the manpower and that.  It’s a Catch 22, but I 
understand what you’re saying. (4RRR focus group, 9 May 2000) 

 

One approach taken by the station is to recruit children and teenagers.  Young people, 

however, leave town once they have completed school in order to pursue employment 

and educational opportunities.  This suggests that 4RRR may be better served by 

concentrating its volunteer recruitment efforts on older and settled residents. 

 

Although 4RRR’s volunteers perceived the relationship with the local council as 

unsatisfactory, it received similar support to 4OUR and 2TEN.  The station is 

accommodated free of charge in a council building and it has access to the transmitter 

tower.  According to Roma Town Councillor Baden Waldron, 4RRR could make an 

important contribution to the community: 

 
To offer the community the avenue to get information out, to offer 
alternatives trends of music and virtually to be there for the community’s 
use, in, say, the case of an emergency for instance, where, say, we’ve got 
major flooding.  Bush fires never worry us much here and if that was the 
case or if there was impending disaster you would use every opportunity 
available. The community radio would be a major part in that. (Waldron 
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2000) 
 
 

According to Waldron (2000), Roma has a good range of community groups, including 

churches, 15 sporting clubs, art and recreation groups and a weekend market.  In the 

past, 4RRR has worked with the Neighbourhood Centre, which offers a range of 

community services, and the station was also involved with a youth committee that 

developed a local skate park.  Waldron further suggests that 4RRR could play a role in 

tourism. 

 

Waldron admits that the presence of a commercial radio station poses some difficulties 

for 4RRR; however, the increase of networked programming on commercial radio 

presents opportunities for community radio: 

 
I’ve certainly been concerned on a number of occasions because of the 
take-over of 4ZR, we would lose our community focus.  It hasn’t 
happened, but when it does happen — and it will happen at some stage 
— it only needs a manager to walk in there that has no community 
commitment and be dollar conscious, that’s when 4RRR will play a 
major part.  I see it as inevitable in the next five to six years. (Waldron 
2000) 

 

Conclusion 

In general terms, 4RRR is unable to meet its objectives.  The station’s licence grant 

indicates that the station faced difficulties generating community support from the 

outset.  The presence of the incumbent commercial radio station, 4ZR, which was 

originally set up by directors from Roma, may account for this.  Recent trends towards 

networking, however, present opportunities for 4RRR to develop closer community 

ties. 

 

Another problem concerns the transient nature of the Roma population.  4RRR appears 

to be targeting this element of the local population, when it may be better served by 

identifying the town’s permanent residents.  The station targets young people, who are 

perhaps even more transient given that Roma offers little to youths that have finished 

their secondary education.  Here too, 4RRR may need to reassess its approach and 

possibly target an older, perhaps retired, segment of the population.  This is not to 
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suggest that temporary residents cannot make valuable contributions to 4RRR.  New 

settlers, however, may be more inclined to join organisations that will assist them in 

making friends and building networks.  At this stage, 4RRR is not able to offer this, 

given that it has few connections with other sections of the Roma population. 

 

The case of 4RRR further demonstrates the problem of placing too much trust in 

individuals in positions of authority.  It appears that past station employees have acted 

alone and without any sort of accountability towards the station’s elected board of 

directors.  It is unlikely that this kind of situation arises intentionally, but rather is 

related to informal social controls (or lack of them).  The fact that 4RRR has not 

recovered from this setback indicates a lack of managerial capacity.  Where informal 

social controls are weak, there is a strong case to be made for the introduction of formal 

training which includes issues relating to organisational structure, directors’ 

responsibilities, decision-making processes and staff management.  Training resources 

of this nature are easily available to city-based voluntary organisations, but Roma’s 

remote location puts organisations such as 4RRR at a disadvantage. 

 

Community radio volunteers in remote communities may not have the time or the 

finances available to attend weekend conferences and training courses such as those 

provided by CBAA or the Queensland Community Broadcasting Foundation.  

Furthermore, city-based training projects do not recognise the particular circumstances 

of — and the very limited resources available to — remote and rural communities.  

4RRR’s history suggests the sector could benefit from a project that puts short-term 

trainers in remote communities where projects can be tailored to specific 

circumstances. 

 

 

Case Comparison and Social Capital Implications. 

 

The three stations illustrate the variation of experiences shaped by a combination of 

factors arising out of their host communities, each radio station’s organisational culture 

and individual capacities.  Although the above account is limited in its ability to 

accurately sketch all of the factors specific to each case, it does provide some clues 
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with which to assess social capital implications and hence each station’s capacity for 

community development. 

 

Table 5.5 provides a summary of each community radio station’s average annual 

income and some features of each host community.  The table shows that the 

community with the least number of employed persons and the largest proportion of 

low-income earners (Tenterfield) has the most financially viable community radio 

station (2TEN).  This is contrary to the assumption that community radio stations in 

small centres are more likely to face financial difficulties (Thompson 1997:19). 

 

Table 5.5. Summary, main features, 4OUR, 2TEN, 4RRR 
Station 4OUR 2TEN 4RRR 
Average annual station income $80 000 $100 000 $3 000 
Population LGA* 98 525 6532 6361 
Total employed persons LGA 36 241 2310 3040 
In the labour force 42% 40% 50.5% 
Unemployment rate 12.2% 11.9% 6.5% 
Proportion of population with a 
weekly income below $200 

 
40% 

 
48.7% 

 
32.7% 

Enumerated at same address in 
1991#

 
40.5% 

 
64.3% 

 
44.2% 

* Local Government Area (Census 1996). # The percentage is based on adding persons enumerated at 
the same address to those enumerated at a different address and excludes persons aged under five years.  
 

2TEN’s relative financial success may be due to the absence of other radio competitors.  

4OUR also operates in a community where there are no other broadcasters and where 

the population is 15 times that of Tenterfield, but the station is financially slightly less 

successful compared to 2TEN.  This may be related to Caboolture’s proximity to other 

major population centres and hence to competition from radio broadcasters in Brisbane 

and on the Sunshine Coast.  Geographical isolation, as in the case of Tenterfield, is 

therefore a factor that influences the success of community broadcasting. 

 

Roma, on the other hand, is also geographically remote, but it hosts a local commercial 

broadcaster.  The commercial station, however, is increasingly relying on syndicated 

broadcasts, thus presenting opportunities for 4RRR to foster closer relationships with 

the community (Waldron 2000).  Roma also has a narrowcaster, Tourist Radio, which 

broadcasts a continuous tape-loop of advertisements from local traders, thus presenting 
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some competition in terms of local business support, but not in terms of producing 

programs that appeal to the local community, such as the country music program.  The 

absence of sufficient volunteers at 4RRR results in a dependence upon ComRadSat’s 

sustaining service that may be of little appeal to Roma’s residents. 

 

The adoption of a particular program format is another factor that contributes towards a 

community radio station’s success.  2TEN and 4OUR share similar approaches to 

broadcasting.  Both stations present a music format interspersed with local information 

and sponsorship announcements, and some talks programs that focus on specific 

interests.  At both stations, mainstream radio provides a point of reference.  At 4OUR 

this was evident in term ‘professionalism’, while at 2TEN it was ‘commercialism’.  At 

both stations these terms were invoked in relation to the local community, but they 

were constructed differently.  At 4OUR a ‘professional’ approach suggested an 

outward focus and meant the production of a quality product that would generate a 

local audience, and hence the support of sponsors.  This approach, however, appeared 

to give rise to a great deal of internal conflict, which I suggest is indicative of a 

fundamental contradiction between professionalism and a community group that relies 

on volunteers. 

 

Compared to 4OUR, 2TEN enjoyed a higher level of community support, and there 

was little evidence of conflict at the station.  2TEN’s ‘commercial’ approach, combined 

with the acceptance of the amateur status of its volunteers, appears to have achieved a 

balance between serving its membership and the community more generally.  At 2TEN 

there was less of a sense of product delivery and more a celebration of the local 

community and its culture.  Although 2TEN did not ignore its role in delivering a 

product to the local community, and it carried out small surveys to gauge support for its 

programming, the station seemed to be able to accommodate elements of community 

development more easily than 4OUR.  2TEN’s decision to schedule its youngest and 

least experienced volunteers in a prime timeslot is an example of this.  Youths are 

given an opportunity to present radio programs, which generates support for the station 

from other teenagers.  At the same time, this contributes to the youths’ self-esteem and 

encourages them to develop their individual capacities.  This results in the station 

winning support from teachers and parents, some of whom also operate businesses and 
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thus may be inclined to support 2TEN. 

 

For 2TEN this approach also resulted in business sponsorship, and it did so more 

successfully than 4OUR.  At 4OUR, however, I witnessed some of the older volunteers 

expressing antagonism towards the younger volunteers.  This suggests that for 

community media an approach based on the traditional ‘audience’ model, such as 

adopted at 4OUR, does not necessarily result in strong financial performance.   

 

The three cases indicate that economic performance cannot be attributed solely to the 

presence of competitors or geographical location, or to the adoption of a particular 

program format.  The case of 2TEN indicates that success is also related to the ways in 

which a community radio station can mobilise particular segments of the community.  

If Fukuyama (1993:6) is correct in the assumption that economic life rests on a store of 

social capital, then it follows that the highest degree of social capital will be evident at 

2TEN and the lowest degree will be evident at 4RRR.  Thus, from a social capital 

perspective, a key difference appears to be the extent to which each station is embedded 

in the local community — that is, the networks and relationships that have been 

developed with different segments of the population.  This is partly evident in the range 

of businesses, services and community groups that regularly use a station, as well as the 

capacity for a community radio station to mobilise particular groups in the community.  

The ability to mobilise the community, however, may also be related to specific 

structural features of the host community. 

  

Tenterfield as a whole appears to have a strong sense of its own identity, as evidenced 

by the reluctance on the part of Tenterfield Shire Council to permit the establishment of 

global fast-food outlets and other major corporations.  2TEN has taken a similar 

approach by purchasing the region’s narrowcasting licences in order to diminish 

potential competition.  Perhaps Tenterfield’s strong sense of identity is related to the 

shared experience of geographical isolation, but this should then also be the case for 

Roma.  Roma, however, has a transient population, something which plays a role in the 

station’s ability to recruit volunteers. 

 

Compared with Roma, Tenterfield’s population is more stable.  Table 5.5 indicates that 
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nearly 65 per cent of Tenterfield’s population (excluding children under the age of five) 

lived at the same address in 1996 as they did in 1991.  At Roma, about 44 per cent of 

the population remained at the same address in 1996, compared with 1991.  The 

volunteers at 4RRR argued that Roma’s transient population affects the sustainability 

of many of the town’s community groups.  4RRR volunteers suggested Roma 

comprised two populations, yet the station seems to be targeting the more transient 

members of the town, such as young people who are unable to commit themselves long 

term and hence contribute towards the development of social capital. 

 

In their analysis of a social capital measure Onyx and Bullen (1997:22) found that there 

was a connection between the length of residence and the development of strong 

neighbourhood connections.  According to Killiby (1994:275) previous media research 

has found that older, long-term residents with strong ties to the community represent 

the heart of newspaper readerships.  This suggests that a community media organisation 

targeting a transient population is more likely to fail in its attempts to generate 

sustainable community support. 

 

Caboolture also has a transient population.10  In 1996, only 40.5 per cent of the 

population resided at the same address in 1996 as they did in 1995.  Given the size of 

Caboolture’s population, the transient section of the population may be less of an issue 

for 4OUR, but in combination with the shire’s geographical location, this may work 

against 4OUR being as embedded in the local community as 2TEN is. 

 

Caboolture is close to the state capital, with many residents commuting to Brisbane for 

work.  4OUR’s efforts to provide a sense of community thus take place in the context 

of a population that merges with the greater Brisbane metropolitan region, and there 

may not be as strong a sense of a shared identity as is the case in Tenterfield.  In 

Caboolture, transition is not only evident in population movement, but also in the 

economy, which is shifting from a primary industry base to manufacturing and the 

services industries.  Diversity of political representation at local, state and federal levels 

further points to a society in transition. 

 

Caboolture Shire’s transitional status was recognised by 4OUR’s founding members, 
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who were of the view that the station could do much to unite the shire.  Founding 

members imagined a ‘community’ that was distinct from its near neighbours on the 

Sunshine Coast and in Brisbane.  The experience of the ‘community’ of Caboolture 

among the founding members, however, may vary from that of other volunteers with 

different visions and experiences of community.  Perhaps the conflict evident at 4OUR 

reflects the transitional nature of and the divergent views within the shire.  4OUR 

clearly sets out to construct a unified community identity for Caboolture, but it attempts 

to do so from diverse, and often contrasting, norms and opinions about how this should 

take place at 4OUR.  Despite the founding fathers’ best intentions, their belief that 

community radio could contribute towards the development a sense of community 

identity may have been misplaced.  The case of 2TEN demonstrates that the reverse is 

the case — community broadcasting flourishes in an environment of community and 

solidarity (Stappers et al. 1992:101). 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The case studies presented here demonstrate that there is no easy formula that ensures 

the success of a community radio station.  Instead, a combination of factors need to be 

taken into account.  These factors include each community radio organisation’s unique 

history, its programming philosophy, organisational structure and its relationship with 

its host community.  The stories told by some of the volunteers suggest that individual 

traits, particularly of people in key positions, are also of importance, thus implying that 

social capital is a resource vested in individuals as well as groups (Bourdieu 1986:249; 

Coleman 1988:s96-97).  The case studies further suggest that the key to success is not 

only vested in the structure and operations of their organisations, but also in factors 

located in the host community, including location, population size, history and 

economy, including the presence of other radio broadcasters. 

 

From a social capital perspective, factors such as the size of a population and the 

proportion that is transitory influence the ability of a community radio station to form 

sustainable networks of interaction.  For 4RRR, the transitory nature of the Roma’s 

small population affects the station’s ability to survive.  Tenterfield, with a similar 
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sized population to Roma, can sustain its local community radio station as well as 

population centres many times its size.  The character of Tenterfield is very different 

from Roma.  The latter’s population is more stable and, based on my observations of 

the respective community radio station, there is a stronger sense of a local identity in 

Tenterfield. 

 

In Caboolture, the transitional nature of its population and economy has a different 

effect upon its community radio station.  Caboolture’s population is much larger and 

there are a greater number of residents who are likely to be involved in sustainable 

networks of interaction.  Indeed, at the station’s licence grant the Australian 

Broadcasting Tribunal (1989:3) considered 4OUR to be sufficiently integrated into the 

local community to ensure financial viability.  Community integration, however, does 

not rule out conflict.  Within the station this conflict is underpinned by a contradiction 

stemming from the station’s outward focus, while at the same time relying upon 

volunteers from the community to operate the station.  4OUR’s outward focus aims to 

forge a unified vision of community and is based on the client/professional model 

(Lyons 2000:171).  The station’s volunteers, recruited from a diverse and transitional 

host community may not share the station’s norms and vision, or agree on the best ways 

to execute the station’s programming philosophy. 

 

To some, the presence of a community broadcaster and the service it provides to the 

community at large are sufficient to satisfy community development outcomes (Onyx 

& Bullen 1997:25-26).  Others argue, however, that community development should 

focus on the empowerment of volunteers within organisations (Onyx & Bullen 

1997:25-26).  At 4OUR, these principles are present to a degree, given that the station 

places some importance upon volunteers participating in a decision-making structure.  

The presence of such structures, however, does not necessarily translate into an 

empowering experience.  Similarly, the training offered to 4OUR volunteers is 

impressive, but its primary purpose is to fulfil the dominant organisational demand, 

which is to present professional programs that can deliver an audience to sponsors.  A 

community development approach that promotes empowerment would allow volunteers 

to set their own broadcasting goals (Kenny 1999:148-58). 
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None of the stations in this study explicitly thought of itself in community development 

terms, even though elements of community development were clearly evident in its 

Articles of Association and in some of its organisational practices.  Nevertheless, 2TEN 

appears to have intuitively taken a community development approach by placing fewer 

organisational demands on its volunteers.  For example, volunteers do not have to make 

announcements during a music program if they feel too nervous to do so.  This 

approach takes into account individual capacities and at the same time promotes an 

environment that encourages voluntary membership.  According to Lyons (2000:171), 

this kind of organisation is more likely to generate greater stocks of social capital. 

 

In Chapter 7 I examine the volunteer cohort at each station in more detail in terms of 

individual measures of social capital. The central role conferred upon volunteers in 

community broadcasting points to a relationship with the community that is 

fundamentally different to that of an ‘audience’.  An audience implies a transmission 

perspective of communication — a product is produced and broadcast to an audience.  

The next chapter explores this approach by examining community broadcasting’s 

alternative news function.  It centres attention on 4OUR’s attempts to produce a local 

news service, considered by the station’s founding member to be of such importance 

that it attracted a condition on its original licence grant.  The chapter further examines 

community broadcasting’s news function from a national perspective, given that the 

sector has attracted federal funding to sustain not one, but four, national news services. 

 
 

1 Parts of this chapter have previously been published (van Vuuren 2002). 
2 A nationwide study of the Australian community broadcasting sector was published in 2002, but it does 
not differentiate between urban and rural community radio (Forde, Foxwell & Meadows 2002). 
3 The generalist program format selection criteria was determined following an examination of 
Australian community radio websites between 1998 and 1999. 
4 Narrowcasting services operate under a separate licence category that has limited reception either by 
targeting special-interest groups of limited appeal such as ethnic communities; limited locations such as 
business premises or geographical areas; limited time periods such as special events; or other reasons as 
determined by the ABA (Productivity Commission 2000:295-96). 
5 Tourist Radio broadcasts continuous advertisements from local businesses and is targeted at visitors.  It 
can impact on the ability of community radio to secure local sponsorship. 
6 The Community Access network is a federal government initiative that provides basic computer 
facilities to enable internet access and email, in order to encourage networking and the use of online 
resources.  By June 2001, 194 stations and organisations had received computer facilities (CBF 
2001:10). 
7 Volunteers wished to remain anonymous. 
8 Indeed, Bungil Shire shares the building that houses Roma Town Council, but it is not included in the 
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analysis because reception of 4RRR’s broadcasts is limited to the town boundary. 
9 The focus group was held at Roma on 9 May, 2000 and attended by five women and five men.   
10 The Census data do not indicate whether the change of address occurred within the Census district or 
outside it. 
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Chapter 6 

Of Problematic Value: Community Radio and News 
 

 

Introduction: News, Information and Community Development 

 

The addition of the community broadcasting sector to the Australian broadcasting 

system in the 1970s was based upon ‘the fulfillment of a need for alternative 

programming and the development of a new relationship between broadcasters and 

their audiences’ (ABT 1977:101).  Two of the sector’s founding principles state that 

community broadcasters: 

• encourage participation by those denied effective access to, and not adequately 

served by, other media; and 

• practise independence in programming, editorial and management decisions. 

(Code of Practice, see Appendix 4) 

 

The Coalition government recognises these principles, as well as the sector’s capacity 

to provide ‘a welcome degree of localism and diversity … uniquely qualified and 

experienced to address future information needs of local communities (Better 

Communications 1996).  Yet a closer look at community radio practices indicates that 

many stations experience difficulty in meeting such meritorious aims, and current 

policies do little to promote participatory media.  In fact, since the introduction of the 

BSA, the public accountability of the sector has been minimal with licence renewals no 

longer requiring a public inquiry.  Furthermore, there has been a trend towards 
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networking and commercialisation within the sector, which suggests that community 

broadcasting is limited in its abilities to meet the needs of local communities. 

 

As early as 1980, Mattelart and Piemme reported that ‘rejuvenation of democracy’ 

through community media had not survived the test of experience (1980:322).  They 

argued that the practice of community media resulted in a reproduction of the social, 

economic and moral hierarchy, and news that is no different from traditional forms 

(Mattelart and Piemme 1980:323-26; see also Hamelink 1994:146).  In fact, successful 

examples of alternative media tend to be those which are linked to social movements 

with pre-existing consensus views (Forde 1997; Downing 1988; Mattelart & Piemme 

1980:324). 

 

The cases presented in the previous chapter suggest that alternative media which serve 

geographical populations cannot always assume that their host communities share 

similar and uniform norms and values.  Indeed, the examples of 4OUR and 4RRR 

indicate that they operate in diverse and sometimes antagonistic environments.  This 

suggests that community media which serve geographical populations may function 

better when they contribute to community development processes rather than act as a 

conduit for the expression of a homogenised view of an ‘imagined’ community 

(Anderson 1991:7, 135), particularly where this emerges from a discordant public 

sphere. 

 

The focus upon community development processes is not new to alternative 

broadcasting.  The principles of participation, the emphasis on local people, issues, 

resources and solutions, and the empowerment of the underprivileged are distinctive of 

a development communications approach (Dissanayake 1981:224).  Similarly, 

‘development journalism’ includes a social change perspective in the context of ethnic 

and Indigenous communities, and requires of journalists a change in their attitude 

towards the ‘perceptions of news, news values, selection of sources and issues, and the 

social objective of reporting’ (Loo 1994:4). 
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More recent interest in ‘public journalism’, in the United States and Australia, indicates 

that development communication approaches are seen as a means to put democracy 

back into journalism (Gunaratne 1996; Lloyd & Hippocrates 1996).  Thus, from a 

community development perspective, the ‘news’ imperative — with its emphasis on 

professionally produced ‘hard’, ‘serious’, political and controversial information — 

would be reduced.  Instead, the formation and maintenance of local networks would be 

encouraged and greater importance would be accorded to community service 

information (White 1991). 

 

In this chapter I present evidence in support of these arguments with a comparison of 

news produced at 4OUR with Caboolture’s local press.1  The research approach 

combines a content analysis with interviews, participant observation and an 

examination of primary documents.  I use the comparison to illustrate how an 

overarching dependence on income from sponsorship compromises community radio’s 

ability to provide a service that is significantly different from commercial media.  I 

further suggest that the tendency for rural community broadcasters to present non-

controversial programs differs little from the approach taken by the rural press.  The 

chapter includes a discussion of the development of networked news for community 

radio.  It concludes with the assertion that community media require a policy 

environment that supports their community development functions. 

 

 

Analysing the News at Caboolture 

 

A comparison of the news content produced at community radio 4OUR and other local 

media at Caboolture is guided by the holistic approach advocated by Hollander (2002).  

He claims that ‘community characteristics, media landscape, and individual 

characteristics, have an influence, directly or indirectly, on the individual’s use of 

community media and community networks’ (Hollander 2002:36).  This chapter directs 

attention towards the media landscape and builds upon the community characteristics 

presented in the previous chapter.  Chapter 7 examines the volunteers who use 

community media. 
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Although 4OUR is the only radio station that specifically targets Caboolture Shire, 

other media are also present.  Shire residents can receive other commercial, ABC and 

community radio stations that broadcast from Brisbane and the Sunshine Coast.  The 

Sunshine Coast Daily, published by the Sunshine Coast Newspaper Company, is a 

regional newspaper widely read at Caboolture, and two local weekly newspapers, 

including The Caboolture Near North Coast News, also published by the Sunshine 

Coast Newspaper Company, and the Caboolture Shire Herald, published by Quest 

Newspapers, further service the shire.  A narrowcaster, Planet Radio, operates at Bribie 

Island and the island has its own weekly newspapers, the Bribie Weekly, another 

Sunshine Coast Newspaper Company publication, and the independent Island & 

Mainland News, owned by former investigative crime journalist Bob Bottom.   

 

4OUR has always had a commitment to producing local news and considers this to be 

its most important function. According to the summary statement of the CCRA’s 

licence application: 

 
The lack of local news and information available to people within the 
Shire, particularly in outlying areas, was one of the main reasons which 
led to the application for a community radio licence ...  There is an 
urgent need to provide daily news of local events. (CCRA 1988:9) 

 

The employment of a journalist was made a condition of the station’s initial licence 

grant.  However, difficulties with raising sufficient funds, together with the 

introduction of the BSA (which replaced the earlier broadcasting Act), saw the 

journalism position become redundant.  Nevertheless, 4OUR continues to promote its 

news function, with the station’s website stating that ‘our [other] main function is to 

keep listeners up-to-date with all local news and information’ (CCRA 1998b).  At the 

time of my research, a volunteer was responsible for the preparation and presentation of 

the daily local news bulletin. 

 

 

 

Comparing Radio and Print News 
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The analysis compares 4OUR’s news bulletins, comprising a nationally produced 

bulletin and a local bulletin, with two local newspapers, the Caboolture Near North 

Coast News, and the Caboolture Shire Herald.  Both newspapers are gratis weekly 

publications distributed to shire residents.  Informants at 4OUR indicated that the 

Sunshine Coast Daily was also widely read in the shire.  It is therefore also included in 

the analysis. 

 

Content analysis is a method overwhelmingly applied to print media (Elgar 1998; 

Wimmer & Dominick 1994:163), and there are difficulties with comparisons of print 

and broadcast media (Meadows et al. 1997:73; Curran 1990).  One major difference is 

the selection of news for short three to five minute radio bulletins, which suggests that 

information broadcast at other times does not fit into the category of news. 

 

Information presented in current affairs programs is usually also defined as news, while 

a great deal of factual information printed in newspapers does not count as news 

(Bonney & Wilson 1983:287).  For example, in-house promotions, where the story 

promotes the newspaper or radio station, announcements regarding community 

organisations, or forthcoming cultural, crafts and gardening events are not presented in 

radio news bulletins, although they are included in other programs or segments.  Thus 

the boundaries between ‘news’ and other content are more clearly defined for radio. 

 

The classification of items that can be described as news is thus unstable; however, the 

purpose of this exploratory study is, in the first instance, to identify and compare the 

topics available to news media in a particular locality (Wimmer & Dominick 1994:165-

66), and then to analyse representation of a selection of events if the results from the 

exploratory study indicate this to be feasible (Krippendorf 1980:25). 

 

Sampling the News 

The sampling period covered the 14 days of the 1998 federal election campaign, 

between 19 September and 2 October, the day before polling.  I assumed that an 

election campaign would give rise to diverse opinions concerning a range of issues of 

concern to the shire, especially since one Caboolture state electorate was represented 
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by a member of the controversial One Nation Party.  A second sample of 4OUR news 

bulletins was collected between Wednesday 26 May 1999 and Tuesday 8 June 1999.  

4OUR does not produce or present current affairs programs.  (Although one program, 

Insight, was described as current affairs, but it proved to be a commentary-based 

program covering general, but not current, issues.) 

 

Every weekday, 4OUR schedules 13 news bulletins.  Three of these are relayed 

broadcasts of the BBC World Service, presented at 2.00 a.m., 11.00 a.m. and 10.00 

p.m.  National Radio News (NRN), a service produced for community radio and 

delivered via ComRadSat — the community radio satellite network — produces the 

daytime news bulletins.  These are between three and five minutes in duration, and 

4OUR broadcasts them at 7.00 a.m., 8.00 a.m., 10.00 a.m., 12.00 noon and 1.00 p.m., 

and then hourly from 3.00 p.m. until 7.00 p.m.  On Saturday and Sunday, NRN is 

broadcast at 7.00 a.m., 8.00 a.m., 10.00 a.m. and 12.00 noon.  The national bulletin is 

updated throughout the day and includes a sports segment. 

 

During the first sampling period, 4OUR produced a local news bulletin on weekdays 

only, which was broadcast immediately after the NRN bulletin at 7.00 a.m., 8.00 a.m., 

12.00 noon and 5.00 p.m.  The local segment was recorded at 7.00 a.m. and then 

replayed later during the day.  There were no news updates.  The second 4OUR sample, 

collected between 26 May and 8 June 1999, revealed that the local news bulletins were 

no longer prepared on a daily basis.  Instead, they were scheduled for Monday, 

Wednesday and Friday.  The radio sample was therefore restricted to 4OUR’s 8.00 a.m. 

news bulletin and included the NRN segment collected for the first sampling period.  

The bulletins were recorded from the station’s logging tapes. 

 

Sampling of the Caboolture Shire Herald was restricted to the first seven pages, 

designated as general news.  Special sections covering ‘Lifestyle, ‘Education’, 

‘Business’, ‘Family’ and ‘Community’ were not included.  Sampling for the 

Caboolture Near North Coast News was restricted to the first 15 pages, eliminating 

sections from ‘Business Week’ onwards.  Newspaper columns presenting a diary of 

daily events were excluded.  Sampling of the Sunshine Coast Daily was restricted to 
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those pages that the publication designated as ‘Local News’, including pages one and 

two.  The newspaper sample therefore excluded state, national and international news.  

Editorials, letters and event diaries were also excluded. 

 

For both the radio and newspaper samples, the unit of analysis was the story, with an 

emphasis on frequencies within categories.  Stories were classified according to 

categories developed by Forde (1994:303) and Maguire (1993:13-15).  In addition, 

stories were coded for controversy — that is, whether the report identified opposing 

interests.  The coding categories were modified following several trials and are listed in 

Appendix 10.  A standard coding sheet was developed and a second coder checked the 

principal coder’s results to ensure reliability.  Major differences in coding results 

occurred where stories dealt with development and environment, or where they 

concerned tourism and business.  Consequently these categories were collapsed and 

items were recoded.  Inter-coder reliability was 0.8 (pi index), which is considered 

acceptable (Wimmer & Dominick 1994:180). The results are presented in Tables 6.1, 

6.2 and 6.3. 

 

Comparing Local Media News 

Table 6.1 compares the news bulletins produced at 4OUR with the content of the 

Caboolture Shire Herald (CSH), and the Caboolture Near North Coast News 

(CNNCN).  During the sampling period, 4OUR produced only five news bulletins 

comprising a total of 18 stories.  State government issues and police reports of stolen 

vehicles and missing persons dominated the sample.  Five stories dealt with local shire 

issues — for example, Caboolture Shire’s entry into the Tidy Towns competition, the 

council’s inaugural ‘Pet in the Park Day’, and the hosting of the Paralympics.  4OUR 

did not report the federal election, and none of the items was presented as controversial.  

The style and presentation of the news broadcasts indicated that media releases faxed to 

the station were read verbatim. For example, the volunteer newsreader read quotes 

from ministers in the first person. 

 
Table 6.1. Comparison of News Coverage: Caboolture Shire Herald (CSH), 
Caboolture Near North Coast News (CNNCN), and 4OUR, 19 September — 2 
October 1998 
 CSH CNNCN 4OUR 
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News Category % c* % c % C 
State issues - - - - 44.4 - 
Development, 
environment 

 
15.4 

 
4 

 
19.6 

 
3 

 
5.6 

 
- 

Election 15.4 2 7.8 - - - 
Council news 7.7 1 11.8 4 11.1 - 
Business, tourism 2.6 - 9.8 3 - - 
Crime, police matters 7.7 - 7.8 - 16.6 - 
Community 
fundraising 

 
12.8 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

Leisure and sport 10.3 - 7.8 - 5.6 - 
Arts 2.6 - 7.8 - - - 
Health 2.6 - 9.8 2 11.1 - 
Other  22.9 - 17.8 - 5.6 - 
Total (n) 39 7 51 13 18 - 
* c = controversy 
 

In the same period, the Caboolture Shire Herald published 39 local stories and the 

Caboolture Near North Coast News published 51 local stories.  For both newspapers, 

local development and environment issues made up the largest category of news, 

followed by the election.  Two of the six election stories in the Caboolture Shire 

Herald were controversial, while election news in the Caboolture Near North Coast 

News contained no controversy.  Additional categories of news included council news, 

business and tourism, crime, community fundraising, leisure and sport, arts, health and 

Aborigines.  For the newspapers, the ‘other’ category includes community group news 

and house promotions, items that are not usually included in a radio news bulletin. 

Although 4OUR’s bulletin contained no controversy, the newspaper analysis suggests 

controversy tended to be evident in inherently controversial issues such as development 

and environment news, council matters and business.  Little controversy was evident in 

the election coverage and most of the articles presented profiles of candidates. 

 

The second sample collected from 4OUR found that only three out of six scheduled 

bulletins were broadcast, comprising a total of nine stories.  Four of these came from 

the local police; three came from the state Health Minister; one from the state Minister 

for Local Government; and one story came from the shire’s mayor.  As with the first 

sample, stories were verbatim readings of media releases. 

 

The Provision of Regional News 
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Table 6.2 presents the results from the Sunshine Coast Daily and indicates that crime is 

the largest news category for this newspaper (14.5 per cent), followed by business and 

tourism (13.7 per cent).  Election news ranks in sixth place, representing 4 per cent of 

the total stories.   

 
Table 6.2.  News coverage, Sunshine Coast Daily 19 September — 2 October, 1998 
(n 248) 
 
News category 

 
Frequency 

 
%*

Frequency of 
controversy 

Crime 36 14.5 - 
Business, tourism 34 13.7 7 
Development, environment 23 9.3 9 
Accidents 14 5.6 - 
Council news 13 4.8 2 
Election 10 4.0 1 
Employment, industrial  3 1.2 - 
Aborigines 4 1.6 2 
Community fundraising  16 6.5 - 
Leisure and sport 12 4.8 1 
Arts  23 9.3 - 
Health  12 4.8 - 
Schools, education 6 2.4 - 
Community announcements 11 4.4 - 
House promotions  5 2.0 - 
Other 26 10.5 1 
Total 248 99.4 23 
* Per centages do not add to 100 due to rounding. 
 

The table shows that controversy is associated with the ‘hard news’ category of 

development and environment.  Only one of the 10 election stories contained elements 

of controversy.  Stories published in the Sunshine Coast Daily that covered Caboolture 

were usually reprinted in the weekly Caboolture Near North Coast News, since the 

same proprietor owns both publications. 

 

 

 

National Radio News Content 

Table 6.3 presents the results of the sample of 13 NRN bulletins broadcast between 19 

September and 2 October 1998.  (4OUR did not broadcast the 8.00 a.m. bulletin on 

Friday, 2 October due to difficulties with the studio-to-satellite link.)  The sports 

segment was excluded from the analysis. 
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The table indicates that overseas news dominated the NRN bulletin.  When the 

categories ‘overseas news’ and the ‘Clinton/Lewinsky affair’ are combined, overseas 

news makes up 33.7 per cent of the total number of items.  This category also proved to 

contain the largest proportion of controversial stories, 56.5 per cent compared with 26.7 

per cent for the total number of stories in the sample.  Many items dealt with conflict 

between nations, or the arrest of the Malaysian deputy prime minister. 

 

Table 6.3.  NRN 7 a.m. News Coverage 19 September — 2 October 1998 
 
News category 

 
Frequency 

 
% 

Frequency of 
controversy 

Overseas news 23 26.7 13 
Election coverage 20 23.3 8 
State news  11 12.8 1 
Finance news  8 9.3 1 
Clinton/Lewinsky affair  6 7.0 - 
Victorian gas crisis 6 7.0 - 
Science/technology/medical 4 4.6 - 
Business news 2 2.3 - 
Other  6 7.0 - 
Total 86 100 23 

 
 

Coverage of the federal election was the second most frequent category, and 40 per 

cent of the election stories contained elements of controversy.  Election controversy 

tended to be presented as an opposition between minority groups and mainstream 

politics (Greens and Democrats against the ALP and Coalition; activist Albert Langer 

against the ALP and Coalition; the Law Council against the ALP and Coalition; 

ACOSS against the ALP; Leader of the Opposition, Kim Beazley against the 

Coalition’s GST policy; The Coalition against a report on the GST; and the 

investigation of One Nation by the federal police).  Three election items presented 

general electoral information. 

 

State news, other than the Victorian gas crisis, tended to favour stories originating from 

New South Wales.  Seven stories dealt with issues in that state, while two stories were 

pertinent to Victoria, one to South Australia and one to Queensland.  Finance news 
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consisted almost entirely of stock market reports and the exchange value of the 

Australian dollar. 

 

News sources and interviews originated from the BBC World Service (11), the ABC 

(1), while NRN staff conducted 14 interviews.  Sources for seven of the interviews 

were not acknowledged.  No news contributions were evident from participating 

community radio stations.  The NRN bulletins are professionally presented.  Voices are 

carefully modulated and the female newsreader’s voice is in the lower octaves.  NRN 

news is difficult to distinguish from other commercial radio news networks in terms of 

content, format and style. 

 

 

Sustaining Local and Alternative News 

 

The analysis demonstrates that, at Caboolture, the local commercial press is better able 

to provide local news compared with the local community radio station.  Furthermore, 

4OUR’s reliance on state government and police media releases suggests that it does 

not provide access to under-represented views in its news bulletin. 

 

The analysis of 4OUR’s local bulletin gives the impression that there may not be 

enough topics to sustain a daily local radio news service.  Newspapers specifically 

targeting the shire are weekly publications.  Over the two-week sampling period, the 

Caboolture Shire Herald published 36 local stories (excluding in-house promotions), 

while the Caboolture Near North Coast News published 51 local stories (excluding 

house promotions).  When averaged over a 10-day period, this amounts to between 

three and five stories a day.  This accords with the number of local stories broadcast in 

the 4OUR news bulletin.  4OUR boosts its content by including regional and state 

news.  Given that the NRN bulletin includes little state or regional news, this approach 

can be seen as filling a gap.  The Sunshine Coast Daily, however, published 243 stories 

over the sampling period (excluding house promotions) which, averaged over 12 days, 

amounts to 20 stories a day.  There are therefore sufficient news stories to sustain a 

daily local radio news service. 
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Distant Controversy 

It appears that, for community radio news, controversy is associated with news that is 

geographically removed from its audience.  4OUR’s local news bulletin contained no 

controversy, while NRN’s controversial stories were mainly those sourced from 

overseas mainstream news services.  Controversial news tended to be about topics that 

were inherently controversial, such as conflict between nations.  The newspaper 

analysis suggests controversy in the local sphere tends to concern development and 

environment news, council matters and business.  Here too, topics reflect forums that 

are inherently controversial, such as planning policy and local government. 

 

With respect to local coverage of the federal election, little controversy was evident.  

As mentioned earlier, 4OUR did not cover the election, while the local weekly papers 

mainly presented election news from a non-controversial perspective.  Compared with 

both Sunshine Coast Newspaper Company publications, however, Quest’s Caboolture 

Shire Herald’s election coverage contained more controversy.  Compared with all local 

and regional media, NRN’s election coverage contained the most controversy.  

However, comparison of a national program with local media becomes untenable with 

respect to comparing differences in content.  To test the assumption that alternative 

media organisations result in alternative news content, NRN would need to be 

measured against other national media. 

 

The results from this case study suggest that it cannot be assumed that the news 

produced by alternative media is necessarily alternative.  Clearly, the local commercial 

press provides greater coverage of local issues compared to the community radio 

station.  At 4OUR, community radio news comprised verbatim readings of press 

releases.  According to Krippendorf, however, making inferences from manifest 

content is problematic: ‘messages and symbolic communications generally are about 

phenomena other than those directly observed’ (1980:23, italics in original).  The 

results therefore require an elaboration of the context in which community broadcasting 

produces news. 
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Limitations on Producing News at 4OUR 

News and information are considered 4OUR’s primary function and they formed a 

major part of its initial licence application.  Key volunteers at the station further 

consider that a reliable and ‘professional’ news bulletin attracts local business support 

(4OUR Annual General Meeting 2000).  Early in the station’s history, a trained 

journalist was employed but lack of funding meant the position could no longer be 

maintained.  At the time of my field research, inadequate income was considered the 

primary cause of the station’s lack of ability to provide a quality news bulletin.  Despite 

the circular logic of this argument, and the fact that when the station did employ a 

journalist it was unable to make ends meet, 4OUR volunteers continue to hold the view 

that news is a key function of the station.  In the survey of 4OUR volunteers, nearly 63 

per cent of respondents considered the provision of local news and information as the 

station’s most important function. 

 

4OUR station policy emphasises local news and information; however, practical 

journalism skills are not included in the station’s 21-week training program, and the 

station’s portable recording equipment is not easily accessible.  The committee 

responsible for news and information programming had also been defunct for some 

years.  To fill the gap, at one time a journalist from the Caboolture Shire Herald gave a 

rundown of the paper’s main stories on the evening before publication.  At the time of 

my field research, a volunteer without journalism training pieces together a bulletin 

from ‘faxes’ (media released faxed to the station) and stories published in the local 

press.  Occasionally local police were contacted to obtain more information about local 

crime incidents.  The volunteer did not think it was worth spending a lot of time on 

preparing the news (personal communication, 6 July 1999).2

 

When questioned about the role of community radio news in relation to the local press, 

another key coordinating volunteer was of the opinion that 4OUR could not be an 

alternative to the local press, although the station could perform a complementary 

function.  This function was based on intrinsic differences between the press and radio, 

in that radio could not use pictures, but it could use sound.  The volunteer further 
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pointed out that some people prefer radio because they do not like to read.  The 

volunteer did not consider 4OUR to be in competition with other radio news services. 

 

Problems with producing a local news bulletins are common across the sector.  Forde, 

Meadows and Foxwell (2002:38) note that more than half of the community radio 

station managers they surveyed considered local news and information to be their 

primary role.  They further revealed that just under one-fifth of the community radio 

stations responding to the survey produced their own news (Forde, Meadows and 

Foxwell 2002:87).  That is, they wrote their own stories and conducted their own 

interviews, as opposed to reading the local paper on air.  4OUR, in common with other 

Australian community broadcasters (Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 2002: 84-86), fulfills 

the station’s news and information objectives by taking the NRN service, the BBC 

World Service and other material from ComRadSat. 

 

 

Networked News in South-east Queensland 

 

In southeast Queensland, most community radio stations broadcast a syndicated news 

service and supplement this with their own bulletin.  I conducted a brief telephone 

survey in October 1998, and found that four out of 12 community radio stations 

purchased syndicated commercial news and seven stations broadcast networked 

services prepared specifically for the community broadcasting sector.  Two stations 

employed their own journalist to supplement the networked product. 

 

The stations that relied on volunteers to produce a local bulletin all reported problems 

with reliability.  To overcome this, most of the metropolitan stations had agreements 

with university media and journalism departments for students to produce community 

news and current affairs.  For example, at the time, Griffith University had agreements 

with three stations and University of Queensland journalism students had access to two.  

Queensland University of Technology and the University of Southern Queensland each 

had access to one local community station.  Regional stations, such as 4OUR, are not 

able to access university students because they are not located near a tertiary institution.  
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Links with university journalism and media schools, TAFE colleges and private 

training providers have also proved important for the development of national 

community radio news services. 

 

Table 6.4 indicates that nearly all community radio stations in southeast Queensland 

rely on unpaid staff to produce local news.3  Many community broadcasters take a 

networked news service and then supplement this with their own bulletin.  

 
Table 6.4. Networked News Services at Community Radio Stations in South-east 
Queensland 1998 
 
Station 

 
Location 

 
Local news 

University 
access 

 
Networked news 

4AAA Brisbane Journalist Griffith 4KQ 
4ZZZ Brisbane Volunteers Griffith - 
4EB Brisbane Students Griffith, QUT Ethnic News Digest 
4MBS Brisbane - - NRN 
4RPH Brisbane Students UQ National Press Hour 
Bay FM Redland Bay Students UQ 4KQ 
101.1 FM Logan Volunteers - SKY Network 
4CRB Gold Coast Journalist - 4KQ, BBC 
99.7 FM Redcliffe Volunteers - NRN 
4OUR Caboolture Volunteers - NRN, BBC 
4DDB Toowoomba Volunteers USQ NRN 
4RRR Roma - - NRN 
 

4AAA, Brisbane’s Indigenous community radio station, Bay-FM at Redland Shire and 

4CRB at the Gold Coast all take an hourly news bulletin from commercial radio station 

4KQ, and supplement this with their own bulletins.  4AAA employs a full-time 

journalist to produce a two-hourly news bulletin from an Indigenous perspective.  

4CRB employs a journalist who liaises with 4KQ and produces a local bulletin at 6.30 

a.m., 7.30 a.m. and 8.30 a.m.  4CRB also broadcasts the BBC World Service but it does 

not receive this via ComRadSat. 

 

Community station 99.7 FM at Redcliffe, north of Brisbane, used to take the 4KQ 

service via a landline.  At the time of my interview, it was in the process of installing a 

satellite dish that would enable it to broadcast the NRN service.  The station also 

presents local news, relying on volunteers who use press releases (‘faxes’) originating 

from government departments, non-government organisations and the local council.  It 

avoids using the local press. 
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Radio 4RRR at Roma depends for a large part of its programming on the ComRadSat 

service, which incorporates the NRN bulletins.  Sometimes announcers will read out 

‘bits and pieces’ from the local press on Saturday mornings (McKnight, personal 

communication 1998). 

 

Brisbane youth station 4ZZZ had broadcast the national bulletin provided by NRN’s 

predecessor, Public Radio News, and at the time of my contact, the station was 

discussing the possibility of taking the NRN service (Donovan, personal 

communication 1999).  In September 1998 volunteers produced news bulletins at 8.00 

a.m., 9.00 a.m. and 10.00 a.m.  Volunteers are trained ‘hands on’.  

 

Radio Logan, 101FM at Logan City, takes an hourly commercial service from the Sky 

Network and supplements this with one local bulletin if volunteers are available.  The 

local bulletin is broadcast at 3.00 p.m. and often rebroadcast the following morning at 

6.30 a.m.  Volunteers use press releases, newspapers and occasionally produce their 

own stories. 

 

The production of community radio news and current affairs by students from tertiary 

journalism courses is common across the sector.  Radio Logan, 4AAA, ethnic 

community radio station 4EB, 4ZZZ have agreements with Griffith University for 

third-year journalism students to produce community news and current affairs 

(Meadows & Forde, 1999).  Ethnic community radio 4EB provides access to QUT’s 

journalism students, who produce a news segment three days a week during teaching 

semesters (Bowman, personal communication 1998). 

 

Bay-FM supplements its commercial news service with a local news bulletin produced 

by University of Queensland journalism students which is broadcast at 9.00 a.m., 12.00 

noon and 5.00 p.m.  Some Bay-FM announcers have journalism experience and will 

use the local suburban press as a source for stories.  University of Queensland students 

also produce a current affairs program for Radio for the Print 4RPH (Lawe Davies, 

personal communication 1998). 
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Toowoomba’s 4DDB takes the NRN news and supplements it with local news and 

current affairs.  During the teaching semesters, the station provides access to journalism 

students from the University of Southern Queensland who present two weekly 10-

minute bulletins at 5.00 p.m.  In addition, the station has some trained volunteer 

newsreaders to present local news read verbatim from the local daily newspaper The 

Chronicle.  The station has an agreement with the paper as part of a Radio for the Print 

Handicapped grant.  The station also uses press releases and the state press (Moore, 

personal communication 1998). 

 

Links with journalism schools at universities and TAFE colleges, and with private 

training providers, have been important for the development of national community 

radio news services (Australian Ethnic Radio Training Project 1995; Creer 1995; TAFE 

NSW 1995; Training and Employment for Arts Media and Entertainment Co Ltd 

1995).  The extent to which news produced by tertiary students results in alternative 

views, however, requires further investigation, and would need to take into account the 

focus of university curricula (Meadows & Forde 1999).  The development of the 

National Radio News and its predecessor, Public Radio News, illustrates that the 

development of a national news service that meets the sector’s founding principles is 

highly problematic. 

 

 

‘Doing it Straight’: National Community Radio News 

 

NRN is a not-for-profit news service produced by a consortium of community radio 

stations and university departments comprising 2MCE-FM, 2NUR-FM, Charles Sturt 

University, the University of Newcastle and the CBAA.4  Staff are employed to 

supervise production and present the program to ensure that ‘consistent presentation 

and professional standards are maintained’ (NRN 2000).  Broadcast journalism students 

from the two participating universities work on news-gathering and production.  NRN 

uses the Australian Associated Press (AAP) and the BBC World Service as news 

sources ‘to ensure breadth and immediacy of coverage equal to other news providers’ 
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(NRN 2000).  The service is available to any community radio station from $247.50 to 

$577 per month, depending on the station’s gross annual income and size of its host 

population.  Nationwide, 64 community stations take the service.  NRN was established 

following the collapse of its predecessor, Public Radio News (PRN).   

 

The Rise and Fall of Public Radio News 

PRN first went to air on 5 September 1994, and was a joint effort between the 

University of Queensland Journalism Department and Public Radio News Services 

(PRNS), a not-for-profit production house in Melbourne.  PRNS had provided 

alternative public affairs programs to the community radio sector since 1985, with the 

production of the national weekly peace and environment program, Watching Brief 

(Douglas 1994a).  In 1987, the organisation commenced production of Dispatches, 

covering Third World issues and a year later it added the employment and economics 

program The Bottom Line to its stable.  Funding for the programs was obtained from 

the Australian Conservation Foundation, The Wilderness Society, World Wide Fund 

for Nature, Community Aid Abroad, the Overseas Service Bureau, the SEARCH 

Foundation, trade unions, and from project grants and program sales (Murray 1994).5  

The weekly programs were available for an annual cost of $250 and these were 

networked to some 40 domestic community radio stations. 

 

By 1994 PRNS had, in addition to its weekly programs, successfully launched its daily 

current affairs program Undercurrents, and expanded into labour market training 

programs and overseas community radio development.  It also produced a weekly 

environment and development program, One World, broadcast to the Asia-Pacific 

region via Radio Australia, and to Europe and North America via the World Radio 

Network (Douglas 1994a).  PRNS had thus demonstrated an ability to undertake the co-

production of a daily news service while maintaining its commitment to community 

broadcasting as an alternative to the mainstream.  This commitment was expressed in 

terms of its non-profit structure, its links with trade unions, environmentalists, 

development agencies, progressive individuals and non-government organisations, as 

well as its emphasis on reporting issues and providing context, rather than report events 

with an emphasis on disaster and conflict (Douglas 1994a; The Media Report 1996).  
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Its philosophy was to provide a ‘real alternative to ABC and commercial news’; 

participating stations were encouraged to contribute story material, and plans were 

afoot to establish links with journalism schools (Lawe Davies 1994:1). 

 

During the early 1990s, CBAA members increasingly demanded the delivery of a 

national news service.  There were concerns that more and more community radio 

stations were purchasing commercial news and the ABC had also expressed interest in 

delivering such a service (Douglas 1994).  Meanwhile, Chris Lawe Davies, Senior 

Lecturer in Queensland University’s Journalism Department, had begun to develop a 

community radio news service, following a similar project in Perth.  The partnership 

with PRNS was thus a logical outcome.   

 

The PRN daily news bulletin was offered to participating stations for around $140 to 

$220 per month, to cover the cost of journalists, wire services and equipment.  The 

project was expected to break even after two years (Lawe Davies 1994:1).  In 1996, 

however, PRNS ran into financial trouble.  Its annual operating costs reached close to 

one million dollars, with much of the income obtained from the labour market training 

projects.  With a change of government, this source of funding disappeared, and 

combined with management problems, the organisation went bankrupt (CBAA 1996; 

The Media Report 1996).  The collapse of PRNS resulted in widespread concern for the 

future of news and current affairs in community broadcasting (CBAA 1996; The Media 

Report 1996). 

 

Undercurrents was revived following the formation of a partnership between 5UV 

(Adelaide), 2NUR (Newcastle), 3CR (Melbourne) and 2SER (Sydney).  The half-hour 

program is broadcast each weekday at 5.30 p.m. and available to community 

broadcasters at a cost of $35 per week (Alvarez & Loader 1997:2).  The establishment 

of a daily news bulletin service raised more fundamental questions.   

 

The Mainstreaming of National Community Radio News 

A discussion paper circulated at the 1996 CBAA Annual Conference presented the 

results of a survey of 82 member stations to gauge demand for a news service (CBAA 
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1996).  It reported that 80 per cent of its members broadcast regular news bulletins.  

For those that did not, cost was reported as the decisive factor.  More than 30 stations 

paid for the PRN service and another 20 stations paid a minimum of $3000 a year for 

commercial news services.  On average, $4000 per station per year was spent on the 

purchase of a networked news service.  The survey found that 62 per cent of 

community broadcasting stations considered the establishment of community radio 

news as ‘very important’ or ‘fairly important’, while 36 per cent did not consider this 

important.  Around 70 per cent of stations that broadcast commercial services 

considered the establishment of a sector-owned service important (CBAA 1996:2). 

 

While the majority of stations want news, and this appears to be ‘seen as a core service’ 

(CBAA 1996:3), its content has been the subject of heated debate, reflecting the 

diversity within the sector.  The PRN service had attracted the comment that it was ‘too 

mainstream’, but also that it was too ‘lefty’, ‘greeny’, ‘environmental’, ‘Aboriginal’ 

and ‘gay’.  There were criticisms that the PRN service suffered from lack of uniformity 

and reliability, and many stations also wanted sport included in the bulletin (CBAA 

1996:2-3).  For some community radio stations, these demands could be met by 

broadcasting a commercial news service. 

 

Other stations considered the preference for commercial services to be contrary to the 

philosophy of community broadcasting.  They argued that the ‘basis for a distinctly 

community radio news and current affairs service’ should ‘ensure that the voices of the 

community radio sector are heard’; ‘give primacy to the coverage of issues rather than 

events’; ‘aim to inform, educate and encourage participation of the audience’; and 

‘ensure that the voices of the community radio sector are heard’ (CBAA 1996).  Sports 

coverage, too, could represent a community perspective (CBAA 1996:3).  The 

popularity of the NRN service, however, suggests that the dominant voice of 

community radio is somewhat mainstream (Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 2002:85). 

 

The results of the content analysis presented earlier in this chapter show that NRN has 

adopted a format that is difficult to distinguish from commercial radio news.  Its focus 

on event-based, mainstream international news, such as the Clinton/Lewinsky affair, 
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the non-controversial election coverage, a preoccupation with the All-Ordinaries Index 

and its reliance on AAP and BBC sources raise questions about its ability to provide a 

perspective that differs from the ABC or commercial sectors. 

 

According to NRN’s Leigh Wallis, the need to satisfy a diverse national audience 

means ‘we don’t try for any radical perspective on anything, [we] do it straight’ 

(Khedoori 2000).  The reliance on journalism students does not guarantee perspectives 

that are different from mainstream reporting.  Indeed, it may encourage mainstream 

orientations because such broadcasting functions as a showcase for students.  And, 

while participating stations are encouraged to contribute stories, there was no evidence 

of this during the sampling period.  Furthermore, soliciting stories from participating 

stations is not without problems.6   Stories must be ‘newsworthy’ and recorded 

interviews must be of acceptable technical quality to meet broadcasting standards.  

Many stations do not have the skilled staff and resources to meet these standards. 

 

For community broadcasters, the annual fee of up to $5000 for the NRN service is 

manageable compared with the cost of employing a journalist.  Even so, the national 

service cannot meet the need for local and regional news.  The local print media 

appears better placed to fulfil this function since these are owned by global media 

organisations. 

 

Networking and Economies of Scale 

Randall (1993) suggests that the growth of syndication, particularly of news, poses a 

serious threat to localism in commercial radio.  It should therefore be of some concern 

that community radio is adopting the same approach.  For commercial media, localism 

is considered the key to attracting local advertising (Hippocrates 1988).  This point has 

not escaped programmers at 4OUR, but Caboolture’s local press is owned by global 

media corporations, and these benefit from economies of scale (Communications 

Update 1998:19-26).  The weekly Caboolture Shire Herald is a Quest Community 

Newspaper controlled by News Ltd.  The paper’s general manager, advertising, 

promotions and editor-in-chief are all based in Brisbane. 
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The Caboolture Near North Coast News and the Sunshine Coast Daily are both owned 

by the Sunshine Coast Newspaper Company, which is a subsidiary of Australian 

Provincial Newspapers (APN) and part of a vast network of international holdings 

controlled by Tony O’Reilly (Communications Update 1998:19-26).  O’Reilly also has 

interests in broadcasting.  His Australian Radio Network controls eight metropolitan 

and four regional radio stations representing a 52.6 per cent share of the Australian 

population (Communications Update 1999:7). 

 

Commercial broadcasters servicing the Sunshine Coast and Caboolture region also 

benefit from common ownership.  Two commercial radio station’s located at the 

Sunshine Coast are owned by R.G. Capital (Australia), which is Australia’s third 

largest radio network comprising one metropolitan and 13 regional stations.  It has a 

combined total potential audience of 5 362 790 representing a 30 per cent share of the 

total population (Communications Update1999:20).  The extent of networking of 

commercial media in the region suggests that independent local news organisations are 

difficult to sustain. 

 

Funding of Networked Community Radio News 

Economies of scale underpin much of the funding available to community broadcasters 

from the federal government.  Government funding is allocated through the Community 

Broadcasting Foundation (CBF) and amounted to $4.79 million in the 1997/98 budget.  

Of this, $1.512 million (31.6 per cent) was earmarked for the development of online 

communications — the Community Access Network and the Community Broadcasting 

Database (CBF 1998). 

 

The CBF also allocates funding to four national news services.  NRN received $80 000; 

the National Ethnic and Multicultural Broadcasters’ Council received $50 500 to 

develop the Ethnic News Digest, which translates news stories into 20 languages and is 

distributed online (Moro 1999; CBF 1998:9); Radio for the Print Handicapped 

Australia received $85 040 for sector coordination, including the National Press Hour 

(CBF 1998:4); and the National Indigenous Media Association of Australia received 

$114 970 for the development of the National Indigenous Radio Service.  In addition, 
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individual radio stations received a total of $122 500 for the production of 14 programs 

networked to the sector via ComRadSat.  The CBAA received $80 000 for ComRadSat 

and a further $138 999 for management of the Community Broadcasting Database 

(CBF 1998:7).  Networking is a cost-effective way to ensure that alternative 

programming is available sector-wide.  Networking requires targeting audiences with 

topics of national appeal, however, and programs can therefore not offer local 

perspectives.  This contradicts Coalition policy that emphasises localism. 

 

 

The Integration Function of Local News and Information 

 

The focus on networked programming points to a dominant transmission view of 

communication (Carey 1989:15).  It is articulated by those who point to community 

radio’s poor audience share, which they attribute to poor presentation and lack of 

quality (Beatson 1998; Thompson 1998; Ghergetta 1998). 

 

The most extreme criticism comes from the commercial sector and argues that 

community radio attracts a small audience and therefore does not deserve access to 

valuable spectrum (Day 1999).  This view gives primacy to information, or the 

‘product’ that is broadcast, and the audiences who consume it.  This view can 

accommodate both the claim that community radio is the space where alternative voices 

can be heard, and that it is reasonable for a regional community broadcaster to take 

commercial programs, such as John Laws, where a local population demands this (CBX 

2000:11).  In either case, community broadcasting provides a conduit for products that 

contribute to the ‘market for ideas’ (Productivity Commission 2000:59). 

 

The sector-wide preference for the networked news services and the emphasis on 

professionalism point to what Tomaselli and Prinsloo (1990:143) refer to as 

‘formalism’, which takes for granted dominant commercial broadcast codes.  NRN 

sounds professional, is dependable and punctual, and imposes a predictable structure on 

programming (McQuail 1987:210; Windschuttle 1984:268).  At 4OUR, attempts by 

volunteers to provide their own news bulletins have resulted in a product that they 
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themselves consider inferior, and this can be a ‘potentially depowering exercise’ 

(Tomaselli & Prinsloo 1990:151). 

 

Those who give primacy to community radio’s capacity to form networks with local 

communities articulate the ‘ritual’ or ‘cultural’ interpretation of communication 

(Melzer 2000:3; Carey 1989:18).  From this perspective, ‘a sense of local community 

identity is the most important quality [we need] to focus on’ (Elson 2000:13).  At 

4OUR, the sense of local community is expressed with local service information.  A 

regular weather report is provided by local professional fishermen; a local taxi 

company gives traffic reports; a market report comes from the Brisbane-based 

wholesale fruit and vegetable market; and the station broadcasts a job search program 

with the assistance of local employment agencies. 

 

The highly popular Community Noticeboard broadcasts between 20 to 50 community 

announcements every weekday.  This inlcudes announcements from health services, 

sports and relaxation clubs, church groups, neighbourhood centres, community service 

clubs, self-help groups, arts and craft societies, ethnic and Aboriginal groups, dance 

and music associations and others.  As with the news bulletin, the service is prepared 

by volunteers and does not always go to air.  4OUR further provides airtime to local 

ethnic and religious groups, as well as youth and special music interests.  According to 

volunteers, the presentation of local information creates ‘a bonding atmosphere’, 

raising awareness ‘of other things happening in the shire and therefore the type of shire 

we have’.7  Volunteers develop especially strong emotional bonds with the station and 

described it as a ‘second family’. 

 

Community Integration 

Other studies have also reported local media’s integrating function.  O’Toole (1992:84) 

found that readers ‘have a hunger for information about their own locality’.  Tanner 

(1994) suggests that strong emotional attachments with a geographical place, exploited 

and promoted by local and regional media, are a potent and newsworthy commodity 

(Tanner 1994).  Nevertheless, local commercial media are also criticised for not 

reporting conflict or controversy (Hippocrates 1988).  Pretty (1993:94), for example, 
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reports that country journalists felt that their papers worked for community consensus.  

In terms of content, this meant greater coverage of social, sport and ‘gossip’ news, 

rather than hard news.  To country journalists, controversial news required careful 

assessment in terms of risks to a community’s unity (Pretty 1993:101-4). 

 

The same bias is evident at 4OUR.  The station’s news and information function is 

supported by ‘easy listening’ or ‘classic hits’ programming designed to appeal to a 

broad listener base and so attract sponsorship.  The station ‘steers right away’ from 

covering controversial issues, such as elections (personal communication 1998).  It is 

‘for all of the people some of the time’ (CCRA 1998b); and ‘4OUR is probably the one 

thing in Caboolture Shire that can create a separate identity for the community’.8  The 

station emphasises social harmony rather than conflict in its programming. 

 

2TEN at Tenterfield takes a similar approach.  A past controversy concerning a local 

mine saw the station adopt a neutral standpoint:  

 
Male 4: we stayed right out of that one.  We were approached by the 
greenies to air their view, and then by the miners, and I suppose in the 
interest of harmony, instead of taking a side. 
 
Male 5: but what was reported on air was factual.  It wasn’t an issue to be 
debated; it was ‘such and such happened on the road yesterday’.  No 
more was said (2TEN Focus Group 2000). 
 

And further:  
 
Male 1: I think you have to watch what you say.  You’ve got to watch 
whose feet you tread on.  In the city they live for controversy, you know.  
You’ll get the whole community [Tenterfield] gang up against you, if 
you said something about their ‘rellies’ [relatives]. 
 
Male 5: if it’s controversial it would have to be censored (2TEN Focus 
Group 2000). 

 

The examples of 4OUR and 2TEN indicate that local community radio and commercial 

rural media serve similar functions for geographical communities.  Similarly, 

community radio’s dependence on local government support suggests it is not well 

placed to challenge the political establishment (Hippocrates 1988; Kirkpatrick 1995).  
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The adoption of ‘quasi-commercial’ formats by community broadcasters, of concern to 

the sector for some time (Thompson 2000:5; 1997:16), further dissolves the boundary 

between local commercial and community media. 

 

Unlike commercial media, however, community radio is not a business and is usually 

not staffed by media professionals (Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 2002:31).  Tomaselli 

and Prinsloo (1990:156) point out that, for community media, production is subordinate 

to the process of organisation and the empowerment of the participating community 

itself.  Such a perspective implies that content is not necessarily a good measure of 

community broadcasting’s ability to enhance civil society.  Instead, attention needs to 

be given to participatory management structures. 

 

 

Finding the Balance Between Product and Participation 

 

4OUR’s management structure is typical of most voluntary associations.  Volunteers 

are members of an incorporated association that manages a common property, in this 

case a community radio licence.  Office bearers are elected at an Annual General 

Meeting and the organisation has established a number of subcommittees to look after 

particular tasks, such as fundraising and programming.  There is a monthly volunteer 

meeting, open to all, and volunteers are responsible for all aspects of the station’s 

operations. 

 

This open structure provides opportunities for the expression of disagreement, and the 

presence of conflict can be seen as evidence of democratic structures (Touraine 

1991:266).  The conflict at 4OUR, however, pointed to an inherent tension between 

participatory strategies and a product that is in danger of becoming irrelevant to 

community media audiences (Tomaselli & Prinsloo 1990:143).  I observed continuous 

arguments over programming decisions, music choices, ‘professional’ presentation and 

the link with income generation.  The station’s lack of consistency in the provision of a 

local news bulletin combined with problems with sponsorship announcements going to 

air on time, or at all, resulted in a great deal of personal stress for the sponsorship 
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coordinator (CCRA 1999).  Despite recognition that volunteers could not be expected 

to perform as professionals, the station’s insistence that professional production values 

be met indicated that the conflict could not be resolved.  

 

Conflict over content often leads to conflict in decision-making. While the station’s 

constitution and policies support democratic decision-making processes, these are put 

to the test by the constant pressure of fundraising.  Volunteers who are seen to perform 

poorly in both on-air and off-air capacities become frustrated and decline to attend 

meetings.  Decisions are made for the ‘good of the station’ by those in coordinating 

roles without the support of the majority of volunteers, which in turn increases the level 

of conflict.  Some 4OUR volunteers felt they were actively discouraged from venturing 

into spoken word production as this was seen as deviating from a ‘normal format’ 

program consisting of ‘easy listening’ music.9   Not only does the constant pressure of 

fundraising encourage a greater dependence on sponsorship dollars and the adoption of 

‘quasi-commercial’ formats (Thompson 1997:16); it also restricts volunteers from 

exploring alternative program formats and the production of independent and 

alternative points of view. 

 

4OUR volunteers explained these problems in terms of individual ‘commitment’, but 

the extent of conflict in the management of their radio station suggests this is a 

structural feature of community radio.  In 1995, the Australian Broadcasting Authority 

(ABA) reported that the biggest category of complaints it received for community radio 

related to participation in station management and raised basic questions about 

authority and accountability within organisations (ABA 1996b:3).  Tucker (2000:27) 

suggests that more open committee structures can minimise internal conflict, but open, 

accountable and participatory structures may not be robust enough to withstand the 

constant pressures of fundraising. 

 

For many community broadcasters, a policy environment that promotes self-regulation, 

commercialism and market principles does little to ensure a minimum of financial 

stability.  The preferred solution has been to increase the time limit for sponsorship 

announcements from four to five minutes per hour.  This will benefit those stations 
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where sponsor demand for airtime is high, but is of little consolation to those that do 

not have skilled sales staff, or that operate in rural communities faced with 

depopulation and the winding back of services.  Local sponsorship does have its place 

in community media since local businesses are part of their local community, but 

without an alternative source of income, dependence on sponsorship simply puts 

community radio in direct competition with commercial media — a situation that 

benefits neither.  Lack of financial stability encourages syndication, commercial 

formats and an overriding pressure on volunteers to perform ‘professionally’ in order to 

attract sponsorship dollars.  This pressure to perform means less space for innovation 

and it also means that some voices are locked out altogether. 

 

 

Conclusion: Shifting Policy Towards Community Development Media 

 

My research suggests that, to achieve diversity and invigorate democracy, policy 

models are required that take greater account of the voluntary, non-professional, 

diverse and local nature of community broadcasting.  Policies would need to recognise 

community radio as a cultural resource for local communities, rather than the end of the 

line for centrally produced messages. 

 

While it cannot be denied that the provision of nationally networked programming is 

cost-effective, and more likely to result in a ‘quality’ product (Thompson 1999), there 

may be greater value in developing regional news services that are more proximate to 

listeners and that retain some of the benefits of economies of scale.  Regional services 

already exist for Indigenous radio.  The Top End Aboriginal Bush Broadcasting 

Association, for example, provides broadcasts to 28 BRACS stations (ATSIC 1999:70). 

 

At present, the community broadcasting sector’s national news services are funded by 

the federal government.  In Queensland, the state government does not provide 

dedicated funding to the sector, although community radio stations can apply for state 

government assistance from various agencies such as the Arts Office.  This suggests 

that regionalisation of news services could justify increased state government support.  
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The practices evident at 4OUR clearly indicate that a gap exists in the provision of state 

and regional news.  The value of community broadcasting has not gone unnoticed by 

state government agents.  According to Bruce Fleming (1999), General Manager of 

Queensland’s Office of Rural Communities, community radio enhances social, cultural 

and economic opportunities.  It does this by providing information to the community 

and promoting council and local business; encouraging participation of youth and 

people from different countries; promoting discussion, debate, learning and tolerance; 

and confidence building and the development of talent (Fleming 1999). 

 

As well as regionalising news services, community radio should consider adopting 

development communication strategies.  This approach would see social and cultural 

cohesion take priority over commercialism (Loo 1994:5; Tomaselli & Prinsloo 1990).  

Community radio is ideally placed to encourage training in development journalism, 

given the widespread links with journalism and media schools (Forde, Meadows & 

Foxwell 2002:71-76).  Development journalism clearly rejects a view of journalists as 

‘mere transmitters of value-free information to a monolithic market’ and instead 

encourages ‘commitment to the social, cultural and political development of the 

grassroots’ (Loo 1994:4, 7). 

 

An emphasis upon community development can lead to greater stocks of social capital, 

and thus foster a democratic culture (Onyx & Bullen 1997:25-26; Putnam 1993:177).  

Furthermore, policies that focus on community cultural development have proven their 

ability to stimulate economic recovery in both urban and rural communities (Trotter 

1999; Matarasso 1997; Bianchini 1993).  A community development approach could 

also encourage closer, formal links with local government.  Local council support for 

community broadcasting appears to be widespread in the form of rent-free premises and 

other means, but an adequate quantification and review is long overdue (see Woods & 

Anderson 1986:23).  Overseas examples indicate that local government responsibility 

for community broadcasting offers some financial stability and can ensure that 

community development ideals are maintained (Organisatie van Lokale Omroepen 

Nederland 1997).  Trotter (1999:4) found that principles of community development 

through cultural development offered the citizens of Surat in western Queensland 
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(population 468) ‘revitalisation of public life with the participation of the council and 

its councilors in planning and consultation with the community’.  It is this element of 

participation embodied in local projects, with local organisations and authorities, which 

can enhance civil society – not just news. 

 

In Chapter 5, I pointed out that none of the community radio stations included in this 

study appeared to consider their service specifically from a community development 

perspective, as their primary focus was on the production of content.  In this chapter I 

suggested that a focus on content is not necessarily a good measure of the sector’s 

capacity to enhance civil society.  Instead, the focus should be on organisation.  

Organisation, and elements of social capital and community development, are 

considered more fully in the next chapter, which presents the results of a survey of 

volunteers. 

 

 
1 Versions of this chapter were submitted for the ‘Cultural and Media Policy Research Prize (van Vuuren 
1999) and published in Media International Australia, Incorporating Culture and Policy no. 99, May 
2001 (van Vuuren 2001). 
2 The identity of 4OUR volunteers is anonymous, unless a consent form has been provided. 
3 Telephone interviews were conducted with station managers and key volunteers during September 
1998. 
4 Forde et al. (2002:84) report that the University of Newcastle withdrew from the program in 2000. 
5 I am familiar with PRNS’s funding structure because I was employed as PRNS producer/presenter for 
Watching Brief during 1987-88; and in 1995 I was employed on its South African Community Radio 
Development Project. 
6 I experienced this problem while producing Watching Brief and again with the production of a national 
prison issues program, Locked In, during 1994-95. 
7 Focus group interview, 4 September 1999. 
8 Responses from a focus group interview held 4 September 1999. 
9 Focus group interview, 4 September 1999. 
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Chapter 7 

Volunteer Broadcasting: Social Capital in Action 
 

 

In its broadcasting inquiry, the Productivity Commission (2000:276) recommended that 

detailed analysis be undertaken to determine the longterm social benefits and costs of 

community broadcasting.  The Commission recognised that community broadcasting 

was generally considered to have a positive value.  The Commission also took note of a 

belief that these benefits could not be quantified in a meaningful way.  For example, in 

its submission to the inquiry, Community Radio 3CR asserted that: 

 
The history of community broadcasting and the public support for such a 
medium demonstrates very clearly that the community understands that 
value — not in dollar terms but as a necessary and integral part of a 
healthy and democratic civic society. (Quoted in Productivity 
Commission 2000:277) 

 

And according to the CBAA: 

 
community broadcasting is pervasive and as a grass roots cultural 
industry its intrinsic value resists quantification. (Productivity 
Commission, 1999, Submission no. DR 214:5) 
 

 
The Productivity Commission recommended that the sector’s social costs and benefits 

be considered in the context of the Australian audiovisual industry more generally, and 

that its role in the distribution of content should primarily be addressed (Productivity 

Commission 2000:277, 420-21).  In the previous chapter, I argued that a focus on 

content alone might not be a good measure of the value of community broadcasting.  I 

further suggested that a closer examination of the sector’s community development 
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potential could provide a better insight into its contribution to the enhancement of civil 

society, and hence to democracy.  This implies that the focus of the research should be 

on the volunteers that are active in community broadcasting. 

 

Volunteers are central to community broadcasting, and have long been considered an 

example of the development of new relationships between audience and broadcaster 

(Productivity Commission 2000:275; ABT 1977:101).  To the CBAA: 

 
access and participation are the [sector’s] defining principles, which 
means that volunteers become involved in making and presenting 
programs or in the management and technical operation of services. 
(Productivity Commission, 1999, Submission no. 73:4) 

 

Indeed, volunteers are considered the most significant indicator of community 

participation and access (CBAA 2001:8).  About 30 per cent of community radio 

stations operate entirely on a volunteer basis and the total number of volunteers has 

been estimated at 20 000, with another 5000 involved with aspirant broadcasting 

groups (CBAA 2001:6). 

 

Despite their centrality, however, the sector as a whole appears ambivalent towards 

volunteers.  According to CBAA President David Melzer: 

 
Volunteers are what distinguish community broadcasters from other 
media, yet we are devalued because of ‘unprofessional’ broadcast 
standards.  There seems to be a sense of ambivalence within our sector.  
Are we only volunteers because there is no other way? (Melzer 2001:1) 

 

Melzer’s comment clearly demonstrates that ambivalence towards volunteers is linked 

to ideas about professionalism in broadcasting, further stressing the point that analysis 

should proceed from community development principles, thus shifting the focus 

towards the experience and aspirations of volunteers. 

 

Australian community broadcasting’s philosophy, articulated in its Code of Practice, 

indicates that the sector is ideally placed to promote community development, a 

function that appears to be little understood either within the sector or by regulators.  

Onyx and Bullen (1997:25-26) define community development ‘as the enhancement of 
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the whole community and its citizens’.  They assert that community development is at 

the heart of social capital.  A minimal, pre-existing level of social capital is necessary 

for community development to work.  But, once in place, community development 

processes will generate further stocks of social capital (Onyx & Bullen 1997:25-26).  

The three community radio stations taking part in this study all meet a number of 

principles of community development.  In terms of subsidiarity, each station is 

incorporated as a non-profit association with the membership electing directors at the 

annual general meeting.  At all three stations, membership is open to anyone from the 

host community.  Each station includes training objectives in its constitution that can 

contribute towards the empowerment of individuals. 

 

In Chapter 5, I examined each community radio station in the context of its host 

community.  From a financial viewpoint, I found that the most successful radio station 

was 2TEN, located in a remote rural community with a relatively stable population of 

about 6500, and with the highest proportion of low-income earners (see table 5.5).  I 

argued that 2TEN’s success was related to its ability to mobilise sections of the 

community more successfully than 4OUR or 4RRR.  2TEN appeared to have 

developed a stronger network of relationships with various segments of the local 

population, compared with the other community radio stations.  The strength and nature 

of these relationships is not evident from an analysis of program content.  Indeed, 

2TEN’s program format is similar to that of 4OUR, but 2TEN’s relationship with its 

host community is qualitatively different to that observed at 4OUR.  I propose that this 

relationship is partly defined by the character of a station’s volunteers.  For example, 

4OUR’s older volunteer cohort would account for a different emphasis in 

organisational objectives. 

 

Despite claims of the centrality of volunteers to community broadcasting, ambivalent or 

otherwise, little has been published about them, who they are, and what motivates them 

(Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 2002:21-34; Coates 1997). 1  This chapter addresses this 

gap in knowledge with a qualitative study of volunteers and their experiences at 4OUR, 

2TEN and 4RRR.  The analysis is not intended to test hypotheses, but is primarily an 

exploration of social capital themes pertinent to the practice of volunteering in 

community broadcasting.  The analysis commences with a description of the 
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demographic structure of the community radio stations and then turns to the experience 

of volunteering from a social capital perspective.  The data were collected between 

September 1998 and April 2000 and relied on structured questionnaires (Appendix 7), 

interviews, primary documents, focus groups and observation (see Chapter 4). 

 

 

Comparing Community Radio Volunteers 

 

At all three stations, volunteer recruitment policies are based on the idea that anyone 

can join the station, undertake training and present a program more or less of their own 

choice.  Tebbutt (1989:139) refers to this as a passive approach to volunteer 

recruitment.  Although such an approach gives the appearance of open access, it fails to 

recognise that the character of incumbent volunteers, such as their demographic 

structure and their norms and values, can act both as an invitation and as a barrier to 

participation.  In other words, access to a community radio station is regulated by a 

more or less porous boundary defined to some extent by station policy, but also by 

demographic, social and psychological processes.  

 

The analysis commences with the comparison of the demographic structure of each 

station (Pickvance 1986:225-27).  This approach can reveal demographic variations in 

the structure of volunteers at the three participating stations and provide a comparison 

with a recent national survey of Australian community radio (Forde, Meadows & 

Foxwell 2002) and with studies of volunteers in general (ABS 2001).  A demographic 

description of each station further provides a context for the social capital analysis 

presented later in the chapter.2

 

Table 7.1 summarises the demographic structure of the three participating stations, as 

well as their combined profile.3  The ratio of males (57.5 per cent) to females (42.5 per 

cent) of the three stations combined, is close to the national average reported by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (1998:9) in its survey of radio and television services 

(males 58.3 per cent, females 41.7 per cent).  However, data collected by Woods and 

Anderson (1986:4), and more recently by Forde, Meadows and Foxwell (2002:22), 

indicate that males make up an even larger proportion of community broadcasting 
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volunteers at around 62 per cent. 

 

In contrast, a national study of volunteers in all fields of volunteering, conducted by the 

ABS (2001:12), found there were more female (52.7 per cent) than male volunteers 

(47.3 per cent).  The ratio of males to females varied, however, depending on the kind 

of activity that volunteers preferred to undertake.  Women volunteers were more likely 

to be involved in community and welfare, education, training and youth development, 

religious, health, arts and cultural organisations; whereas males were more likely to be 

involved in sports, recreation, business and professional organisations, unions and 

emergency services (ABS 2001:6-7).  This suggests that community broadcasting 

organisations staffed predominantly by female volunteers will tend to be more 

community development oriented, rather than seek to deliver quasi-professional 

broadcasting formats. 

 

Table 7.1 indicates that the median age of the case study volunteers is between 40 and 

49.  In their national community radio survey, Forde, Meadows and Foxwell (2002:22-

23) recorded a similar result.  Furthermore, they found that almost 69 per cent of 

community radio workers were over the age of 40, and nearly 41 per cent were over the 

age of 50.  Similarly, the ABS national survey of volunteers found that the median age 

of volunteers was between 35 and 44 (ABS 2001:12).  The age structure accounts for 

the volunteers’ marital status and the proportion of volunteers undertaking full-time 

study (50.7 per cent of the case study volunteers were married, and there were 15 full-

time students). 

 

More than half of the case study volunteers had obtained post-secondary qualifications 

(53.2 per cent).  Of these, 20.5 per cent had obtained tertiary qualifications and 32.7 per 

cent had obtained trade and vocational qualifications.  In contrast, the national study of 

Australian community radio volunteers undertaken by Forde, Meadows and Foxwell 

(2002:24) found that nearly 27 per cent of respondents had obtained tertiary 

qualifications, while only 12.5 per cent of their sample had obtained trade and 

vocational qualifications.  The difference may be accounted for by the sampling 

strategy adopted in the national study, which surveyed community radio managers, and 

volunteers recommended by these managers. 
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Table 7.1. Volunteer Characteristics, 4OUR, 2TEN, 4RRR  
Station (%) 4OUR 2TEN 4RRR Total 
Gender     
  Male 64.5 48.0 58.8 57.5 
  Female 35.5 52.0 41.2 42.5 
n* 31 25 17 73 
Age (%)     
  Under 20 3.2 28.0 29.4 18.1 
  20–29 6.5 8.0 35.3 13.9 
  30–39 6.5 28.0 - 12.5 
  40–49 22.6 4.0 23.5 15.3 
  50–59 41.9 28.0 - 27.8 
  60 and over 19.4 4.0 11.8 12.5 
n 31 25 16 72 
Marital status (%)     
  Single 19.4 40.0 52.9 34.2 
  Married/de facto 64.5 48.0 29.4 50.7 
  Divorced/separated 16.1 12.0 11.8 13.7 
  Widowed - - 5.9 1.3 
n 31 25 17 73 
Currently a student (n)     
  Full-time 4 7 4 15 
  Part-time 6 2 2 10 
Education level (%)     
  Primary school 9.7 4.0 11.8 8.2 
  Year 11 or less 9.7 48.0 23.5 26.0 
  Year 12 22.6 4.0 - 10.9 
  Trade/apprenticeship 12.9 4.0 17.6 10.9 
  Vocational/diploma - - 5.9 1.3 
  TAFE/business college 25.8 12.0 23.5 20.5 
  Tertiary 19.4 24.0 17.6 20.5 
n 31 25 17 73 
Occupation (%)     
  Unskilled/semiskilled 23.5 21.4 10.0 19.5 
  Trade 17.6 7.1 20.0 14.6 
  Clerical/sales 23.5 28.6 30.0 26.8 
  Professional/managerial 23.5 35.7 40.0 31.7 
  Agricultural 5.9 7.1 - 4.8 
  Other 5.9 - - 2.4 
n 17 14 10 41 
Employment status (n)     
 In the labour force     
   Employed full-time 22.6 27.3 64.3 32.8 
   Employed part-time 22.6 27.3 7.1 20.9 
   Self-employed 6.5 13.6 - 7.4 
   Unemployed 6.5 9.1 14.3 8.9 
 Not in the labour force  
   Aged pensioner 16.1 4.5 7.1 10.4 
   Other pensioner 19.4 9.1 - 11.9 
   Home duties 6.5 9.1 7.1 7.5 
n 31 22 14 67 
* ‘n’ refers to the sample size.  
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The national volunteer sample is therefore not representative of all community radio 

volunteers.  Nevertheless, in accordance with the study by Forde, Meadows and 

Foxwell (2002:24), the proportion of case study volunteers with tertiary qualifications 

was higher than for the general population (15 per cent for the Australian population).  

The proportion of volunteers with trade and vocational qualifications, however, exceeds 

the figure for the general population which is 21.8 per cent (ABS 2000, online).  

 

To a certain extent, educational achievements are reflected in occupational patterns.  

Table 7.1 indicates that nearly one-third of case study volunteers were employed in 

professional and managerial occupations, over a quarter were employed in clerical and 

sales jobs, and nearly 20 per cent were employed in unskilled or semi-skilled 

occupations.  The ABS survey of volunteers found that volunteer rates vary between 

occupational groupings.  Participation rates are higher among professionals, managers 

and administrators compared with clerical, sales and service workers, and tradespeople 

and labourers (ABS 2001:4-5).  The ABS (2001:4) further found that people in paid 

employment are more likely to volunteer than the unemployed.  Table 7.1 indicates that 

61 per cent of the case study volunteers were employed, which conforms to the ABS 

data. 

 

Forde, Meadows and Foxwell (2002:26) examined the cultural background of 

volunteers and found that, overall, the ethnic structure of the Australian population is 

reflected in the ethnic structure of community broadcasting.  They found that three-

quarters of volunteers were born in Australia and that 5.3 per cent of volunteers were 

Indigenous.  The case study volunteers suggest a higher percentage born in Australia 

(86.3 per cent), but this could be related to their rural locations.  Thus five of the six 

ethnic volunteers in the case study were involved with 4OUR, located in a more 

populated region in southeast Queensland.  The four Indigenous participants in the case 

study were all volunteers at 2TEN and 4RRR, located in remote rural communities. 

 

Voting behaviour was also examined by Forde et al. (2002:25).  Their results revealed 

that community radio managers tended to vote Liberal, while volunteers tended to vote 

Labor.  Table 7.2 indicates that voting patterns for the case study volunteers vary from 

the national study. 
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Table 7.2. Volunteer voting preferences (%) 
 
Party 

4OUR, 2TEN, 
4RRR 

Forde et al. 
(2002:26) 

Labor 26.7 28.1 
National 13.3   3.2 
Liberal   8.9 18.7 
Democrats   6.7   4.4 
Independent 15.5   5.0 
One Nation   2.2   0.9 
Other  -   6.2 
Don’t vote   2.2  - 
No opinion/refused 20.0 25.4 
Total (n)   45  350 
 

The proportion of volunteers that vote Labor is similar for both studies, but the 

proportion of volunteers who vote for the Liberal or National Parties varies.  These 

parties are Coalition partners, however, and when combined the case study vote is 

higher (27.2 per cent) for the Coalition compared with the national data (21.9 per cent).  

This is not surprising given that rural electorates are the National Party heartland.  On 

the other hand, the case study points to greater support for Independents compared with 

the national data. 

 

In general, the case study volunteer cohort can be said to conform to the profile of the 

typical community radio volunteer.  The main differences with the national studies are 

the greater number of people in trades and labouring occupations, the greater proportion 

of Australian-born, and the high support for independent candidates in the case study 

voting pattern.  Some of these differences are most likely related to the rural location of 

the case studies.  Rural Australian communities are generally less ethnically diverse 

compared with urban areas (ABS 2002b [online]).  People in rural areas are also more 

likely to be involved in community organisations (Onyx & Bullen 2000:129).  The 

higher proportion of volunteers employed in trades and labour occupations is possibly 

related to the fact that rural communities tend to support less diverse occupational 

structures.  As for the greater support for independent politicians, 2TEN is located in a 

state electorate where an Independent won the previous election. 

 

Although the profile of the case study volunteers as a whole vary little from national 

data, there are substantial differences between each station, particularly in their gender 

and age structures, and these will now be examined. 
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The Influence of Age and Gender 

 

At both 4OUR and 4RRR, males outnumber females (64.5 per cent at 4OUR and 58.8 

per cent at 4RRR), but females made up the larger proportion of volunteers (52 per 

cent) at 2TEN (Table 7.1).  4OUR has an older volunteer cohort, with the median age 

being 50 to 59, and with nearly two-thirds of the volunteers over the age of 50 (Table 

7.1).  At 2TEN the median age is 30 to 39, but the station’s age structure is more evenly 

spread across both younger and older volunteers.  There are an equal number of 

volunteers aged under 20 (28 per cent) as in the 30 to 39 age group (28 per cent) and in 

the 50 to 59 age group (28 per cent).  At 4RRR the median age is 20 to 29, with nearly 

65 per cent of volunteers under the age of 29.  The age and gender structure are 

reflected in marital status, student enrolments and to a certain extent in education level.  

Thus 2TEN has more volunteers in full-time study, especially at high school, compared 

with the other stations. 

 

According to the ABS (1996:1-3), the highest volunteer rate occurs in the 35 to 44 age 

group, when volunteers are most likely to be married with children.  In this age group, 

women in part-time employment reported the highest rate of volunteer involvement, 

and they are most likely to volunteer for organisations that have a youth development 

and training focus.  Thus at 2TEN the greater presence of women may account for the 

station’s youth orientation.  Table 7.1 further indicates that a large proportion of 

2TEN’s volunteers are in part time employment (27.3 per cent) while one-fifth of the 

volunteers are not in the workforce.  At 4OUR the large percentage of volunteers not in 

the workforce (42 per cent) reflects the station’s older age structure.  At 4RRR the 

reverse is the case, with nearly two thirds of the volunteers in full-time employment, 

reflecting the younger cohort. 

 

A number of conclusions can be drawn from these results.  The majority of volunteers 

at 4OUR and 2TEN are not in the workforce or are employed part-time and would 

therefore have more time on their hands to commit to the station.  Not only does 4RRR 

not have enough volunteers, but those it does have are mainly in full-time employment.  

Most of 4RRR’s volunteers are young, while at 2TEN there is a fairly even range of age 

groups, and at 4OUR volunteers are generally older.  The larger proportion of youth at 
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4RRR suggests a lack of volunteers with sufficient skills to run a radio station.  In small 

remote towns, younger volunteers are also unlikely to commit themselves for the long 

term, given that educational prospects will require them to move to larger centres.  

Combined with the large proportion of volunteers in full-time employment, there is a 

good case for 4RRR to consider, in the first instance, the recruitment of older 

volunteers who are either in part-time employment or no longer in the workforce. 

  

2TEN emphasises youth development in its constitution, but it is not a youth station.  

From the point of view of parents, the presence of staff, as well as older volunteers, 

would ensure a supervised and thus safe environment for youth.  At 2TEN, the mix of 

age groups, and possibly also the greater involvement by women could encourage a 

greater tolerance for young people.  Young people were largely absent from 4OUR, and 

this could be related to the presence of more recreational opportunities for young 

people at Caboolture.  On the other hand, not all of 4OUR’s volunteers were happy 

with the presence of youth at the station.  At one station meeting I observed concern 

towards a group of young people presenting the ‘heavy metal’ program, which was 

considered contrary to the Christian faith.  The election of a younger volunteer (age 20) 

to the position of program manager was also accepted half-heartedly by some of the 

older volunteers.  In contrast, at 2TEN the adult volunteers expressed a degree of pride 

in the positive contribution their station had made to the town’s youth (2TEN focus 

group 2000). 

 

The results suggest that it would be of interest to examine the relationship between age, 

gender and social capital more closely.  The exploratory nature of this study, however, 

rules this out given the small number of participating stations, and hence of volunteers.  

The issue of age and gender should therefore be considered contextual to the elements 

of social capital considered below.  Thus, while 2TEN’s demographic composition, 

with its more even spread of age groups and greater inclusion of women, points to 

broader participation by the Tenterfield community, it cannot be assumed that this 

relationship is causal, nor that it will guarantee success.  I suggested in Chapter 5 that 

Tenterfield had a more stable population compared with Roma and Caboolture.  

Population stability could therefore be as influential a factor as age and gender.  The 

next section explores the length of time volunteers had lived in their community, 
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together with other aspects of the social capital theme of participation in networks. 

 

 

Patterns of Network Participation 

 

Participation in networks is the element of social capital that refers to the ‘more or less 

dense interlocking networks of voluntary and mutual relationships between individuals 

and groups’ (Onyx & Bullen 1997:5).  Social capital research conducted with 

community groups already assumes a store of social capital, but there may be important 

differences between organisations that pursue similar interests.  A study of participation 

in community networks can thus address the normative claim that community media 

forge a special relationship with their community (Girard 1992). 

 

Chapter 5 examined network participation from an organisational perspective — that is, 

the formal relationship between community radio organisations and different segments 

of the community.  Here the emphasis is on the less formal relationships between 

individual volunteers and their networks.  To gain an insight into networks of 

participation, volunteers were asked how long they had lived in their town or shire, and 

how long and how often they had volunteered to their community radio station.  They 

were also asked who influenced them to join the community radio organisation, and 

about their involvement with other local community organisations. 

 

Settlement Patterns and Network Participation 

In Chapter 5, I found that 4OUR and 4RRR were located in communities with large 

transitory populations.  At Caboolture the population is experiencing rapid growth, 

while at Roma many residents, particularly government workers, transfer in and out of 

the community at the end of each year.  In a study of regional media, Killiby 

(1994:275) found a relationship between residential stability and local media use.  It is 

therefore of interest to establish which section of the community is active in community 

radio. 

 

 



 

Figure 7.1. Length of Residence in Town/Shire
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For volunteers at all three stations, the median length of residence in the shire or town 

was between 10 and 20 years, although the proportion of newer residents who became 

involved with the community radio station was greater at 2TEN and 4RRR (Figure 

7.1).  At 4OUR there were no respondents who had lived in the shire for less than two 

years.  To one 4OUR volunteer the station’s older volunteer age structure was 

indicative to the transitory status of younger couples moving to Caboolture: 

 
The bulk of the newly marrieds are B105 listeners anyway, because they 
don’t know much about the community they have moved into.  Most of 
them are transients, most of them are relatively new in the Shire.  They 
don’t become involved, they don’t read the local papers.  They usually 
work outside the Shire. (4OUR Focus Group 1999)4

 

Residential stability may also account for the length of time volunteers had been with 

their station.  At both 4OUR and 2TEN, the median duration of volunteer membership 

was between three and five years, and at both these stations the largest proportion of 

volunteers had been with the station for more than five years (Figure 7.2). 
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Figure 7.2. Volunteer duration
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The greater proportion of volunteers who had been with the station for more than five 

years at both 4OUR and 2TEN indicates a degree of stability that was lacking at 4RRR.  

At 4RRR a large proportion of volunteers had been with the station less than one year, 

and the median duration of volunteer membership was between one and three years.  

The presence of too many new volunteers can result in a lack of organisational 

continuity, and a ‘reinventing of the wheel’, as station norms and processes are 

constantly reinterpreted, discontinued or neglected altogether because training and 

filling broadcast time slots have priority.  On the other hand, long-term volunteers may 

become entrenched and inward looking, and resent attempts by new volunteers to 

change policies and practices (Hochheimer 1993:477-78).  This was evident at 4OUR 

where older volunteers reluctantly accepted the views of younger people. 

 

Hochheimer (1993:477) further suggests entrenchment can also result when volunteers 

with the most disposable time see themselves as the most knowledgeable 

spokespersons representing their organisation. Also of interest is the amount of time 

volunteers devote to their station.  About two-thirds of the case study volunteers spent 

less than five hours a week on their community radio activity (figure 7.3), and not all of 

this time was spent on the community radio premises.  This contradicts the findings by 

Forde, Meadows and Foxwell (2002:28) who report that ‘the overwhelming majority’ 

of volunteers contribute at least six hours per week to their station.  They further found 
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that 25 per cent of their respondents contributed more than 26 hours a week to the 

station, and only 16 per cent contributed five hours or less to their station.  

Nevertheless, in general community radio volunteers spend more time volunteering 

compared with volunteers in most other fields.  The ABS (2001:15) reports that the 

median weekly hours devoted to voluntary work ranged from 0.8 to 2.5 hours per week, 

and is related to the age of the volunteer. 

 

Figure 7.3. Weekly volunteer hours
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The older volunteer structure at 4OUR can thus account for the majority of the station’s 

respondents reporting that they contributed more than five hours a week to their station.  

At 2TEN, and especially 4RRR, the greater proportion of people in the labour force can 

account for fewer volunteers spending more than five hours a week there.  Furthermore, 

at 2TEN the presence of full-time paid staff would ensure that volunteers were relieved 

of a range of tasks that would otherwise require greater volunteer input. 

 

In summary, all the stations tended to appeal to longterm residents who were perhaps 

more disposed towards making a commitment to their community.  Confirmation of 

that commitment is expressed by the length of time individuals have been with their 

community radio station and to a certain extent by the number of hours they can devote 

to their station each week.  At the same time, high levels of commitment may give rise 

to the entrenchment of particular norms and values that can discourage the recruitment 

of new volunteers.  On the other hand, the constant preoccupation with recruitment, 

such as that which takes place at 4RRR, results in a lack of organisational continuity 

and little time to forge a unified vision.  A sustainable community radio station thus 
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requires a balance of experienced and recent volunteers, as is the case at 2TEN and 

4OUR. 

 

Bonding Networks: Family, Friends and Other Organisations 

So far, the comparison presented here indicates that 4OUR and 2TEN are bonding 

networks.  Bonding networks connecting people who share similarities, while bridging 

networks link people who are diverse (Putnam 2000).  Bonding networks are marked 

by strong social ties such as family and friends, and are sustained by particularised 

forms of reciprocity limited to an ‘in-group’.  Bridging networks are characterised by 

weaker ties such as distant friends, acquaintances, colleagues and people from different 

backgrounds who pursue common interests.  Bridging networks are sustained by 

generalised forms of reciprocity, such as the expression of tolerance for people from 

different backgrounds (ABS 2002:7-8). 

 

According to the ABS (2001:19) bonding social capital is an important factor in the 

decision to participate in networks, such as community organisations.  The ABS found 

that more than 60 per cent of all Australian volunteers had been influenced by someone 

else to become involved in their organisations.  It also found that advertisements in the 

media influenced only 4 per cent of volunteers to become involved. This suggests that 

word of mouth is the most successful way to recruit volunteers. 

 

At 4OUR, bonds are established as a result of the common experience of retirement and 

possibly the desire to establish ‘community’ in a rapidly changing social environment.  

At 2TEN, the common experience of geographical isolation and the prior establishment 

of ‘community’ that is evident in the region (see Chapter 5) suggests that the station 

operates in an environment characterised by strong community bonds.  To explore the 

theme of bonding social capital in more detail, and particularly the importance of 

family and friends, questions were put to the volunteers concerning the main influences 

encouraging them to become involved with their community radio station. 

 

An open question asked the respondents whether anyone had influenced them to 

become a volunteer.  Figure 7.4 indicates that connections with significant others, 

including family and friends, were a major influence in the decision by case study 



volunteers to become involved with their community radio station, and this accounted 

for 31 per cent of the sample.  At 2TEN, the influence of friends was considered a 

major reason for encouraging youth to become involved: 

 
Their friends do it and they come up and sit with their friends 
occasionally and think ‘oh, this might be alright’.  So they come and ask 
for training.  You say ‘oh why do you want to do it?’  And they say ‘so-
‘n-so has got a show on Wednesday’, ‘Emma’s got a show on Monday’.  
And they want to be involved with it. (2TEN focus group 2000) 

 

Figure 7.4. Volunteer Influences
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At 2TEN, schoolteachers influenced many volunteers to become involved, and they 

comprised most of the ‘other’ category.  Another one-third of the volunteers at 2TEN 

reported ‘no influence’ and had sought out the activity of their own accord.  Friends 

and family influenced more than half of the volunteers at 4RRR.  At 4OUR, appeals by 

announcers were also important, while these were of little or no importance at 4RRR 

and 2TEN.  

 

An additional question was put to volunteers to examine the extent to which 

volunteering in community radio had contributed towards forging friendships.  Figure 

7.5 shows that at 2TEN nearly 50 per cent of volunteers reported that they had friends 

who were volunteers at the station before becoming involved, and further, that nearly 

all 2TEN volunteers had made friends at the station. 
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Figure 7.5. Friendship Networks
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At 4OUR, however, nearly two-thirds of the respondents had family involved with the 

station.  This result came as a surprise to 4OUR focus group participants, although one 

participant confirmed that her family was involved: 

 
My daughters are coming into it.  I think they can see the benefits.  I 
think the station will be a benefit, especially when people find out it will 
help their people skills, will help their skills in getting a job. (4OUR 
Focus Group 1999) 

 

Few 4OUR volunteers reported that they had made friends at the station. This result 

was not explored in the focus group, but it may be due to the greater role of family 

networks, as well as the solitary nature of community radio volunteering, discussed 

later in this chapter.  Compared with 2TEN and 4OUR, friendship networks appear to 

play a minor role at 4RRR (even though family members are an important influence for 

volunteers joining the station), and this possibly underpins the difficulties that the 

station has with recruiting new volunteers.  

 

Another aspect of bonding social capital concerns community radio volunteers’ 

membership of other organisations, which also gives an indication of the density of 

their local networks.  I asked all volunteers to list what other groups they had ever been 

in, or were currently a member of (Table 7.3).5
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Table 7.3.  Membership of other organisations (%) 
 
Organisation 

4OUR 
n=28* 

2TEN 
n=24 

4RRR 
n=15 

Church 35.7 58.3 26.7 
Pensioner 14.3 8.3 13.3 
Environmental/social justice 14.3 20.8 13.3 
Service club 32.1 25.0 33.3 
Youth club/Guides/Scouts 28.6 79.2 6.7 
Professional/ trade union 32.1 45.8 26.7 
Ethnic 7.1 4.2 6.7 
Parents and Citizen (P&C) 
Association 

10.7 16.7 - 

Sports club 35.7 66.7 66.7 
Other 21.4 33.3 46.7 
* ‘n’ is the number of individuals in the sample. 
 
 

Overall, 2TEN volunteers had higher membership rates in most categories compared 

with 4OUR and 4RRR.  Nearly 60 per cent of 2TEN volunteers had joined a church, 

nearly 80 per cent had joined a youth club such as the Girl Guides or Scouts, and two-

thirds had joined a sports club.  At 4OUR, about one-third of volunteers had ever joined 

a church group or sports club, and 4RRR about two-thirds of volunteers had ever joined 

a sports club.  At both 4RRR and 4OUR, about one-third of the volunteers had also 

joined a service club (such as Lions, Rotary or Apex).  These results lend weight to the 

view that volunteers at 2TEN are more embedded in their local community compared 

with volunteers at 4OUR and 4RRR. 

 

At all three stations, bonding social capital, based on strong social ties vested in family 

and friendships, underpins the decision by many volunteers to become involved with 

their station; this is especially so at 4OUR and 2TEN.  Bridging social capital, 

however, is also evident in the case studies.  About a one-third of the volunteers at 

4OUR and 4RRR, and 40 per cent of 2TEN’s volunteers, reported that no one had 

influenced their decision to become involved.  The decision by these volunteers to 

become involved was thus based on weaker ties.  Bridging social capital is possibly 

also demonstrated by the extent of 2TEN and 4OUR volunteers’ multiple involvements 

in other organisations.  This suggests that bonding and bridging forms of social capital 

represent different points on a continuum ranging from a core community to formal 

governing structures (ABS 2002: 7).  Thus individuals are members of a core 

community comprising their immediate and extended family and friends.  They are also 
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members of a wider, informal community comprising hobby groups, neighbours and 

colleagues.  Finally, individuals are members of a wider formal community comprising 

government, the labour market, churches and other corporate organisations.  The 

greater presence of bridging social capital at 2TEN, and to a lesser extent at 4OUR, 

indicates that both forms are important to the sustainability of a community radio 

station. 

 

The elements of participation in networks presented so far have focused upon 

demographic influences, but these cannot explain the motivations behind a volunteer’s 

decision to undertake the activity.  The next section explores this aspect of community 

radio volunteering from the social capital theme of reciprocity. 

 

 

Reciprocity: The Personal and Collective Benefits of Community Radio 

 

Reciprocity refers to the services provided by an individual to others, in the general 

expectation that this kindness will be returned at some unspecified time in the future 

(Onyx & Bullen 1997:5).  To examine reciprocity, I asked volunteers what motivated 

them to become active in community radio and what the personal benefits obtained 

from their activity were. 

 

Table 7.4 presents the results of an open-ended question asking volunteers why they 

became members of their radio station.  The responses indicate that volunteers 

understood this question to mean why they became volunteers of their radio station.  

Therefore, most volunteers do not distinguish between their membership, which entitles 

them to participation in decision making and eligibility for elections, and their 

volunteer status that may limit their participation to administrative and broadcasting 

tasks if they are not also a member of their radio station.  Only volunteers at 2TEN 

pointed out that membership was a prerequisite for announcing and general 

involvement with the station.  Their response stemmed from an argument concerning 

the issue of waiving of membership fees in return for the amount of time spent 

volunteering to the station.  Current station policy requires volunteers to be members.  
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 Table 7.4. Reason for community radio membership (%) 
 4OUR 2TEN 4RRR 
Reason for membership n=27* n=25 n=17 
Support and contribute to the station 29.6 28.0 - 
Community involvement/social 

interaction 
55.6 8.0 11.8 

Contribute to the community 22.2 4.0 - 
Pursue an interest in music 18.5 28.0 47.1 
Skills development/ training 18.5 8.0 - 
Personal development/experience 18.5 16.0 - 
Something to do/fill in time/had time 

available 
14.8 12.0 23.5 

Pursue a special interest 7.4 - - 
Interest in radio and media 22.2 - - 
Prerequisite for announcing - 28.0 - 
Other 40.7 48.0 100.0 
* ‘n’ refers to the sample size. 
 
 

The responses indicate that the volunteers’ reasons for their membership comprise 

individual as well as collective motivations.  Volunteering is seen as a way to offer 

something back to the community in return for a range of personal benefits.  Responses 

from 2TEN and 4RRR volunteers indicate that the pursuit of a musical interest was the 

main reason for joining their radio station.  This is possibly related to the greater 

proportion of youth at both stations compared with 4OUR.  Frith (1978) and Cuppitt et 

al. (1996) found that music plays an important role in the formation of identity among 

youth.  A number of older volunteers, however, also reported music as their major 

reason for involvement in community radio.  Although music may not be as central to 

identity as it is for youth, I found that adult announcers referred to music as a means to 

share similar worldviews.  According to one 2TEN focus group participant: 

 
Satisfaction within yourself, that’s where it all comes from, originally.  If 
you’re happy with what you’re doing, and passing it on, and hoping 
someone out there has got the same ideas that you have, and same tastes 
and everything, well, then you’re sort of releasing what you’ve got onto 
someone else and sharing, aren’t you? (2TEN Focus Group 2000) 

 

Another 2TEN focus group participant compared announcing with having a beer with 

friends in the pub: 

 
We’d all have to comment that we enjoy what we’re doing.  You’ve got to 
like music to be able to do it.  If you enjoy it, it’s like going in and having 
a beer.  It’s one thing to have a beer by yourself.  It’s another thing to have 
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a beer with someone else that likes to have a beer.  Playing music is the 
same thing. (2TEN Focus Group 2000) 

 
  
Furthermore, the presentation of particular music genres indicates that community radio 

contributes towards the integration of different groups within the community.  For 

example, another 2TEN announcer caters specifically for the town’s elderly: 

 
Our pioneers of the area, they’ve put a lot into the region and they deserve 
to have music from their era.  Not only that, they have their grand children 
listening and they [grand children] move to it too, and they want to hear it 
too. And they tell their brothers and sisters and school children.  When I 
was first asked to do it, I thought, ‘well I’m not really into [it]’, you know.  
Sometimes I’ll listen to it and sometimes I don’t.  But since I’ve been here 
and realising the satisfaction that I am giving to people, well I love doing 
it. (2TEN Focus Group 2000) 

 

Whereas music was an important motivation for volunteering at 4RRR and 2TEN, 

more than half of the respondents at 4OUR mentioned ‘community involvement and 

social interaction’ as their main reason for becoming a member of the station.  In some 

respects this points to an underlying desire to connect with other people in the same 

way that 2TEN volunteers wanted to share their music with the station’s listeners.  At 

4OUR, however, music appears to play a less overt role in this process.  Instead, the 

decisive factor appears to be the desire to build community in a region characterised by 

rapid population growth.  To one 4OUR volunteer, the station provides a cultural focal 

point that can help forge a distinct identity for Caboolture residents:  

 
4OUR is probably the one thing in Caboolture Shire that can create a 
separate identity for the community.  It’s something people can focus on 
as their own.  And there is very little of that within the shire, that is solely 
the property of the shire, as it were, because we’ve got plenty of 
subsidiaries of companies here and things like that.  But, you know, apart 
from the very single person businesses, there’s nothing that is of cultural 
significance in the shire. (4OUR Focus Group 1999) 

 

At 2TEN, ‘contribution to the community’ was mentioned by few volunteers.  A 

second closed question, however, resulted in 80 per cent of 2TEN’s volunteers listing 

‘community involvement’ as a reason for becoming a volunteer (Table 7.5).  This 

suggests that 2TEN volunteers may take their community involvement for granted. 
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Table 7.5. Reason for volunteering (%)# 
 4OUR 2TEN 4RRR Total 
Reason n=32* n=25 n=17 n=74 
Community involvement 68.8 80.0 58.8 70.3 
Social contact 40.6 44.0 35.3 40.5 
To be active 40.6 28.0 58.8 40.5 
To do something worthwhile 71.9 56.0 64.7 64.9 
Work experience 34.4 28.0 41.2 33.8 
It just happened 15.6 20.0 17.6 17.6 
Personal Satisfaction 75.0 68.0 64.7 70.3 
Religious beliefs 6.3 4.0 5.9 5.4 
To learn new skills 68.8 72.0 70.6 70.3 
To help others 53.1 48.0 47.1 50.0 
To use my skills 68.8 60.0 52.9 62.2 
Other - 40.0 29.4 20.3 
# Adapted from ABS 1996:18; volunteers could give more than one response. * ‘n’ refers to the 
sample size. 
 
 

The results of the second, closed question, asking volunteers to list all their reasons for 

volunteering, are presented in Table 7.5.  The question was adapted from the ABS 

survey of volunteers conducted in 1995 (ABS 1996:18) and comprises individual, as 

well as collective, dimensions.  ‘Community involvement’, ‘personal satisfaction’ and 

‘learning new skills’ were mentioned by most of the case study volunteers, and this 

compares favourably with the ABS study (2001:21), which found that ‘contributing to 

the community’ was listed by most volunteers, followed by ‘personal satisfaction’. 

 
There were some differences between the stations, however.  At 4OUR, ‘personal 

satisfaction’ (75 per cent) and ‘doing something worthwhile’ (71.9 per cent) were 

mentioned most often as the reasons for becoming volunteers.  ‘Community 

involvement’, ‘learning new skills’ and ‘using one’s skills’ were also mentioned by 

more than two thirds of 4OUR volunteers.  At 2TEN, ‘community involvement’ (80 per 

cent), ‘learning new skills’ (72 per cent), and ‘personal satisfaction’ were mentioned 

most amongst the volunteers.  At 4RRR, volunteers most often listed ‘learning new 

skills’ (70.6 per cent), ‘community involvement’ (64.7 per cent) and ‘personal 

satisfaction’ (64.7 per cent).  

 

A similar question was put to volunteers to determine the extent to which their 

expectations had been met by their experience (Table 7.6).  For all the case study 
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volunteers, ‘personal satisfaction’ was most often mentioned as a personal benefit (79.7 

per cent), followed by ‘doing something worthwhile’ (74.3 per cent) and being 

‘involved with the local community’ (71.6 per cent).  Although ‘personal satisfaction’ 

was mentioned most often at both 4OUR (81.3 per cent) and 2TEN (92 per cent), fewer 

volunteers at 4RRR mentioned this as a benefit (58.8 per cent). 

 

Table 7.6. Personal benefits of volunteering (%) 
 4OUR 2TEN 4RRR Total 
Personal benefit n=32 n=25 n=17 n=74 
Involved with the local community 59.4 92.0 64.7 71.6 
Gained self-confidence 62.5 80.0 52.9 66.2 
Being active 56.3 48.0 52.9 52.7 
Doing something worthwhile 71.9 84.0 64.7 74.3 
Gained work experience 40.6 60.0 41.2 47.3 
Provided me with a sense of direction 25.0 32.0 23.5 27.0 
Improved my people skills 56.3 64.0 35.3 54.1 
Personal satisfaction 81.3 92.0 58.8 79.7 
Pursue religious beliefs 6.3 4.0 - 4.1 
Learned new skills 65.6 72.0 64.7 67.6 
I am helping others 62.5 52.0 52.9 56.8 
I am using my skills 71.9 64.0 52.9 64.9 
Social contact 40.6 64.0 64.7 54.1 
Other - 44.0 29.4 21.6 
 

 

At 4RRR, nearly two-thirds of the volunteers mentioned ‘involvement with the local 

community’, ‘doing something worthwhile’, ‘learned new skills’ and ‘social contact’ as 

personal benefits of volunteering.  At 4OUR and 4RRR, ‘learning new skills’ was 

mentioned by about two-thirds of the volunteers.  At 2TEN, ‘learning new skills’ was 

mentioned by nearly three-quarters of the volunteers, and nearly two-thirds of 2TEN’s 

volunteers mentioned ‘work experience’, reflecting the station’s youth focus.  In 

contrast, at 4OUR ‘I am using my skills’ was mentioned by nearly three-quarters of the 

volunteers, reflecting its older, more experienced volunteer cohort. ‘Gaining self-

confidence’ was mentioned by 80 per cent of 2TEN’s volunteers and 62.5 per cent of 

4OUR’s volunteers, but by only 52.9 per cent of the volunteers at 4RRR. 

 

Although volunteers are primarily trained in basic broadcasting skills, their responses 

indicate that participation in community radio has other, important outcomes, such as 

improvements in self-confidence.  At 2TEN, for example, parents reported dramatic 
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improvements in their children’s social and communicative skills: 

 
Since starting at TEN-FM D’s schooling and social skills have improved 
dramatically.  At school D’s reading, concentration and public speaking 
have greatly improved and her social skills which include confidence 
discipline, punctuality, responsibility and commitment have skyrocketed. 
(Tumbridge 1999) 
 
In our case, the benefit S has received from her exposure to radio 
broadcasting on TEN-FM has been quite marked.  We have noticed a 
positive influence on her self confidence, self esteem and communication 
skills since she started her weekly slots with the station.  We believe that 
the benefits have a flow on effect to her school work and people skills — 
peers, teachers and other adults. (Overell 1999) 
 

As well as social skills, some parents were convinced that their children’s 

participation in community broadcasting has led to employment: 

 
One of the most positive results of [my son’s] involvement was a marked 
increase in his communication skills, which in turn improved his social 
skills and reflected in his writing and oral works at school.  He developed 
a real sense of responsibility, and came to understand the importance of 
punctuality and reliability ... There is no doubt that his increased self-
confidence and communication skills are a direct result of his 
involvement and has assisted him gain employment in the hospitality 
industry. (Rose 1999) 
 

At Tenterfield, the value of community broadcasting has been recognised by 

local schools and has been incorporated into the curriculum: 

 
Every fortnight, our students have the opportunity to speak on the radio 
providing reports of the many programs and activities in which they are 
participating at the school.  As a result, our students are gaining valuable 
experience in public speaking.  We work hard to provide as many of our 
children as possible with the experience and we can see back at school 
the extent to which this boosts their confidence and self esteem. (Russell 
1999) 

 

Gains in self-confidence are also reported among adult volunteers.  At 2TEN, 

volunteers found it easier to speak at public events because they had received practice 

as announcers (2TEN focus group).  Community broadcasting also contributed towards 

improving adult literacy and communication skills.  At 4OUR, for example, there was 

some evidence that many adult volunteers come into the station with poor literacy 
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skills: 

 

Male 3: Yes, we notice it during training, quite a lot.  Not a very high 
proportion, I would say during training at least 5 per cent of our trainees 
have literacy problems. 
 
Male 2: It’s not a bad thing though, it is indicative of a cross-section of the 
community. 
 
Male 3: I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, no.  And in fact there is a tendency 
to improve dramatically over the period of the training course.  If not in 
their comprehension level, at least in their ability to read and write.  
Mainly because of both the practice skills and in their general life they 
don’t get the opportunity to practice much. 
 
Male 1: I agree with M3 anyway, because I come from that level of 
literacy. 
 
KVV: And has the station been important in acquiring those skills? 
 
Male 1: Yeah, I’ve found a lot of skills I’ve improved in. 
 
Male 3: It has certainly improved Male 1’s vocal presentation on air, 
there’s no question about that.  And not just you alone [addressing Male 
1], but many others before you and since.  Even in understanding how to 
pronounce words that you never see in normal life. (4OUR Focus Group 
1999) 

 
The range of personal benefits gained by the case study volunteers points to the 

empowering experience of announcing.  Announcing increases self-confidence and 

provides an opportunity to become competent in public communication, an important 

prerequisite for participating in meetings and decision-making processes.  Announcing 

and other aspects of participation will now be considered in more detail in the context 

of the social capital theme of proactivity. 

 

 

Empowering Community Radio Volunteers: Announcing, Managing and Other 

Community Radio Tasks 

 

Proactivity is defined as the sense of personal and collective efficacy (Onyx & Bullen 

1997:6), and the concept provides the link to the community development concept of 

empowerment.  According to Kenny (1999:156), indicators of empowerment include 
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optimal and meaningful participation, the presence of self-esteem, the right to speak in 

one’s own words and be listened to, and access to resources that affect one’s well-

being. 

 

The previous section points to the presence of these indicators in community 

broadcasting and to the fact that these comprise collective, as well as individual, 

dimensions.  In this section I explore the kind of activities undertaken by community 

radio volunteers, focussing specifically on the activity of announcing and how this 

connects the volunteer, and hence the station, to the wider community.  This approach 

provides a description of the activities undertaken by community radio volunteers, as 

well as an evaluation of the volunteers’ capacity to meet organisational objectives.  It 

further addresses the concept of bridging social capital.  I conclude the section with an 

examination of how the community radio volunteers participate in their radio station’s 

decision-making structures, thus addressing a key issue of empowerment and 

democracy. 

 

Figure 7.6 indicates the responses to an open-ended question asking volunteers what 

they thought was the most important function of their station.  The question therefore 

sought to find out the extent to which volunteers shared their organisation’s community 

broadcasting objectives.  At 4OUR, two-thirds of the volunteers reported the provision 

of local news and information as the station’s most important function.  This is not 

surprising given that this function is emphasised in 4OUR’s volunteer training course.  

At 2TEN, one-third of the volunteers considered the provision of music and 

entertainment to be the station’s most important function, although a quarter of 2TEN’s 

volunteers considered the provision of local news and information to be its most 

important function.  At both 4OUR and 2TEN, news was given a broad definition and 

included service news and community service announcements such as those provided in 

4OUR’s Community Noticeboard, or the results of local amateur sporting events 

(4OUR Focus Group 1999; 2TEN Focus Group 2000). 

 



Figure 7.6. Most Important Function of the Station 
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At 4RRR nearly half of the volunteers listed a range of other functions, including 

‘raising money so we are not in debt’, ‘getting more people involved in programming’, 

‘getting along with other members’ and ‘self-expression’.  The range of responses 

suggests that 4RRR volunteers do not have a unified vision for their station.  It is also 

of interest to note that training and access rated a mention at both 2TEN and 4RRR, 

while these were not mentioned at all by 4OUR volunteers despite its comprehensive 

training curriculum. 

 

Table 7.7 presents a summary of the activities undertaken by volunteers at each station.  

Not surprisingly, nearly all the volunteers are announcers, and the opportunity to 

present a music program on the radio is community broadcasting’s biggest attraction 

for new volunteers: 

 
With our volunteers very few are interested in volunteering for 
anything else apart from going on air. (2TEN Focus Group 2000) 

 

The three stations have different strategies for encouraging new volunteers into 

broadcasting.  At 4OUR, the emphasis on professionalism and possibly the greater pool 

of potential volunteers mean that new volunteers must first complete a 20-week training 

course comprising an introductory and announcer’s component (Saffron 2000).  
 277



 278

4OUR’s introductory training course covers a range of topics, including the structure of 

the radio industry, station structure and policy, the Code of Practice, volunteer rights 

and responsibilities, conflict resolution and personal development (4OUR 1998a).   

 

Table 7.7. Community Radio Activities (%) 
 4OUR 2TEN 4RRR Total 
Community radio activities n=32 n=25 n=17 n=74 
Announcing 93.8 92.0 100.0 94.6 
News/current affairs 12.5 12.0 17.6 13.5 
Telephone/reception 56.3 32.0 - 35.1 
Promotions 18.8 48.0 23.5 29.7 
Fundraising 37.5 64.0 47.1 48.6 
Sponsorship 9.4 24.0 29.4 18.9 
Production 37.5 32.0 23.5 32.4 
Administration/clerical 34.4 24.0 17.6 27.0 
Training others 25.0 20.0 17.6 21.6 
Management/board 15.6 32.0 23.5 23.0 
Technical 9.4 4.0 29.4 12.2 
Other 12.5 40.0 11.8 21.6 
 
 

4OUR’s announcer training course includes broadcasting law, music formats, 

copywriting, interviewing techniques, voice training, program preparation and practice 

on the broadcasting console (4OUR 1998b).  The training costs $20, which covers the 

cost of detailed training notes.  At the completion of the course, volunteers are assessed 

with a written exam and a practical test, and they receive a certificate. 

 
In contrast, at both 2TEN and 4RRR new volunteers are encouraged to go on air as 

soon as they feel confident enough to do so.  At 2TEN new volunteers receive practical 

one-on-one training in the station’s second studio and are then ‘given a folder with 

things that you can and can’t do, and what community radio is all about’ (Bennett 

2000).  Volunteers are encouraged to present a music program as soon as possible.  

This means that ‘sometimes they go on, but don’t speak because they’re not confident 

enough, but they can work the panel and do [play] sponsorship announcements. 

(Bennett 2000) 

 

At 4RRR new volunteers are teamed up with current announcers to learn how to 

operate the broadcasting console and few volunteers undertake additional activities.  

Less than half of the volunteers were active in fundraising, and less than a third assisted 
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with obtaining sponsorship.  None of 4RRR’s volunteers carried out reception duties 

because the station is usually closed and unattended during the day.  This is to 4RRR’s 

disadvantage because the telephone features centrally in a community radio station’s 

contact with its community.  Furthermore, telephone communication skills are often 

overlooked as a training opportunity that can assist new volunteers with their ability to 

deal with the public, hone their listening and speaking skills and learn to use complex 

telephone systems.6   

 

In contrast, more than half of the 4OUR survey respondents reported that they 

volunteered for telephone and reception duties.  Another third of 4OUR volunteers 

were active in fundraising, production and administrative and clerical areas.  A quarter 

of the station’s volunteers also assisted with training others.  Surprisingly, few 

volunteers were involved with the production of news and current affairs, despite the 

station’s emphasis on this area of broadcasting.  When this was pointed out to 

volunteers at the focus group, one person claimed that the station’s news and current 

affairs focus was ‘drummed into us’.  Another volunteer, however, suggested that 

announcers were discouraged from venturing into areas of programming other than 

music programs: 

 
The whole atmosphere of the place is a ‘normal format’ program.  Music, 
60s to 90s, with a little bit of country thrown into it.  And you try to put 
anything different in there, whether it’s got some Christian value or some 
other value, or a story about something that’s happened, you are likely to 
get someone to cut you on the shoulder and say to you ‘well you’re not 
supposed to do that, you’re not to put that in there’.  Or ‘you talk too 
much’ or something like that. (4OUR Focus Group 1999) 

 
According to another focus group participant volunteers are discouraged for political 
reasons: 
 

Maybe management is a bit scared we are going to jump and say ‘well, 
you have to vote Labor’, ‘you have to vote Liberal’, and they’re holding 
us back.  And I can see that is a good point of view, but surely we can do 
other things.  We can dig up information, we can do some local news or 
something. (4OUR Focus Group 1999) 

 
To another 4OUR volunteer, the discouragement experienced by others was the result 
of the appointment of a station manager who refused to work with committees: 
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It is not because we don’t want to do it.  This is historical.  Over the last 
three and a half years there has been a total discouragement against 
committees and the formation of committees, work groups or whatever, 
to actively do something.  And news and information was a committee.  
It was functioning.  So were a lot of others that provided information 
input into programming.  And that sort of dropped by the wayside 
because we employed a manager who said ‘no committees’.  Wouldn’t 
accept them, and that was unacceptable from the start.  But it was too 
late, after they were all disbanded, for us to realise what was happening, 
from a board point of view.  And since then we’ve had trouble 
recovering from it. (4OUR Focus Group 1999) 

 

 
This last statement illustrates the danger of ignoring the sector’s community 

development function.  Station management that treats its volunteers with disdain is in 

danger of losing personnel.  It further demonstrates that community broadcasting is not 

only a site where volunteers become skilled at broadcasting, but also offers 

opportunities to learn a range of other skills, including the ability to manage paid staff.  

Nevertheless, for most volunteers, announcing is their primary interest when they first 

join the station, and most stations offer basic training in this area.  Forde, Meadows and 

Foxwell (2002:64-68) also found that volunteers trained each other, usually on a one-

to-one basis.  A problem with this approach, however, is that few stations have the 

resources to offer more advanced training.  At both 2TEN and 4OUR, for example, 

volunteers who have an interest in furthering their broadcasting skills may be able to 

get hands-on experience but this depends upon the presence of other skilled volunteers. 

 

Being On-air: the Desire for Recognition 

Data collected to examine announcing in more detail sought to find out the kind of 

programs that volunteers present, whether programs are presented in teams or as solo 

activities, the extent to which programs are a community resource, and the extent of 

feedback received from the host-community.  Table 7.8 indicates that volunteer 

programs are primarily oriented towards the provision of music.7
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Table 7.8. Programs 
 4OUR  2TEN 4RRR 
Program type f# Program purpose f f 
Music 14 Music 14 13 
Information 5 Entertainment 3 - 
Ethnic 2 Information 4 3 
Sports/ leisure/ hobby 3 Community access - 3 
Religious 1    
Arts 2    
Total* 27 Total 21 16 
# ‘f' refers to the frequency of responses.  *  Data was only collected from announcers presenting 
specialist programs.  
 
 

According to 2TEN volunteers, music programs are of particular importance to the 

younger volunteers: 

 
Male 5: If you didn’t make music important for those young ones, you 
wouldn’t see them for dust.  That’s the only reason they are here, is to 
play music.  You try and get them to do more creative announcing, the 
weather, those sort of things, you’ve got a battle on your hands. 
 
Male 4: There are some, the exceptions that do want to go further into it 
and do take it a step further.  They’re the ones who might make a career, 
or make something out of it. (2TEN Focus Group 2000) 

 

I found a strong tendency for most volunteers to define their audience in terms of 

musical tastes.  At 4OUR, music presenters described their audience in very general 

terms, such as ‘lovers of evergreen music’, or ‘anyone with an interest in folk music’ or 

‘general but leaning towards the elderly’.  From this it would seem that the idea of 

‘audience’ is a vague concept.  Decisions that influence program content are not made 

on the basis of market research and the identification of niche markets.  Announcers 

present content in which they themselves are interested.  The results for 2TEN and 

4RRR indicated a similar tendency, but also revealed that announcers present the music 

they were exposed to during their teenage years and that they target their program to 

others who recognise the same music and perhaps the same experiences.8

 

In the focus groups many volunteers indicated that program preparation sometimes took 

up five or six hours of their time, given that for most volunteers program presentation is 
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a solo activity.  This is of some interest given that the aim at 4OUR, for example, is to 

present ‘professional’ programs.  In mainstream radio, teams comprising the announcer, 

producer, technical officer and other ancillary staff typically produce programs.  At 

remote and regional community radio stations, filling available time-slots has a greater 

priority.  At 4OUR, 63 per cent of respondents presented their program alone (n=26).  

Some volunteers suggested that difficulties with fitting more than one announcer in the 

actual space of the broadcast studio ruled out group presentation (4OUR Focus Group 

1999).  4OUR volunteers also reported being discouraged from presenting a program 

with someone else until they had done a course, ‘which doesn’t seem to be available’ 

(4OUR Focus Group 1999). 

 

At 2TEN, 90.5 per cent of volunteers present their program alone (n=21).  One 

volunteer mentioned that someone used to assist with the preparation of the program, 

but the arrangement proved to be unreliable: 

 
When it’s volunteer stuff, it is so easy to say ‘look, I can’t make it next 
week’.  That leaves you high and dry.  If it was a paid thing, your job, 
you’ve got to be there. (2TEN Focus Group 2000) 

 

At 4RRR, only five respondents present their program alone while the remaining 

volunteers present their program in a team.  The greater level of teamwork at 4RRR 

reflects the high proportion of volunteers that were new to the station and were 

undertaking training.  This approach to training was necessary because the station did 

not have a second studio where training could take place. 

 

To determine the degree to which programs are a community resource, I asked 

announcers to indicate whether their program was broadcast on behalf of an 

organisation (other than the community radio association), the extent of contact with 

other organisations, including business support, and about the inclusion of live guests.  

At 4OUR, nine announcers indicated that they presented their program on behalf of 

another local organisation (n=20).  These included ethnic organisations, music societies 

and health organisations.  Seven announcers indicated that they were regularly in touch 

with other organisations as part of the information function of their program, and 11 

programs attracted local business sponsorship specifically for their program.  2TEN and 
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4RRR announcers had little contact with other organisations in terms of program 

content, although nine 2TEN announcers were active in attracting sponsorship to their 

programs, even though the station employs a salesperson. 

 

Given the rural locations of the participating community radio stations, it came as a 

surprise that only one announcer (at 4OUR) targeted his program at primary producers.  

According to Allan Bennett (2000), surveys undertaken by 2TEN revealed that local 

people wanted music rather than information programs.  Focus group participants at 

2TEN were of the opinion that farmers were too busy to be involved and that it was 

their wives who volunteered to the station.  These remarks lend weight to the finding 

that announcers tend to target their program to people who share similar interests. 

 

The inclusion of live guests in the broadcasts varies between the stations and reflects 

their relative isolation.  At 4OUR, nearly half of the specialist program announcers 

included live guests in their program, and many guests travelled to Caboolture from 

elsewhere.  At 2TEN, one-third of announcers included live guests in their program, 

and most these were local residents.  At 4RRR, 50 per cent of announcers included live 

guests, and here too guests were mainly local people.  The inclusion of local people in 

their programs suggests the three stations make a valuable contribution to bonding 

social capital in their communities.  Their regional and remote locations mean they are 

less likely to include guests from outside their shire (although this was less the case for 

4OUR, given its proximity to the greater Brisbane metropolitan region). 

 

To some extent, isolation from other centres inhibits making contact with people and 

organisations that are not based in the local communities.  Announcers can also include 

telephone and pre-recorded interviews in their program, but the extent of this is limited 

by the presence of appropriate equipment and the availability of training in the use of 

portable and telephone recording equipment, as well as editing facilities.  Long-distance 

telephone calls are also expensive, and although 2TEN and 4RRR are online, in the 

case of 4RRR the station does not have sufficient funds to maintain its internet 

connection.  Nevertheless, the telephone serves an important function in community 

radio.  According to Mark Arnold, General Manager with Tenterfield Shire Council, the 

telephone plays an important role in overcoming the sense of isolation in remote 
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communities: 

 
Some of the presenters have had interviews with people that are out there 
in the music industry ... which you would never get to Tenterfield, but 
which, you know, have done an over-the-wire-interview.  And to hear the 
local radio personality interviewing someone that you only see on TV, sort 
of makes you feel that you are part of a wider sphere, I suppose.  And 
you’re not just that little place up the back of nowhere. (Arnold 2000) 

 

The telephone is also important in maintaining contact with the local community.  At 

2TEN the presence of regular station staff, and at 4OUR the volunteer reception duty 

roster ensure members of the community can easily contact the station.  At 4RRR the 

absence of volunteers regularly available at the station premises severely restricts the 

station’s ability to communicate with the local population and reduces opportunities for 

volunteers to obtain some feedback from their community. 

 

Community feedback was extremely important to most volunteers.  Participants who 

responded to this question were very enthusiastic and positive about this element of 

radio volunteering.  All announcers at 4OUR and 2TEN received feedback, but at 

4RRR only nine announcers reported receiving feedback.  At 4OUR, two-thirds of the 

volunteers received ‘regular’ feedback (n=27).  At 2TEN, two thirds of announcers 

received feedback every week (n=21).  At 4RRR, four announcers reported weekly 

feedback.  At all three stations, feedback was mainly received over the telephone and at 

the time of their broadcast.  For 4OUR volunteers, feedback was also received at station 

functions, while at 2TEN and 4RRR feedback was received from people who ‘talk to 

you on the street’. 

 

The importance of receiving feedback from the community suggests that announcing 

meets a fundamental desire for human recognition that goes to the ‘heart’ of social 

capital (Fukuyama 1993:6).  Recognition from the community possibly underpins the 

gains made in self-esteem and the increase in self-confidence.  An example from 2TEN 

clearly illustrates how gains in self-confidence encourage younger volunteers to take up 

leadership positions: 

 
That young S.E., when she come to Tenterfield, fair dinkum, what it’s 
done to her.  She’s school captain now.  When she come to Tenterfield, 



 285

she was more or less shoved in a corner ... But now she’s school captain 
and I reckon it was the radio that give her some confidence. (2TEN focus 
group 2000) 

 

The activity of announcing clearly makes a positive contribution to the empowerment 

and well-being of volunteers (Kenny 1999:156).  Community radio provides the 

opportunity for volunteers to develop their communication skills and it contributes 

towards their self-esteem.  In this way it gives a ‘voice to the voiceless’.  

Empowerment, however, is more than finding one’s voice, it is also concerns political 

efficacy.  Accordingly, the ability to speak in public does not necessarily translate into 

political action.  The next section explores this element of proactivity and the extent to 

which volunteers can participate in decision-making at their radio station and beyond 

(Kenny 1999:156). 

 

Participating in Community Radio Management 

Although at 4OUR and 2TEN some tasks are delegated to paid staff, station 

management is ultimately the responsibility of volunteer directors who are elected by 

the membership.  All of the stations aimed to encourage volunteers to take part in 

decision-making processes.  During the course of the fieldwork, each station held 

regular meetings that were more or less open to all volunteers and members.  At 4OUR 

decision-making structures tended to be more formal compared with 2TEN and 4RRR, 

but this is partly a function of 4OUR’s larger volunteer population.  In this section I 

address the extent to which volunteers participate in station management.  All volunteer 

respondents were asked how they participated in station management, except for those 

under 18 years of age (as they were not eligible for these positions). 

 

Despite reports of mass apathy when it comes to participation in the management of 

community organisations (Pickvance 1986:226), community broadcasting appears to 

resist this trend.  At 4OUR nearly 90 per cent of respondents reported that they attend 

monthly volunteer meetings (n = 32) and about 59 per cent reported that they attended 

the station meeting regularly.  Non-attendance, however, could result in penalties.  Ten 

4OUR volunteers suggested that the main benefit of the monthly meeting was its 

information function since meetings can keep volunteers up to date with the running of 

the station.  Seven volunteers saw it as the place where they could have their say.  



 286

2TEN does not hold regular station meetings, although volunteers are welcome to 

attend the monthly directors meeting.  At 4RRR the monthly directors’ meeting and 

station meeting are combined.  At all the stations, family, work and other commitments 

were given as the main reason for not attending meetings. 

 

At 4OUR, volunteers viewed meetings with mixed feelings.  On the one hand, it was 

seen as a way to contribute to the station and to stay informed about station events.  On 

the other hand, participation in meetings tended to give rise to frustration, and the issue 

of commitment was a recurrent theme.  Eighteen respondents at 4OUR reported 

discontent with the station meetings.  Comments from the questionnaire included: 

 
Meetings are generally uninformative and a forum for complaints and 
malcontents. 

 
And: 

 
I realise by what is said how many people spell ‘team’ with an ‘I’, and 
also realise how few volunteers really care for the life of the station. 

 

The issue of commitment, raised in the 4OUR focus group, illustrates the search for a 

balance between personal and collective achievements — core ideas of social capital 

concept of reciprocity: 

 
Some people don’t understand what it means to commit three to five 
hours per week, every week, to do a job.  Other than what their program 
is, for instance, they don’t understand that especially in a operation like 
ours, that there are things that have to be done by a certain time. That you 
can’t just let it go.  That it has to be done by that time, otherwise you let 
down other people. (4OUR Focus Group 1999) 
 

 
To another volunteer, problems with reliability and ‘letting people down’ were to be 

expected: 

 
You get people who will say ‘yep, sure’ and give it a go, and be a 
hopeless failure at it, or not get the time to do it, or whatever.  This is the 
price we pay for working with volunteers. (4OUR Focus Group 1999) 

 

Although announcers learn to speak in public and this is a tremendous boost to their 

self-confidence, the ability to have their say at station meetings is perhaps a greater 
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challenge.  The station meeting is the forum where deliberation, debate and argument 

take place.  The 4OUR focus group (1999) revealed that such meetings are far from 

being a rational arena but are charged with emotion and frustration: 

 
Male 1: We have a couple of people who you would like to drag outside 
and bash them over the head with a 4-by-2 sometimes.  They talk a lot of 
crap. 
 
KVV: We’re talking about frustration here? 
 
Female 1: I think we are.  Yeah there is, from a lack of understanding. 
 
Male 3: Yeah, but again, the problem is that unless you let them vent that 
frustration, at the meetings where everyone is aware of it, if you cut them 
short too much, then you end up with a far more frustrating individual. 
 
Female 2: Oh yes, quite right ... and after all what’s wrong with it?  If 
they want to air their grievances, be tolerant and listen to them. 
 
Male 2: Good for you [Female 2].  I think our meetings are exactly as 
they should be.  It’s an opportunity. 
 
Female 2: It’s a forum. 
 
Male 3: Yeah, but it is also very informative for the rest of the volunteers 
so they know how that person feels. 
 
Female 2: And then they know which person to avoid. 
 
Female 1: Provided we get some results at the end of it, that’s the 
important thing.  Sometimes, our meetings, you just walk out and think, 
‘well, what did we accomplish — nothing’.  I think people need to sort of 
direct their own emotions, look at themselves individually as well, even 
before they come to the meeting.  You know, it can be a very emotional 
time for people, where they do let out their vents, and then it doesn’t 
accomplish anything for 4OUR. (4OUR Focus Group 1999) 
 
 

Only nine 4OUR volunteers had ever been elected to the station’s board of directors.  

The advantages of being elected to the position included the retention and acquisition of 

new skills — for example, in computer literacy.  The retention and development of 

skills motivated another eight volunteers to consider becoming board members.  One 

volunteer suggested that being on the board of directors provided an opportunity to 

carry out ideas developed as a volunteer and another thought that by becoming a board 

member he might be able to improve the on-air quality.  Being a director also brought 
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with it a sense of frustration: ‘too many headaches’, and ‘I have realised that although 

community radio should be run as a business it is virtually impossible’.  The issue of 

running the station as a business was explored further in the 4OUR focus group 

discussion: 

 

Male 4: Well businesses normally are run as a role model towards 
efficiency mainly, whereas not-for-profit groups run on a volunteer basis 
so therefore you don’t really wish to push for efficiency because you’ll 
lose your volunteers. 
 
KVV: So, running it as a business, we’re talking about efficiency, does 
that gel with being a voluntary organisation?  Can the two go together? 
 
Female 2: Yes. 
 
Male 1: They can if you tread carefully. 
 
Female 1: If you get too many people on the board that are efficient then 
you might not get people — like we’re talking literacy and numeracy 
skills — cannot come in there because they are going to feel inadequate, 
and then you miss people. 
 
Male 3: Commitment is the key thing. 
 
Female 2: But if the people on the board, on the voluntary board are 
efficient, they will know that they don’t have to sound off their 
efficiency, otherwise they’re not efficient. (4OUR Focus Group 1999) 

 

4OUR volunteers would like to see their station run more efficiently but realise that this 

needs to be weighed up against their dependency on volunteers.  Part of the solution to 

4OUR’s problems with commitment and frustration probably lies with the appointment 

of an appropriate station manager or coordinator.  The presence of a station manager 

can ensure that complex tasks stipulated under various legislation (such as financial 

accounting) are carried out.  These would otherwise be the responsibility of volunteers, 

giving rise to problems of ability and commitment.  This is the approach taken at 2TEN 

where ambivalence and frustration are less evident.  4OUR’s previous unpleasant 

experience with the appointment of a station manager stresses the point that a 

community radio station manager needs to recognise community development 

principles.  It follows that a community radio manager’s task is not so much the 

achievement of a radio station that sounds ‘professional’, but rather the provision of a 
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supportive environment for volunteers. 

 

At 2TEN, volunteers reported that their input was largely informal and through word of 

mouth.  Eleven volunteers said they ‘pestered’, influenced or spoke to board members 

or the station manager (n=15).  Some reported attendance at the occasional meeting and 

others mentioned that ultimately they could exercise their vote at the Annual General 

Meeting.  Ten respondents were current board members, or had ever been elected to 

2TEN’s board (n = 18).  Another five volunteers said they considered being on the 

board.  As with 4OUR volunteers, the opportunity to learn new skills was listed as a 

major reason for holding a directorship, as well as ‘upholding a belief in promoting 

Australian, and not everything American and commercial’, ‘the collective input’ and 

‘networking outside of one’s normal peer group’. 

 

At 4RRR, four volunteers were, or had ever been, elected to the Board of Directors (n = 

13).  As with 4OUR and 2TEN, the experience was seen to contribute towards personal 

skills development, especially in terms of gaining self-confidence, public speaking and 

learning about radio operations.  Volunteers also mentioned social benefits such as 

learning about group processes and becoming more involved with the community.  

Eight 4RRR volunteers reported that they contributed to decision-making by providing 

input at the meetings and by ‘voting, speaking, lobbying, and putting my opinion 

forward’.  Another eight volunteers said they didn’t contribute to decision-making since 

they had not been with the station very long and some were too young to attend the 

meetings.  4RRR volunteers did not convey a sense of frustration with meeting 

processes.  This could be due, however, to the problems with volunteer recruitment, an 

issue that overshadowed much of the station’s operations. 

 
Summary 
At all the case study stations, opportunities existed for volunteers to participate in their 

stations’ management and decision-making processes.  At 4OUR these opportunities 

were on a more formal level compared with 2TEN and 4RRR.  The presence of formal 

structures, however, does not ensure that decision-making is an unproblematic process.  

Indeed, 2TEN volunteers appeared more satisfied with their informal processes, 

compared with 4OUR volunteers. 
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Part of the discontent evident at 4OUR can be attributed to the issue of commitment.  

The greater dependence on volunteers to carry out a range of non-broadcasting tasks 

tests individuals’ ability to meet the expectations of their peers.  Available time seems 

to be a major stumbling block for many volunteers.  Yet community radio volunteers 

already devote more time to their voluntary activity compared with volunteers in other 

fields.  It is therefore perhaps unrealistic to demand that they put in even more time to 

community broadcasting.  At 2TEN, this problem has been addressed with the 

appointment of a full-time station manager, relieving volunteers of many of the 

administrative duties required to run a radio station. 

 

At all stations the activity of announcing contributed towards increased self-esteem and 

self-confidence among volunteers as they learnt to speak in public.  For many 

volunteers, participation in decision-making, however, is perhaps a more emotionally 

challenging achievement.  Volunteers at 2TEN and 4RRR appeared to consider their 

stations’ decision-making processes to be satisfactory.  In both cases, participation 

relied primarily upon personal and informal encounters, perhaps more suited to smaller 

organisations.  It may also be that the fieldwork coincided with a relatively ‘peaceful’ 

moment in each station’s history.  This was not the case at 4OUR where many 

volunteers expressed a sense of frustration with collective processes of deliberation.  

Although a meeting is a forum where volunteers can have their say, at the same time it 

is also a forum where volunteers must learn to exercise restraint. 

 

At 4OUR, the sense of frustration was encapsulated by the contradiction inherent in the 

attempt to run a community organisation as a business.  On the one hand volunteers 

expressed a desire to see their station managed more efficiently, while at the same time 

recognising that this would be difficult to achieve with a radio station run by 

volunteers, some of whom had limited numeracy and literacy skills.  In the past, 4OUR 

had employed a station manager to address these problems, but the appointment of a 

manager who emphasised a business approach alienated volunteers and proved 

detrimental to the station. 

 

The example of 4OUR demonstrates the intensely political nature of participation in 
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management and decision-making in community broadcasting.  Whether this translates 

into political efficacy beyond the community radio station is not at all clear.  The role 

of community broadcasting in generating self-esteem and self-confidence has been 

clearly demonstrated, and the activity of announcing conveys public speaking skills to 

most volunteers.  These are benefits of community broadcasting that can be interpreted 

as necessary antecedents to political participation.  However, responses to questions 

concerning political efficacy, presented in the next section, revealed that community 

radio volunteers are not enthusiastic about expressing their thoughts on political matters 

and are suspicious of such questions. 

 

Attitudes Towards Political Actions 

It was of interest to this study to see whether participation in community radio was 

articulated in a broader political sense.  A question was put to volunteers to gain an 

insight into their attitudes towards political actions more generally, based on the 

assumption that people who participate in community organisations are more inclined 

to participate politically in broader society (Lyons 2000:169; Manzo & Weinstein 

1987).  Based on feedback from the initial survey conducted at 4OUR, the question was 

framed in general terms, rather than asking volunteers to state whether or not they had 

personally engaged in such activities.   

 

The results presented in Table 7.9 present the modal response for volunteers at each 

station.  It shows that volunteers at 4RRR considered all actions to be ‘effective’.  This 

contradicts their views aired during the focus group, where they expressed 

dissatisfaction with local politicians, whom they claimed were ignoring the station.  At 

2TEN volunteers generally thought political actions were ‘effective’, except for 

attendance at rallies, which was considered ‘not effective’. 

 
Table 7.9.  Effectiveness of political action (the mode response)* 
Political Action 4OUR 2TEN 4RRR 
Writing to politicians 2 1 1 
Personal contact with politicians 1 1 1 
Signing petitions 3 1 1 
Attending public meetings 1-2 1 1 
Attending rallies/ demonstration 3 3 1 
Total (n) 27 16 13 
* Where 1 = effective, 2 = no opinion, 3 = not effective. 
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4OUR volunteers considered personal contact with politicians ‘effective’, while signing 

petitions and attending demonstrations were considered ‘not effective’.  Attending 

public meetings resulted in a bimodal response, with an equal number of volunteers 

having ‘no opinion’ or considering it ‘effective’. 

 

The responses to the political efficacy questions raise more questions than they answer.  

For example, although 4RRR volunteers considered all forms of political action as 

effective, their views on local government, discussed in the focus group, contradict this.  

Similarly, at 2TEN most political actions were considered effective except for rallies 

and demonstrations.  The results point to the idea that political controversy should be 

managed behind closed doors and is possibly related to the view that controversy in 

broadcasts should be kept to a minimum.  At 2TEN, station policy results in the 

censorship of any partisan views that have the potential to split the community.  4OUR 

takes a similar approach with the discouragement of any kind of political news and 

information, except for ‘professionally’ produced news. 

 

The results further indicate that volunteers do not recognise their participation in 

meetings or in community broadcasting as a political activity, but rather as a form of 

civic engagement.  Although volunteers are participating in the public life of their 

community, this does not necessarily translate into broader political participation.  It 

further suggests that volunteers consider participation in politics, apart from exercising 

the vote at elections, to be the domain of a specific class such as professional 

journalists, rather than a civic duty undertaken by all citizens.  This contrasts sharply 

with the explicitly political aims touted by urban community radio stations such as 

Brisbane’s 4ZZZ (with its slogan ‘agitate, educate, organise’), Canberra’s 2XX and 

Melbourne’s 3CR. 

 

Although the results from the case studies presented here indicate that the community 

radio stations make a limited contribution to the democratic process, the results further 

suggest that this contribution is present in an antecedent form as personal and 

community development.  All the volunteers in this case study asserted that their station 

made a contribution to their personal development and also to their community.  At the 
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same time, many volunteers appeared to underrate the value of their station, especially 

at 4RRR and to a lesser extent at 4OUR.  Donovan (1998:5) notes that this negative 

self-image is widespread among Australian community broadcasters.  The presence of a 

negative self-image at 4RRR comes as no surprise given that the station is clearly 

struggling to maintain its operations.  The contrast between 2TEN and 4OUR, however, 

lends support to Donovan’s findings that this negative self-image is rooted in the 

perception that community broadcasting is in competition with commercial 

broadcasters.  The next section explores perceptions of the value of community 

broadcasting in more detail. 

 

 

Perceptions of the Value of Community Broadcasting 

 

Measures developed by Williams (1995) were presented to the volunteers to explore 

their perceptions of the educational, social and cultural, and economic benefits of 

community broadcasting.  Volunteers had some difficulty with understanding the 

purpose of these questions and some time was devoted during the focus group 

discussions at 4OUR and 2TEN to explaining that these scales were not designed to 

measure ‘objective’ data.  

 

Table 7.10 presents the median responses for the perceived educational benefits of 

community broadcasting.  Volunteers had little trouble responding to these questions as 

they could relate this to their own experience.  As can be expected, the use of 

broadcasting technology scored a ‘significant’ response at all three stations, followed 

by the ‘moderate’ ability of each station to ‘communicate ideas and information’. 

 
A mean average of each median response, excluding ‘overall educational benefits’, 

provides an index of educational benefits.  It shows that 4OUR volunteers believe that 

their community radio station offers fewer educational benefits compared with 2TEN 

and 4RRR.  This may be related to the age of 4OUR’s volunteers, who are generally 

older and more experienced.  They are therefore more likely to bring new skills to the 

station, as well as gain skills from their community broadcasting activity.  Thus, at both 

2TEN and 4RRR, volunteers saw their station as more beneficial in providing 
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educational benefits.  Although 4RRR volunteers scored a more ‘moderate’ mean rating 

for educational benefits compared with 4OUR, where the mean rating tended towards 

‘slight’ (despite its formal training program), 4RRR volunteers generally perceived 

their station to have an overall ‘slight’ educational benefit.  This suggests other factors 

influenced their responses, such as the problems with volunteer recruitment. 

 

Table 7.10.  Educational benefits summary, median response * 
Educational benefit 4OUR 2TEN 4RRR 
1. Provided me with educational benefits 3 2 2 
2. Handle information 3 2 2 
3. Communicate ideas and information 2 2 2 
4. Plan activities 3 2 2 
5. Problem solving 4 3 3 
6. Use broadcasting technology 1 1 1 
7. Use computer technology 3 3 4 
8. Insight into Australian media 2.5 2 3 
9. Overall rating educational benefits 2 2 3 
Mean index (excluding item 9) 2.68 2.12 2.37 
* Where 1 = Significant; 2 = Moderate; 3 = Slight; 4 = Not at all; 5 = Don’t know. 
 
 
Table 7.11 indicates the extent to which volunteers consider their station to contribute 

towards social and cultural benefits.  The mean index indicates that 2TEN volunteers 

consider their station to be of ‘moderate’ to ‘significant’ social and cultural benefit, 

whereas the mean index for both 4RRR and 4OUR indicates that volunteers consider 

their station to be of ‘moderate’ to ‘slight’ social and cultural benefit.   
 
 
Table 7.11.  Social and cultural benefits summary, median response * 
Social/cultural benefit 4OUR 2TEN 4RRR 
1. Community networks of value 2 1 2 
2. Raised awareness of community concern  2 1 2 
3. Human rights action 4 3 3 
4. Improved leisure opportunities 3 2 2 
5. Improved understanding of cultures 2 2 2 
6. Lessened social isolation 2 2 2 
7. Raised community identity 3 2 3 
8. Appreciation of community broadcasting 2.5 1 2 
9. Overall rating social/ cultural benefits 2 2 2 
Mean index (excluding item 9) 2.56 1.75 2.25 
* Where 1 = Significant; 2 = Moderate; 3 = Slight; 4 = Not at all; 5 = Don’t know. 
 
 

The overall rating, however, indicates that at all the stations’ volunteers considered 

their station to have a moderate social and cultural benefit.  Surprisingly, 4OUR 
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volunteers considered their station to have a moderate to slight benefit in terms of an 

‘appreciation of community broadcasting’.  To one 4OUR volunteer, the station’s value 

to the community was difficult to assess, and many volunteers felt they were not having 

much impact: 

 

I think that out there in the community we’re not well known.  So the 
effect of that is feeling that we’re not having much effect out there. (4OUR 
Focus Group 1999) 

 

In contrast, 2TEN volunteers were unequivocal about the ability of their station to 

contribute towards an ‘appreciation of community broadcasting’.  At 2TEN volunteers 

further considered their station to make a ‘significant’ contribution to the ‘maintenance 

of community networks’ and to ‘raising issues of community concern’.  Compared with 

4OUR.the more moderate self-rating of both 4RRR and 2TEN volunteers may be 

related to their remote rural locations, as well as the size of their communities.  A rural 

community radio station would present a significant recreational and cultural 

opportunity.  At Caboolture, however, 4OUR competes with a range of other media and 

other forms of recreation.  Alternatively, 4OUR’s internal conflicts, surrounding the 

notion of professionalism, may erode volunteers’ sense of pride in their achievements. 

 

Table 7.12. Economic benefits summary, median response * 
Economic benefit 4OUR 2TEN 4RRR 
1. Develop local enterprise 3 2 3 
2. Led to employment 3 2 3 
3. Improved business productivity 3 2 3 
4. Improved community services  2 2 3 
5. Enhanced tourism 4 2 3 
6. Attracted new resources 4 2 3 
7. Improved council/ community relations 2 1 3 
8. Crime prevention 4 3 4 
9. Overall rating economic benefits 2.5 2 3 
Mean index (excluding item 9) 3.1 2 3.1 
* Where 1 = Significant; 2 = Moderate; 3 = Slight; 4 = Not at all; 5 = Don’t know. 
 
 
Table 7.12 indicates that volunteers generally considered their stations to have less of 

an economic benefit compared with its educational, social and cultural impact.  Once 

again 2TEN volunteers considered their station more beneficial compared with 

volunteers at 4OUR and 4RRR.  At 2TEN, the station’s contribution to 

council/community relations was considered ‘significant’, while at 4OUR it was 
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considered ‘moderate’ and at 4RRR it was considered ‘slight’.  These items, however, 

may not have been recognised as economic benefits. 

 

At both 4OUR and 2TEN, focus group participants initially argued that economic 

benefits related to the ability of their station to raise money, or the size of its audience.  

Thus at 4OUR and 4RRR volunteers considered their station to make a ‘slight’ 

contribution in the development of local enterprise, employment and business 

productivity.  Volunteers’ assessment of their stations’ economic benefits, however, 

raised a great deal of discussion in the focus groups.  At 4OUR one volunteer 

interpreted the station’s economic benefit in terms of the delivery of a cost-effective 

community service: 

 

Male 3: When we say we make no economic benefit, here we are, we are 
providing a radio station for the community, at minimal cost to the 
community.  If you look at the actual cost structure, in the last 10 years 
that we’ve actually been operating, it’s cost every person within the shire 
less than two cents for the whole ten years we’ve been operating.  Now 
for that they’ve had a radio station that’s provided them with 
information, especially during disasters and floods, right.  Now how can 
you put an actual value on that?  That’s where the difficulty lies, in 
creating what value, dollar-wise it is to the community.  But if we added 
up the volunteer hours at a dollar figure it would be enormous. (4OUR 
Focus Group 1999) 
 
 

Another 4OUR volunteer suggested the station generated little economic benefit 

because it did not provide employment and had trouble generating sponsorship: 

 
Female 2: Let’s define what we mean by economic contribution, because 
most people think when you say economic contribution, ‘well what extra 
do I get out of this in money’.  Not ‘what extra do I get out in art 
appreciation’, or knowing more about the news, but ‘what extra did I get 
in money’.  And I can’t see that we create any sort of business out there, 
or create anything that earns money for people out there. (4OUR Focus 
Group 1999) 

 

Another volunteer disagreed and pointed to the station’s contribution to local business 

and community groups: 

 
Female 1: I disagree because businesses we help are local businesses 
through sponsorship, and it does generate money for them, like with the 
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out-and-about van, Community Noticeboard.  It usually adds to 
something that they’re actually doing.  Whether it be a stall, whatever, so 
we are contributing really, to the society economically.  Also bear in 
mind, people that volunteer, they come in, work experience, it helps them 
get a job.  So it’s got to help the community economically. (4OUR Focus 
Group 1999) 

 

At both 2TEN and 4OUR, further exploration of the issue saw focus group participants 

recognise community broadcasting’s indirect economic benefits such as skills training 

and improvements in self-esteem, thus improving an individual’s employment 

opportunities and contributing to the community’s economic welfare: 

 
The spirit of the community is economic.  If you’ve got the spirit of the 
community positive and people are happy and content and quite 
confident about our area, that’s got to increase spending or business or 
something like that.  It doesn’t have to be dollars and cents straight away. 
(2TEN Focus Group 2000) 
 

 
This concluding remark captures the core of social capital.  Despite enormous variation 

in the success of the three stations, they have all more or less contributed to the 

development of their community, and hence to social capital.  All have been of 

educational benefit to their volunteers and have contributed in varying degrees to the 

social, cultural and, indeed, the economic life of their community.  As Fukuyama 

(1995:6) points out, the ability of people to work together for a common purpose, 

whether this be in the workplace or in groups or organisations, is vital to economic life, 

since economic activity requires social collaboration. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter compared volunteers at 4OUR, 2TEN and 4RRR, located in regional and 

remote rural communities.  The analysis proceeded with a demographic description and 

comparison of the volunteer cohort at each station.  It continued from the perspective of 

three key areas of social capital: patterns of network participation, reciprocity and 

proactivity.  The chapter concluded with volunteers’ own perceptions of the social 

capital value of their stations. 
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Demographic Influences 

Although reliable correlations between demographic and social capital variables have 

yet to be established, comparisons of the case studies with national data point to a 

relationship between volunteers’ age and gender structure, and the success of a 

community radio station in achieving community development objectives.  Taken 

together, the three case studies conform to the national profile of community radio 

volunteers with males outnumbering females (Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 2002:22; 

ABS 1998:9; Woods & Anderson 1986:4).  2TEN, however, proved to be the exception 

with females slightly outnumbering the male volunteers.  The median age of the case 

study volunteers (40-49) also conforms to national data (Forde, Meadows & Foxwell: 

2002:2-3).  Here too there were variations between each station.  The median age at 

4OUR was 50 to 59, at 2TEN it was 30 to 39, and at 4RRR it was 20 to 29. 

 

According to a study of voluntary work released by the ABS (2001:3-6), the highest 

rate of volunteering occurs in the 35 to 44 age group, when volunteers are most likely 

to be married with children.  As a result, volunteering reflects family commitments, 

particularly for women.  Furthermore, women are more likely than men to volunteer for 

community and welfare, education, training and youth development organisations.  It 

follows that, at 2TEN, the greater number of women volunteers, combined with their 

median age (30-39) accounts for that station’s greater emphasis on youth.  Furthermore, 

compared with 4RRR and 4OUR, 2TEN has a more even spread of age groups.  This 

ensures that there are older volunteers to carry out a range of tasks, and their presence 

provides a safe and supervised environment that encourages youth.  The age and gender 

structure, further suggests that the station is part of a more densely interlocking 

community network, compared with either 4OUR or 4RRR.  The density of this 

network appears to underpin 2TEN’s financial success, with the station performing 

better than 4OUR, located at Caboolture in a market 15 times larger than Tenterfield.  

 

Network Density 

The analysis of network density focussed on the informal relationship between 

individual volunteers and others at their station and in their community.  Volunteers 

were asked how long they had lived in their community; how long they had been a 

volunteer and the number of hours they put into their station each week; who 
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influenced them to join the station and whether any friendships had been formed from 

their community broadcasting activity.  Volunteers were also asked about their 

membership of other organisations. 

 

At all the stations, volunteers’ median length of residence in their town or shire was 

between 10 and 20 years, lending support to the view that regional and local media 

appeals to long-term residents rather than to the transitory segment of the population 

(Killiby 1994:275).  At both 4OUR and 2TEN, the median duration of volunteer 

membership at the station was between three and five years, and at both stations the 

largest proportion of volunteers had been with the station for more than five years.  In 

contrast, at 4RRR the median duration of volunteer membership was between one and 

three years, and the largest proportion of volunteers had been with the station less than 

one year. 

 

Community radio volunteers can be said to be very committed.  They devote more 

hours to this activity than volunteers in most other fields of volunteering (ABS 

2001:15).  The number of hours devoted to community radio, however, varied between 

each station reflecting to some extent each station’s age structure.  Thus most 4OUR 

volunteers, of whom many are pensioners, contributed more than five hours a week to 

their station, compared with 2TEN and 4RRR. 

 

Commitment expressed in volunteers’ length of membership and the number of hours 

they commit to their station, however, can be a mixed blessing.  Long-term volunteers 

who spend inordinate amounts of time at their station can point to the entrenchment of 

certain views and a reluctance to accept change and new ideas.  This was evident at 

4OUR where younger volunteers were discouraged from implementing new ideas.  On 

the other hand, the presence of too many new volunteers can result in a lack of 

continuity and too few volunteers carrying the responsibility of station management 

leading to ‘burn-out’, as was the case at 4RRR.  The focus group discussion with 4RRR 

volunteers conveyed a sense of exhaustion among volunteers, who seemed to have 

reached a dead end in their search for solutions to the station’s problems.  

 

All the stations contributed to bonding social capital, referring to networks that are 
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marked by strong social ties such as family and friends.  Taken together, 31 per cent of 

all the case study volunteers were influenced by family and friends to become a 

volunteer.  At 2TEN schoolteachers also influenced many young people to become 

involved with their station.  On-air recruitment appeals by announcers proved to be a 

minor influence among volunteers, although it was more evident at 4OUR than at the 

other stations, possibly pointing to the greater role of word-of-mouth communication in 

these smaller communities. 

 

A large proportion of volunteers reported that no one else had influenced them to 

become a volunteer, especially at 2TEN, pointing to the additional role of bridging 

social capital.  Two other items suggest that successful and sustainable community 

radio stations require both forms of social capital.  Firstly, 2TEN volunteers reported 

the highest rate of membership to other organisations, compared with 4OUR and 

4RRR.  At 2TEN nearly 80 per cent of volunteers had been or were involved with 

youth organisations, such as the Guides or Scouts.  They also reported a high rate of 

membership of sports and church organisations.  The result clearly illustrates the extent 

to which 2TEN volunteers are embedded in their community.  Nearly all 2TEN 

volunteers reported that they had made friends as a result of their community radio 

involvement.  In contrast, just 10 per cent of 4OUR volunteers reported making friends 

as a result of their volunteer work, but at the same time two-thirds of 4OUR’s 

volunteers reported that family members were also volunteers at the station.  This 

suggests that 4OUR volunteers are more bonded to each other, but have weaker ties 

bridging them to their community more generally.  At 2TEN, on the other hand, 

initially weak relationships appear to develop into stronger ones, thus transforming 

bridging into bonding social capital. 

 

Reciprocal Benefits 

Volunteering is seen as a way to offer something to the community in return for 

personal benefits, and making friends is one benefit that volunteers receive in return for 

contributing their personal resources to their radio station.  In general, the case study 

volunteers’ motivations differed little from motivations reported by all volunteers in 

other fields of activity (ABS 2001: 21).  Thus a desire to be involved with the local 

community as well as personal satisfaction and skills development were mentioned 
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most often by the community radio volunteers. 

 

Community broadcasting also offered a number of other important outcomes.  To many 

volunteers at 2TEN and 4RRR, community broadcasting offered an opportunity to 

pursue musical interests, reflecting the greater proportion of youth at these stations, for 

whom music is an important element of identity formation (Cuppitt et al. 1996; Frith 

1978).  Discussion with volunteers at 2TEN, however, indicated that music remains 

important to adults.  The presentation of music genres that are popular with particular 

generations, such as the town’s elderly, appears to contribute towards the integration of 

different sectors of the population into the community.  In other words, by broadcasting 

the music popular with the town’s elderly, this segment of the community is recognised 

and accepted as belonging to the community. 

 

An improvement in self-confidence was another important outcome of community 

broadcasting, particularly among youngsters, but also among adults since the sector 

attracts people with poor literacy skills.  This demonstrates the empowering potential of 

community broadcasting achieved foremost through the activity of announcing.  Nearly 

95 per cent of volunteers are announcers.  Announcing provides an avenue for learning 

new skills and for interacting with people in the community.  The kind of training, ad 

hoc or structured, seems to make little difference to the level of self-esteem gained from 

this activity.  The inclusion of reception and telephone duties in skills development, 

however, does appear to play an important role.  The telephone is central to volunteers 

learning to deal with the public and receiving feedback from their community.  It is an 

immediate way in which listeners can contact their station and, when used as a 

broadcasting tool, can overcome a sense of isolation in the more remote communities.  

It therefore facilitates community broadcasting’s ability to transform bridging into 

bonding social capital.  From a community development perspective community 

broadcasting empowers its volunteers by developing their self-confidence and 

encouraging them to speak in public, important antecedents of political proactivity.  

The role of community broadcasting in the sense of encouraging volunteers towards the 

political sphere is not supported by the results of the study. 
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Antecedents to Proactivity 

With respect to the role of participatory structures in community radio, this study 

indicates that such structures are not necessarily formal and explicit.  This means that 

much of the decision-making may not be accessible to empirical investigation.  Neither 

does this imply that stations lacking formal procedures, such as 2TEN and 4RRR, are 

less democratic than 4OUR, which has clear and accountable procedures and structures.  

Despite 4OUR’s formal decision-making structures, volunteers revealed a level of 

dissatisfaction with these processes that was not observed at 2TEN or even 4RRR. 

 

At all stations, volunteers can become involved in the management of their station, but 

for many it is probably an additional commitment, fraught with frustration, and one for 

which they have little time.  Nevertheless, those volunteers who were in management or 

who considered becoming more involved with management and decision-making were 

motived by a desire to learn new skills and an opportunity to contribute to the station.  

Participation in management is an intensely political activity, especially at 4OUR, with 

discontent arising around the issue of commitment.  Nevertheless, 4OUR volunteers 

generally appeared confident about taking on management responsibilities, and this was 

also the case at 2TEN.  In contrast, 4RRR has a very open and flat structure but also 

suffers from a lack of ‘leadership’ and vision.  4RRR’s volunteers did not appear 

confident enough to take on management responsibilities and this is probably because 

they have not been involved with the station long enough.  The sheer scale of the task 

of managing a radio station seems to discourage involvement and most volunteers were 

unable to commit their time to it.  

 

Most volunteers do not equate their participation in station management with political 

actions more generally.  This suggests that volunteering in community broadcasting is 

considered more a civic engagement and as participation in public life, rather than as a 

form of political activism.  Reluctance on the part of many volunteers to discuss party 

politics and their guarded response to survey questions concerning politics indicate that 

further explorations of this issue is likely to come up against considerable barriers. 

 

This chapter has demonstrated that community broadcasting makes a valuable 

contribution to community development.  Nevertheless, if the community radio 
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volunteers do not feel that they are making a positive contribution to the ‘community 

spirit’, then they may not recognise the positive contribution that they are making to 

community development.  Indeed, Donovan (1998:5) indicates that many community 

broadcasters underrate their impact and contribution to their community, and this 

appears to be related to the dominance of economic criteria for success.  

 

Recognising Value 

Although community broadcasting is a not-for-profit activity, many community 

broadcasters take commercial broadcasting as their reference point.  This chapter has 

demonstrated, however, that community broadcasting’s value is clearly vested in its 

social capital achievements, rather than in its ability to sell an audience to advertisers. 

 

An exploration of the volunteers’ perceptions of the value of their station found that 

most recognised its educational benefits, as well as its social and cultural benefits.  

Economic benefits proved more difficult for volunteers to rate.  These were primarily 

interpreted as an ability to raise money and in terms of the size of audience — 

commercial radio criteria.  Discussions in the focus groups, however, led to volunteers 

recognising the interrelationships between educational, cultural, social and economic 

benefits, and thus community broadcasting’s contribution to the positive ‘spirit of the 

community’. 

 

2TEN volunteers rated their station more positively on all three scales compared with 

4OUR and 4RRR.  Comments from 4OUR volunteers indicated that the strength of 

these perceptions was related to the degree of feedback received from listeners and 

other members of the community.  Certainly, 2TEN volunteers conveyed a greater 

sense of pride of their achievements than the volunteers at the other stations even 

though the quality of the station’s broadcasts were by no means extraordinary, 

compared with the other stations.  Perhaps this sense of pride is an integral element of a 

‘community spirit’ evident in Tenterfield more generally, and thus points tot he 

importance of the social environment of which a community radio station is a part 

(Stappers, Olderaan & de Wit 1992:101). 

 

Finally, the results of this exploratory study of social capital in community radio have 
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demonstrated that the concept of social capital can make a contribution to assessing the 

value of community broadcasting.  The results further support the claim that this value 

resides not in its economic achievements, but in its educational, cultural and social 

contribution.  This suggests that community broadcasting should reorient its purpose 

towards community development objectives, thus redressing the ambivalence towards 

volunteers, and that any review of the sector’s social costs and benefits should 

recognise the centrality of this function. 

 
 

1 An abbreviated version of this chapter has previously been published (van Vuuren 2002). 
2 Although recent research has found little correlation between demographic variables and social capital, 
exceptions have been found in the study of welfare clients, and education and health  (ABS 2002a:12-18; 
Onyx & Bullen 2000:124).  Measures of social capital are therefore provisional and their validity remains 
to be established (ABS 2002:5-8).  
3 At 4OUR the response rate was 37.6 per cent.  My observation indicated a generally older cohort of 
volunteers, and the ratio of males to females for the self-selected sample matched the gender ratio of the 
list of 85 volunteers provided to me by the station. 
4 B105 is a regional commercial FM radio station broadcasting from Brisbane. 
5 The question asked volunteers to list organisations they had ever been involved in.  A better question 
might have been to ask volunteers how many organisations they were currently a member of. 
6 During my employment as volunteer coordinator at 3CR, Melbourne, all new volunteers were required 
to learn reception duties.  The telephone switchboard resembled a broadcasting console and offered an 
introduction to the technology.  Volunteers learned their way around the station by taking messages from 
the public and they learned to listen and to speak clearly. 
7 At 4OUR a separate questionnaire was distributed to special-interests programs; modified questions 
were included in the single questionnaire at 2TEN and 4RRR (see Chapter 4). 
8 I observed similar behaviour in South Africa in 1995.  I asked community broadcasters attending a 
training project to describe the kind of audience they would like to target.  Participants described people 
who were like themselves. 
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Chapter 8 

Conclusions, Policy Implications and Suggestions for Further 

Research 
 

 

The central question addressed in this study has concerned the value and purpose of 

Australian community broadcasting.  The community broadcasting sector has 

traditionally been viewed as and lauded for promoting democratic functions.  These have 

included its role in providing an outlet for diverse political and cultural expression and as 

a site for the empowerment and democratic invigoration of grassroots citizens.  This dual 

democratic purpose has been shown to have led to a contradictory discourse of 

community broadcasting, which is encapsulated in the ubiquitous terms professionalism 

and participation.  The diverse and sometimes antagonistic interpretations and practices 

stemming from the application of these terms were found to be anchored in contrasting 

normative theories about community broadcasting. 

 

Rather than attempting to resolve the issue through opting for one of these terms at the 

expense of the other, I have, in this thesis, accepted both professionalism and 

participation as legitimate, constitutive features of the sector.  The problem, then, 

became one of how both terms could productively be held together in a common 

framework which accommodated the democratic and public functions which 

characterised the sector.  Here the concepts of diversity and public sphere became 

important, as did the notion of community broadcasting as the managers of common 

property resources. 

 

The promotion of diversity is considered a democratic achievement and a positive 

characteristic of community broadcasting.  Diversity, however, raised an important 
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theoretical problem for this thesis.  Compared with commercial and national 

broadcasting, the sector could not be uniformly understood as a singular public sphere.  

As we have seen, community broadcasting accommodates ethnic, Indigenous, radical, 

Christian, progressive, conservative and other elements.  Finding a way through this 

diversity has required the reformulation of the theory of the public sphere.  Building on 

the idea of multiple public spheres, in which competitive interests seek to control the 

production and distribution of knowledge and culture, I suggested in Chapter 1 that the 

public sphere could best be understood as a resource subject to property rights.  One 

consequence of this approach was that the public sphere was considered enclosed, with 

access to it regulated.  Another consequence of this approach was that community radio 

stations became understood as organisations that manage their public sphere as a 

common property resource.   

 

As noted earlier, common property regimes refer to the rules and conventions that a 

group develops to jointly use and manage a resource.  An organisation’s decision-making 

processes and its cultural orientations determine the sustainable management of a 

common property resource.  The cluster of values shared by an organisation’s members 

is therefore an important way in which access to community radio is regulated.  

Recognition of the centrality of values validates practices of limited exclusion.  It locks 

out people with ideas that may pose a threat to the stability of the group.  However, it 

also provides for inclusion by giving access to those who share the ideas and values of 

the incumbent membership. 

 

Over the course of this thesis, values have been shown to be a key to understanding the 

internal conflicts rife throughout the sector.  Indeed, such conflict is best understood as a 

sign of a healthy democracy rather than as a problem to be eliminated.  Conflict is an 

opportunity to develop sustainable management systems.  From this perspective, a 

community radio station’s cultural orientations define the boundaries that regulate 

access.  These boundaries are not stable, however, but are continually challenged with 

the admission of new members.  Maintaining the integrity of a community radio 

organisation, such that it meets the needs of its membership, thus requires constant 

policing of its boundary and can be considered its defensive function.  As broadcasters, 

however, community radio stations fulfil an offensive function in their role as outlets for 
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diverse political and cultural expression.  In its offensive mode, community broadcasting 

demonstrates its most apparent function: as an organisation that publicises the views and 

preferences of its communities of interest to a broader society.  Broadcasting, understood 

in its publicity function, is a community radio station’s primary activity, and suggests the 

need to produce ‘quality’ programs that appeal to the general public.  It should not be 

concluded, however, that this function equates to its democratic purpose.  Broadcasting 

alternative and local styles, news and views are but one element of democratic practice 

and must be considered in relation to the sector’s defensive function.  To ensure success, 

community radio stations need to balance their defensive and offensive functions. 

 

Understanding community radio stations as common property regimes has allowed me to 

account for the structure of the sector’s diversity, but it does not address the guiding 

principles necessary to determine and evaluate democratic best practice.  The centrality 

of values and their dual offensive and defensive functions are features that community 

radio stations share with other organisations and associations of civil society — the non-

profit, voluntary, ‘third’ sector (Lyons 2001:22-23).  Directing attention towards the 

sector’s defensive and not just offensive function puts greater emphasis on the issue of 

participation and other elements of community development. 

 

In Chapter 2, I demonstrated that the normative theory guiding the establishment of 

community broadcasting accords with a community development approach and thus 

directs attention to non-broadcasting criteria such as the nature, character and quality of 

the common property resource’s (or commons) management in place as a means to 

evaluate the sector’s performance.  Community development, the reader will recall, aims 

‘to build structures that facilitate democratic participation in decision making’ and is 

therefore ‘based on a commitment to the empowerment of ordinary people’ (Kenny 

1999:8).  For Kenny, an empowered community is one in which all its members: 

• have access to open, participatory, voluntary and democratic community 

structures; 

• are accepted for what they are and are treated with dignity and respect; 

• have a voice of their own and the right to speak in their own words and be 

listened to; 

• have access to resources that positively affect their well-being; and 
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• have access to reliable information. (Kenny 1999:156) 

 

It follows that, once individuals have been granted memberhip to an organisation, the 

rights, privileges and responsibilities of membership embodied in Kenny’s normative 

criteria can serve as a set of principles through which to achieve democratic practice.  

Here democratic practice includes the principles through which necessary exclusions and 

inclusions are managed, as well as the degree of professional practice adopted to achieve 

organisational goals.  From this perspective, in community broadcasting professional 

practice can include professional community development practice as well as 

professional broadcasting practice. 

 

Access to and production of media content represent one component of community 

development.  Indeed, community broadcasting’s value and purpose may be located less 

in its media-centric activity, and more in the domain of the third sector.  The focus of 

attention should thus not only be on its media content, but also — and perhaps more 

importantly — on the character of its organisation.  A renewed focus on the notion of 

community development and concentration of resources towards this can arguably go 

some way towards addressing the sense of purposelessness evident at some stations, as 

well as contributing to an enhancement of democracy.  Indeed, these community 

development outcomes perhaps provide a more fundamental contribution to democracy 

than the production and provision of information and entertainment. 

 

In general, the community broadcasting sector does not promote its community 

development, and therefore third sector, role as explicitly as it does its broadcasting 

function.  Many community broadcasters consider the provision of content — local news, 

information, music and entertainment — to be their most important function.  In Chapter 

3, I argued that this emphasis on content lay at the heart of the contradiction between 

participation and professionalism which has characterised this sector since its inception. 

 Professionalism has been almost exclusively discussed in relation to broadcasting 

performance and in mainstream media terms, suggesting that the values of professional 

commercial and national broadcasting have tended to overshadow the values of a 

community development approach.  The result has been a tendency among community 

broadcasters to adopt the styles, formats, management approaches, audience 
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measurement techniques, and economic measures of commercial radio as their 

performance criteria, even though these are clearly unsuitable to determine the value of 

community broadcasting.  The location of community broadcasting in the BSA's 

regulatory framework further serves to situate community broadcasting in the discourse 

of mainstream media, especially where this concerns the value of spectrum. 

 

Another element that has contributed to community broadcasting's media-centrism has 

been the federal government’s funding support regime.  Funding is disbursed almost 

exclusively from the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the 

Arts via the CBF, with ATSIC the primary funding agency for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander media.  Much of the funding is destined for the development of 

infrastructure, networked programming and the delivery of broadcast training packages 

to the Indigenous and ethnic subsectors.  The emphasis on infrastructure and networked 

services is an efficient way for government to distribute funds to the sector as a whole, as 

well as a means for it to meet its own communications policy objectives.  Arguably, 

funding support that promotes community development objectives, inasmuch as these 

reflect local needs and conditions, are outside the scope of current federal government 

policy objectives.  From a subsidiarity perspective, this suggests a greater role for state 

and local governments.  Many stations already enjoy some support from state and local 

governments, but the extent of this and its rationale are largely unknown. 

 

To illustrate the consequences of assessing the value of community broadcasting from 

either a media-centric or community development perspective, I undertook three case 

studies of rural, regional and remote community radio stations located at Caboolture and 

Roma in the state of Queensland, and Tenterfield in New South Wales.  Rural 

community radio has been undergoing rapid expansion, yet little was known about the 

particular issues it faced.  The selected stations — 4OUR at Caboolture, 2TEN at 

Tenterfield and 4RRR at Roma — had all been operating for 10 years or more and 

presented more or less similar program formats.  I described them in terms of their 

structure and organisation, programming priorities, their relationship with their host 

communities and their volunteer practices.  This approach facilitated comparison 

between the selected stations as well as with other studies, which indicated that they were 

not unusual. 
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The descriptions of each station were designed to map the general contours of the 

boundaries regulating their relationship with their community and the dominant values 

structuring this relationship.  All three stations shared values, but their emphases 

differed.  Thus 'professionalism' typified 4OUR, 'localism' best described 2TEN and 

'survival' was the dominant value at 4RRR.  At 4OUR, the value of 'professionalism' 

tended to be articulated in relation to its news and information function, and it 

underpinned much of the conflict observed at the station.  A group that included former 

journalists and professional broadcasters whose vision for 4OUR emphasised its local 

news and information function originally set up the station.  In this study, 4OUR was the 

only station that attempted to produce a regular local news service.   

 

From the media-centric perspective, community radio's value lies in its ability to produce 

and present alternative news.  To assess the extent to which 4OUR's local news service 

was alternative, I compared the content of 4OUR's local news bulletins with that 

published by the local press.  The results indicated, firstly, that there was no shortage of 

topics with which to sustain a local service, and secondly, that 4OUR experienced 

considerable difficulty in maintaining a regular and ‘alternative’ bulletin.  To 4OUR's 

volunteers, the news problem presented a vicious circle: lack of income with which to 

employ a professional journalist meant they could not attract enough sponsors; lack of 

sponsors meant that they could not employ a journalist — a commercial radio argument. 

 

4OUR's concerns with the provision of an adequate news service are shared by the sector 

more generally and have led to the establishment of four federally funded networked 

news programs.  These provide services to the print-handicapped, the ethnic and 

Indigenous communities, and the National Radio News Service is targeted at the general 

community broadcasting sector.  In the case of National Radio News, an attempt to be all 

things to all people, as well as heated arguments about the values it ought to reflect, have 

resulted in a service that eschews a radical perspective on anything.  The emphasis on 

networked services has also undermined the capacity for volunteers to produce their own 

news, and especially their critical opinion, on issues that matter to them — it has placed 

news-making firmly in the realm of the ‘professional’ and put it out of reach of the 

amateur. 
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The study further revealed that avoiding controversy was a feature of rural media more 

generally.  In small communities, individuals are unwilling to make their values and their 

opinions public for fear of being cast out.  One consequence of this is that community 

radio can serve to entrench dominant relations of power.  Perhaps more usually, however, 

rural media tend to work for community consensus.  In the country, controversial news 

requires careful assessment of the risks to a community's unity.  This means that greater 

coverage tends to be given to social and 'gossip' news, rather than to 'hard' news.  Power 

struggles, on the other hand, tend to take place behind closed doors and out of the public 

eye. 

 

The broadcasting of local service information provided by local government agencies 

and local community groups is one of community broadcasting's strengths and can create 

a 'bonding atmosphere' by raising awareness of the services and activities present in a 

town or shire.  Community media thus serve an integrating function, and this aspect was 

most evident when approached from a community development perspective.  To explore 

this aspect, I developed a methodology derived from a social capital framework. 

 

Social capital directs the focus of my analysis towards the balance between individual 

and collective rights and responsibilities.  The concept centres on the ability of people to 

work together for common purposes in organisations, groups and in the workplace.  

Social capital is a key element of community development (Onyx & Bullen 1997:25-26), 

and it suggests a central role for democracy understood as the binding decisions, the rules 

and policies of a group, association or society — or, put another way, an understanding 

of and commitment to the concept of the rule of law at a personal and immediate level. 

 

The three case studies all met some principles of community development, in particular, 

those reflected in their incorporated structure, their status as non-profit and community 

owned and controlled (as required under the BSA), and also in their training objectives 

and their predominantly volunteer membership.  Results from a survey of the volunteers 

revealed that age and gender appeared to influence the extent to which a station was able 

to achieve community development objectives.  Gender and age appeared to structure the 

relationships between the station and the host community.  Thus, 2TEN — with its more 
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even spread of age groups and female majority — revealed denser links with its 

community compared with both 4OUR and 4RRR.  The presence of women at 2TEN 

indicated a greater focus on youth development than was present at 4OUR, despite its 

greater number of volunteers, and than could be achieved at 4RRR with its small number 

of volunteers.  Furthermore, the denser networks evident at 2TEN appeared to underpin 

the station’s financial success compared with 4OUR and 4RRR, despite being located in 

the smallest population with the lowest annual per capita income.  At 2TEN, volunteers 

reported the highest gains in self-confidence and they were more active in other 

organisations in their community. 

 

The study could not determine, however, whether the station was instrumental in 

developing these links.  Other research has suggested that community media tend to be 

more successful in communities where there exists a prior climate of community and 

solidarity (Hochheimer 1999; Stappers, Olderaan & de Wit 1992).  Census data collected 

for each host community appears to support this view.  Tenterfield's population was far 

more stable compared with Caboolture and Roma, where up to 60 per cent of the 

population had moved there in the five years previous to the Census.  At the same time, 

2TEN had a greater proportion of volunteers who had moved into the area in the previous 

five years.  Why these volunteers committed their time to 2TEN was not explored, but 

two explanations are suggested.  The first is that 2TEN is more open to new members.  

Compared with 4OUR, for example, 2TEN more actively encouraged participation by 

youth and this would easily translate into support from their parents.  Tenterfield’s more 

recent residents are perhaps also more likely to move to the shire with the intention of 

settling there for the long term and hence are more inclined to make long-term 

commitments.  This is unlike Roma, where the transitory nature of people's jobs makes it 

likely that its residents will move on.  4RRR struggled to attract new volunteers and its 

primary focus was the survival of the station. 

 

4RRR's struggle for survival supports the case for linking struggling community 

broadcasters to online services as part of a media hub that perhaps encompasses library 

and other government services.  Certainly federal government policies appear to steer the 

sector in this direction.  At Roma, this would require some sort of intervention on the 

part of Roma's local government.  Such a move may attract the charge that the 
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community radio station's independence would be compromised, but this seems an 

irrelevant argument given rural media's role in maintaining consensus.  Greater 

intervention on the part of local government — whose representatives are, after all, 

elected — could ensure struggling community radio stations are embedded more strongly 

in their local community. 

 

Results from the case studies indicated that the contribution of community media to 

democracy operates at a pre-political level, rather than as overt political preferences.  

Indeed, there was reluctance among volunteers to discuss politics.  Even in its most basic 

form, as in the case of 4RRR, community broadcasting encourages people to learn new 

skills, especially their ability to speak in public and to organise.  It contributes to literacy 

education and boosts their self-confidence. These outcomes suggest the sector's 

community development potential could be enhanced with access to other media 

technologies and should not be restricted to radio broadcasting alone.  Again this 

suggests a role for local government, in much the same way as they operate local 

libraries.  The BSA does not prevent local councils from owning and operating 

community radio stations, even though there is no known example.  However, 

government/third sector partnerships are not unusual, although they are more common in 

the health and community services sectors.   

 

The focus on community radio's community development function places it more firmly 

in the realm of the third sector.  This suggests that its regulation needs to take this into 

account.  Lyons (2001:224) points out that government is largely ignorant of the third 

sector and this is most evident in its legal identity.  Most non-profit organisations are 

incorporated under state legislation, while others incorporate with the federal 

counterpart: the Australian Securities and Industry Commission.  Lyons argues that none 

of these government agencies recognises the special character of third sector 

organisations and tend to treat them in the same way as profit-making concerns.  The 

information that the third sector is required to report to these agencies is often not 

available to the public and of little use from an accountability perspective (especially 

since community broadcasters are no longer subject to public inquiries when renewing 

their broadcasting licence), as well as from a policy development perspective. 
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According to Lyons, a strong case can be made for the creation of a single national 

authority that regulates the non-profit sector.  In the case of community broadcasting, the 

creation of such an authority could take over the administration of complaints concerning 

community radio management issues that make up the bulk of the sector’s complaints 

lodged with the Australian Broadcasting Authority.  This would give rise to a co-

regulatory regime such as currently exists with the Australian Communications 

Authority, the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission and the Foreign 

Investment Review Board. 

 

The shift in focus recommended here away from content towards organisation is not only 

a matter for government, but also for the sector itself.  At present, community 

broadcasters are reluctant to embrace a technology-neutral future, even though the sector 

can not ignore matters of convergence and globalisation.  The sector is preoccupied with 

ensuring future access to spectrum dedicated to digital radio broadcasting, despite signs 

that digital radio broadcasting is unlikely to be popular with audiences.  A reorientation 

towards community development principles suggests the focus on technology is less 

urgent, except where this concerns choices of appropriate technology that will enhance 

its community development purpose. 

 

There is no doubt that radio is an easy technology to learn and it is exceptionally suitable 

for the less literate and the print-handicapped.  It also combines easily with computer 

technology, providing opportunities for the development of internet radio as well as 

visual media.  Digital technologies have proven their popularity, particularly among 

youth, and ignoring these developments could well see community radio lose its 

attraction.  The sector's radio-centric approach rules out convergence with these new 

technologies and thus maintains the focus of attention on its broadcasting function as a 

proxy for its community development purpose.  The issues discussed in this study raise 

additional research questions that have implications for both the community broadcasting 

sector, as well as its regulators. 

 

 

Suggestions for Further Research 
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This study has suggested that the community broadcasting sector should make its 

community development purpose more explicit and explicitly frame itself as a common 

property resource.  It has offered a method that can be modified to suit a more extensive 

study that would take into account the differences between metropolitan and non-

metropolitan stations, as well as other differences.  The purpose of such a study would be 

to identify the extent to which community development principles are present in the 

sector, how different sub-sectors compare, and how differences and similarities can be 

translated into clear policy objectives.   

 

This study has also suggested that government policy needs to recognise community 

broadcasting’s location in civil society.  To a certain extent, this is already evident in 

current federal government policies.  Funding targeted at the development of 

infrastructure, including the satellite network and online technology, is pushing the sector 

to extend its media horizon.  At present, however, the focus on infrastructure and 

networking has not given enough attention to the flow of information.  If it is the 

intention on the part of government to use communication technology to strengthen local 

communities, then it is necessary to understand the opportunities and limitations of 

various communication technologies in this process.  Such a study could be combined 

with identifying the role of state and local government in developing communities and 

their use of, and support for, community broadcasting. 
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Appendix 1 
 
 
The Milan Declaration: Communication and Human Rights (AMARC 1998) 
 
We the participants of the 7th World Congress of the World Association of Community Radio 
Broadcasters, held at Milan, Italy, August 23-29, 1998 and with the contribution from 
AMARC7 Virtual Forum participants, July 20-August 20, 1998… declare that: 
1. The Right to Communicate is a universal right which serves and underpins all other 

human rights and which must be preserved and extended in the context of rapidly 
changing information and communication technologies; 

2. All members of civil society should have just and equitable access to all communication 
media; 

3. Respect for pluralism, cultural, language, and gender diversity should be reflected 
through all the media as a fundamental factor in a democratic society; 

4. The democratic participation of women in communications media should be guaranteed at 
all levels; 

5. The rights of Indigenous peoples should be respected in their struggles for access and 
participation in communications media; 

6. Communications media have a responsibility to help sustain the diversity of the world’s 
cultures and languages, which should be supported through legislative, administrative, 
and financial measures; 

7. Community media can play an important in strengthening cultural rights, and in 
particular, the rights of linguistic and cultural minorities, Indigenous peoples, migrants 
and refugees by providing access to the means of communication; 

8. Access to the means of communication must be supported by education and training to 
assist critical understanding of the media and to enable people to develop their media and 
communication skills; 

9. The market economy is not the only model for shaping the communications 
infrastructure. People must be seen as producers and contributors of information and not 
be defined solely as ‘consumers’, 

10. The continual expansion of transnational corporations characterized, among other things, 
by media conglomerates and concentration of ownership increasingly threatens plurality, 
including the existence of independent and community broadcasters, 

11. New digital broadcast systems are leading to re-planning existing frequency allocation 
and new approaches to regulation which risk further marginalization of communication 
services run by and for citizens, communities and social organizations, 

12. While convergence between telecommunications, computing and broadcasting is 
increasing the number of potential users, the telecommunications development gap 
supports the division of the world into those who have and those who do not have access 
to electronic information, 

 
We call for: 
1. International recognition of the community broadcasting sector as an essential form of 

public service broadcasting and a vital contributor to media pluralism and freedom of 
expression and information, 

2. Support by governments, corporations and international institutions for the development 
of the right to communicate including: 
• telecommunications regulation in favor of South-South communications 

infrastructure, 
• a percentage of public funds for development projects be dedicated to the 

enhancement of local communications capacity, 
• measures to ensure governments respect the right to free an unhindered 

communications, 



3. Establishment of standards, norms and measures at national, regional and world levels, to 
enable and assist the development of independent community broadcasting services 
including: 
• regulatory authorities to be established as organizations independent from 

government as a means to secure transparency, and better control regulation of 
telecommunications, 

• rules to prevent concentration of media ownership and the take-over of community 
broadcasting services by commercial companies, 

• measures to assist adaptation of community broadcasters to media convergence and 
appropriate forms of new technology, 

• reservation of a portion of any new digital spectra for community broadcasters, 
• assessment and monitoring of the impact of technological convergence and regulatory 

change on the community media sector, 
• support for the development of digital systems which are appropriate to the needs of 

community broadcasting services, 
• preservation of existing analog frequencies used by community broadcasters until 

such time as a digital replacement is available, 
• allocation of part of the broadcast spectrum for self-regulated use by 

microbroadcasters, 
4. The ITU [International Telecommunications Union] to ensure that frequency planning, 

technical standards for telecommunications and radio, and development resources give a 
high priority tot he needs of civil society, 

5. The establishment by UNESCO within the framework of the International Program for 
the Development of Communication of a Community Media Fund to support projects for 
the creation of new community media, adaptation of existing community media to new 
technology, research into the impact on community media of technological convergence, 
and pilot projects in new forms of community media distribution and community media 
content, 

6. International financial institutions to dedicate a percentage of loans and bonds to 
supporting community-based forms of communication, 

7. The community media sector to: track transnational corporations (TNCs) and launch 
international activist efforts to raise consciousness about and develop strategies to halt the 
increasing control TNCs have on our communication future, 
• lobby for national and international measures to ensure new information and 

communication technologies provide affordable access to citizens and communities to 
establish new community media services, 

• develop community media program exchanges and to build solidarity and support for 
community struggles for human rights and social justice, 

• promote and support the training of journalists, broadcasters, engineers and other 
media professionals, especially those working in rural and marginal urban areas, 

• educate civil society organizations, governments and regulators, and the general 
public on the policy issues of regulation, the importance of a sustainable and pluralist 
broadcasting environment, and the benefits of community media and production, 

• create a technical advisory study to determine the impact of emerging digital 
broadcast technologies on community broadcasting, 

8. The establishment by the community media sector of local, national, regional and 
worldwide coalitions to work together through official and alternative communications 
forums in order to promote communication rights and to implement the measures called 
for in this Declaration. 



Appendix 2 
 
 
Public Broadcasting Association of Australia Code of Ethics (ABT 1979) 
 
1. Public Broadcasters are primarily accountable to the communities defined in 

their promise of performance. 
2. Public Broadcasters should recognise an obligation to cater to the needs for 

those denied effective access to, and those not adequately served by, existing 
media. 

3. Public Broadcasters should aim to satisfy the needs of their communities. 
4. Stations should seek the highest standard in programming, consistent with the 

widest possible community participation. 
5. Subject to legal requirements and station programming policy, any kind of 

censorship should be avoided. 
6. Station policy should be regularly, and clearly, stated on air. 
7. People working in or for a station, and members of the community served, 

should be involved in decision and policy-making. 
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Community Broadcasting Foundation Funding and Allocation, 1993 – 2000 
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Community Broadcasting Foundation Funding and Allocation, 1993 - 2000

Government Funding end 93 end 94 end 95 end 96 end 97 end 98 end 99 end 2000
$ $ $ $ $ $ $ $

DOCA/DOCITA 3409200 3045000 3111000 3227000 4733000 4786000 4904000 5480000
  Core funding 3233000 3274000 3300000 3380000
  New Initiatives/Better 
Broadcasting Fund 1500000 1512000 1524000
ATSIC 60000 68148 71500 75000 53623 54000 54000 54000

Grant Allocation end 93 end 94 end 95 end 96 end 97 end 98 end 99 end 2000
$ $ $ $ $ $ $ $

NESB total (see note 1) 1115521 1256987 1480564 1334119 1332275 2357100 2376000 2360000
  full-time NESB 576549 602291 593158 909442 870402 937507 874269
ATSI 185735 638279 644890 684816 563255 570400 574000 574000
RPH 129000 250000 255000 265000 265000 268400 270000 270000
  generalists with RPH no data 0 0 0 10400 9360 10920 12220
General (see note 2) 429200 1010578 1036104 1084992 1072470 1086100 1096000 1096000
Satellite 226212 53468 49600 60000 60000 50400 50800 50000
CAN/CBD 453600 457200 450000
National Transmission Network 80000 80000
Contemporary Music Project 1000000
Frequency shift compensation 100000
sector coordination no data 465000 527480 804826 834240 941107 823885 1226362

Note 1
In 2000 some Temporary Community Broadcasting Licences (TCBL's) received grants for ethnic programming.
The NEMBC is responsible for coordination of the Australian Ethnic Radio Training Project (AERTP).
AERTP funding commenced in 1992 with a grant of  $1.6m

Note 2
From 1999 TCBLs also became eligible for CBF funding.

Source: Community Broadcasting Foundation, Annual Returns 1993-94 - 1999-2000, Community Broadcasting Foundation, Fitzroy.



Appendix 4 
 
 
Community Broadcasting Code of Practice 
 
CODE NO. 1 Responsibilities Of Broadcasting To The Community.  Principles of 
Diversity and Independence 
The purpose of this code is to define the unique philosophy of community broadcasting and to 
ensure that this perspective is reflected in the day-to-day operations and programming of 
community broadcasting services. 
 
Community broadcasting stations will: 
1.1 Provide their services in the public interest as defined in the licensees’ application to the 
licensing authority. 
1.2 Have organisational mechanisms to provide for active participation by that community in 
its management, development and operations. 
1.3 Be controlled and operated by an autonomous body which is representative of the 
licensees community. 
1.4 Operate on a non-profit basis. 
1.5 demonstrate independence in their programming as well as in their editorial and 
management decisions. 
1.6 Incorporate programming policies which oppose and attempt tp break down prejudice on 
the basis of race, sex, nationality, religion, disability, ethnic background, age or sexual 
preference. 
1.7 Establish programming practices which protect children from harmful program material. 
1.8 Present programs which contribute to expanding the variety of viewpoints broadcast in 
Australia and enhance the diversity of programming choices available to the general public. 
1.9 Seek to widen the community’s involvement in broadcasting and to encourage 
participation by those denied effective access to, and those not adequately served by, other 
media. 
 
CODE NO. 2 Guidelines for General Programming 
The purpose of the code is to reflect the need to avoid and break down prejudice and 
discrimination, and to prevent the broadcasting of material which is contrary to community 
standards, government regulations and the principles of community broadcasting. 
 
2.1 Community broadcasting licensees shall not broadcast material which may: 
(a) incite, encourage or present for their own sake violence or brutality; 
(b) simulate news or events in such a way as to mislead or alarm listeners; or 
(c) present as desirable the misuse of drugs including alcohol, narcotics or tobacco. 
2.2 Community broadcasting licensees will avoid censorship wherever possible, however, 
consideration shall be given to the audience; the context; the degree of explicitness; the 
propensity to alarm, distress or shock; and the social importance of the event. 
2.3 Community broadcasting licensees shall not broadcast material which may stereotype, 
incite, vilify, or perpetuate hatred against, or attempt to demean any person or group on the 
basis of ethnicity, nationality, race, gender, sexual preference, religion, age or physical or 
mental disability. 
 
 
Guidelines for News and Current Affairs Programs 
These guidelines are intended to promote accuracy and fairness in news and current affiars 
programs. 
 
2.4 News and current affairs programs (including news flashes) should: 



(a) provide access to views under-represented by the mainstream media; 
(b) present factual material accurately and ensure that reasonable efforts are made to correct 
substantial errors of fact at the earliest possible opportunity; 
(c) clearly distinguish factual material from commentary and analysis; 
(d) not present news in such a way as to create public panic or unnecessary distress to 
listeners; 
(e) not misrepresent a viewpoint by giving misleading emphasis, editing out of context or 
withholding relevant available facts; 
(f) respect each person’s legitimate right to protection from unjustified use of material which 
is obtained without an individual’s consent or other unwarranted and intrusive invasions of 
privacy; 
(g) not broadcast the words of an identifiable person unless: 
(i) that person has been informed in advance that the words may be transmitted; or 
(ii) in the case of words which have been recorded without the knowledge of the person, the 
person has subsequently, but prior to the transmission, indictaed consent to the transmission 
of the words; or 
(iii) the manner of the recording has made it manifestly clear that the material may be 
broadcast. 
 
CODE NO. 3 Australian Music Content 
This code reinforces the community broadcasting sector’s reputation as a medium committed 
to developing and recognising Australian composers and/or performers by providing 
opportunities to have their material broadcast on a regular basis.  The Broadcasting Services 
Act 1992 does not require the community radio sector to maintain minimum content levels of 
Australian music.   
 
However, given the nature of the community broadcasting sector and its commitment to 
reflecting the diversity of Australian culture and the interests of local communities, it is 
crucial for a significant proportion of local and Australian music, including indigenous music, 
to continue to be broadcast by community stations. 
 
In selecting Australian musical items, community broadcasting stations should have regard 
for the make up of the community served by the licensee.  
 
3.1 Community broadcasting stations shall ensure that set proportions of the total number of 
musical items broadcast consist of musical items composed and/or performed by Asutralians.*  
The proportions shall be: 
(a) not less than 20 % Australian music items for stations with diverse formats serving the 
general community; and 
(b) not less than 10% Australian music items for ethnic and classical stations. 
(a) and (b) to be determined over a one month period. 
3.2 The music requirement cited (3.1 above) exclude the use of music in sponsorship 
announcements and program or station promotions. 
* In this code an “Australian” means a person who is a citizen or ordinarily resident in 
Australia. 
 
CODE NO. 4 Sponsorship 
The purpose of this code is to augment the sponsorship conditions set down in Schedule 2 of 
the Act, including the requirement that no more than 4 minutes of the sponsorship 
announcements be broadcast in any one hour [Schedule 2 clause 9 (3)], and the need for each 
sponsorship announcement to acknowledge the financial support of the sponsor [Schedule 2 
clause 2 (2) (b) (ii)]. 
 



Commensurate with the need to ensure active participation by the community in the station’s 
management, development and operations, community broadcasters will adopt and implement 
- in consultation with their communities - a sponsorship policy which: 
4.1 Ensures that sponsorship will not be a factor in determining access to broadcasting time. 
4.2 Ensures that the content and style of individual programs is not influenced by the sponsors 
of programs. 
4.3 Ensures that overall programming of community broadcasting stations is not influenced 
by sponsors. 
It is noted that there are no statutory restrictions on the broadcast of legitimate community 
service announcements [Schedule 2 clause 2 (2) (a)]. A community service announcement is 
defined as: 
4.4 An announcement for which no payment is made, either in cash or in kind. 
4.5 The provisions of Code No. 2 are taken to be part of Code 4. 
 
CODE NO. 5 Volunteers 
The purpose of this code is to recognise the community broadcasting sector’s reliance on 
volunteer workers for its continued operation and to ensure that the rights and responsibilities 
regarding volunteering are addressed by individual stations. 
 
5.1 Community broadcasting licensees will have guidelines in place that outline: 
(a) the principles of volunteering; 
(b) the rights and responsibilities of volunteers within the organisation. 
 
CODE NO. 6 Conflict Resolution 
The purpose of this code is to prescribe appropriate methods of dealing with internal disputes 
and conflict resolution in community broadcasting organisations. 
Conflict is the situation where the goals, values, interests or opinions of one group or 
individual are incompatible with those of another individual or group. 
 
6.1 Community Broadcasting licensees will have mechanisms which will facilitate conflict 
resolution within their organisation. 
6.2 Community Broadcasting licensees will make every reasonable effort to resolve disputes 
within their organisations conscientiously and as soon as practicable. 
6.3 Community Broadcasting licensees will negotiate for dispute resolution by managing 
discussion between disputants which is aimed to bring about agreement or settlement of 
opposing demands or attitudes. 
6.4 In the event of an unresolved dispute, Community Broadcasting licensees will seek 
appropriate alternative dispute resolution mechanisms (for example, mediation, conciliation or 
arbitration). 
 
 
CODE NO. 7 Handling Complaints 
The purpose of this code is to prescribe the manner in which complaints and other comments 
from members of the public will be dealt with. 
 
7.1 Community broadcasting licensees acknowledge the rights of their audiences to comment 
and make complaints concerning: 
(a) compliance with the Codes of Practice or a condition of the licence; 
(b) program content; and 
(c) the general service provided to the community. 
7.2 Licensees will provide regular on-air information about Community broadcasting Codes 
of Practice and how audiences may obtain them. 



7.3 Community broadcasting licensees will make every reasonable effort to resolve 
complaints, except where a complaint is clearly frivolous, vexatious or not made in good 
faith. 
7.4 Licensees will make appropriate arrangements to ensure that: 
(a) complaints will be received by a responsible person in normal office hours; 
(b) complaints will be conscientiously considered, investigated if necessary and responded to 
as soon as practicable; and 
(c) complaints will be promptly acknowledged and normally answered within six weeks of 
receipt of the complaint. 
7.5 Responses to written complaints will be in writing and will include a copy of the Code of 
Practice on handling complaints. 
7.6 If the complainant indicates dissatisfaction with the response of the licensee, the licensee 
will advise the complainant of their right to refer the matter to the Australian Broadcasting 
Authority. 
7.7 A record complaints in a permanent form will be maintained by a responsible officer of 
the licensee. 
7.8 The licensee will provide the ABA annually with a “notification of complaints” in a 
format advised by the ABA. 
7.9 Licensees will undertake to pass all comments from the public, made in good faith, both 
complimentary and critical, to the individuals responsible for preparing and presenting the 
program(s) concerned. 
 
CODE NO. 8 Review of Codes 
The purpose of this code is to ensure that all codes are maintained and where necessary 
revised to accurately reflect contemporary community broadcasting principles. 
 
8.1 The Community Broadcasting Association of Australia (CBAA), in consultation with the 
community broadcasting sector, will periodically review Community Broadcasting codes to 
ensure that all codes remain accurate and relevant. 
8.2 Prior to any changes to the codes, the CBAA will consult with the ABA and seek a 
majority vote of community broadcasting stations, together with public comment. 
 



Appendix 5 
 
 
Interview Schedule, Local Community Leaders 
 
(Caboolture Shire Mayor) 
 
• How long have you been aware of 4OUR’s existence? 

• What is your understanding of community radio? 

• What do you see as 4OUR’s main contribution to the community? 

• In your opinion, to what extend has 4OUR established long-lasting community 

networks? 

• To what extent does 4OUR raise public awareness about issues of social or 

community concern? 

• To what extent does 4OUR improve leisure o recreational opportunities? 

• To what extent does 4OUR contribute to the understanding of different cultures or 

lifestyles? 

• What is its role in lessening social isolation? 

• What is its role in developing community identity? 

• In what way does 4OUR contribute to improving productivity in local business? 

• Has it played a role in attracting new resources to the shire? 

• What role does the station play in improving consultation between government 

and the community? 

• In what way does Caboolture Shire Council support the station? 

• What are the benefits oft his support to the council and to the community? 

• The station has a timeslot available for the CSC. How important is this segment? 

What is it used for? 

• What, in your opinion, can community radio do to improve its services to the 

community? 

• In some countries, community radio and television licences are allocated to local 

councils, who then appoint trustees who are responsible for the broadcaster.  Do 

you think such a situation might be a good idea in Australia? Why? 

 



Appendix 6 

 
 
Interview Schedule, Community Radio Staff 
The purpose of this interview is to get an insight into the decision making processes at your 
radio station, as well as provide some context for some of the other research that is taking 
place at your station. 
 
Station 

Name of Person interviewed 

Position 

 

• When did you first become involved with the station? 

• How did you come to be involved with the station? 

• How did you become manager, coordinator? 

The following questions are to do with the station’s management and organisation. 

• Can you give me a brief history of the station? (Preferably documented) 

• What is the station’s management structure? (Ask for supportive documentation) 

• How are decisions made about programming and policy? (Ask for supportive 

documentation) 

• What training is provided to volunteers? (Ask for supportive documentation — Portable 

recording equipment; talkback; www…) 

• How many members/subscribers does your station have?  How are volunteers recruited? 

(Ask for supportive documentation) 

• How is regular contact maintained with members/subscribers? How is regular contact 

maintained with volunteers? (News letters; program guides) 

• What role does business sponsorship have in your station?  What sort of businesses 

support your station? (Ask for rate cards, other supporting documentation) 

• What role do community groups/organisations have in your station? (Community 

announcements, ask for supporting documentation) 

• How does your station promote itself to the community? (Ask for supportive 

documentation) 

 

The following questions are to do with a number of key elements that have been identified 

with the development of community radio in Australia.  I would like to ask you about these in 

relation to your station. 

 



• What do you understand by terms such as ACCESS and PARTICIPATION with respect 

to your station? 

• In what ways is access and participation evident at your station? 

• Are there ways in which your station could enhance access and participation? 

• If so, how? 

• How do terms such as INDEPENDENT, NON-PROFIT and NON-COMMERCIAL relate 

to the operation of your station? 

• To what extent is your station independent, non-profit and non-commercial? 

• Should this change?  If so, how? 

• What do you understand by terms such as DIVERSITY and PLURALITY in respect to 

your station? 

• Can you describe the ways in which diversity and plurality are evident in the operation of 

your station? 

• Should /could  your station be more diverse/pluralistic? 

• If so, how? 

• In what ways, if any, can the term ALTERNATIVE be considered in relation to your 

station? 

• Would you describe your station as alternative?  If so, why?  If not, why not? 

• How do you envisage your station in five years’ time?  

• Are there any other matters you would like to raise? 



Appendix 7 
 
 
Volunteer Questionnaire 



A Comparative Study of Community Participation in Australian Community Broadcasting: Rural, Regional and Remote Radio 

 
 
 

COMMUNITY RADIO VOLUNTEER QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

1999/2000 
 

Kitty van Vuuren 
 
 
 

       
 
 
 
 
2TEN is participating in community radio research, which is part of my PhD program at 
Griffith University.  As part of this research you have been approached to take part in 
this survey.  The survey is intended to find out more about you, your membership, and 
your voluntary work at 2TEN. 
 
This questionnaire should take about 45 minutes to complete.  You do not have to 
answer any questions that you don’t wish to answer.  The questionnaire is anonymous.  
Your identity will not be revealed to others. 
 
You will find that there are some questions that I repeat in a slightly different way.  This 
is one way how we test whether a question works oris understood. 
 
Once the results have been processed, you will be sent a summary and you will then 
be invited to a group interview to discuss the results. 
 
If you are under 18 years of age, your parents or guardian will need to give written 
consent on your behalf. (Provide standard consent form if not already completed). 
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SECTION ONE - Your Membership 
 
The first part of this questionnaire is about your membership of 2TEN. 
 
 
1.  How long have you been a member of 2TEN? Years ___ Months ___ 
 
 
2.  What category of member are you? 
 
 1. Junior   ___ 5. Family    ___ 
 2. Individual   ___ 6. Family pensioner   ___ 
 3. Individual pensioner ___ 7. Community Organisation ___ 
 4. Business   ___ 
 
 
3.  In your opinion, what is 2TEN’s most important function? 
 
 
 
 
4.  What were the three main reasons for you to become a member of 2TEN? 
 
 1. 
 
 
 2. 
 
 
 3. 
 
 
 
 
5.  Which of the following statements are TRUE for you? (Show response card. Tick 

as many that apply). 
 
a. I have friends whoe were members of 2TEN before I joined. ___ 
b. I have made friends by becoming a member of 2TEN.  ___ 
c. My immediate family are members of 2TEN.    ___ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 1
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6.  The following questions refer to statements according to your belief about the 
benefits of 2TEN to the community.   Please answer the question by choosing a 
response from this list. 

 
 Where 1 = significantly, 2 = moderately, 3 = slightly, 4 =  not at all, and 5 = don’t 

know.  (Show response card and circle the appropriate response). 
 
To what degree has 2TEN: 
 
a.  helped establish community networks of enduring value  1    2    3    4    5  

b.  attracted new resources into the community    1    2    3    4    5 

c.  raised public awareness of a social or community concern 1    2    3    4    5 

d.  led to action on a human rights or social justice issue  1    2    3    4    5 

e.  improved leisure or recreational opportunities   1    2    3    4    5 

f.   improved productivity in community services   1    2    3    4    5 

g.  improved the understanding of different cultures or lifestyles 1    2    3    4    5 

h.  lessened social isolation for individuals    1    2    3    4    5 

i.   increased appreciation of the value of community broadcasting 1    2    3    4    5 

j.   improved crime prevention      1    2    3    4    5 

k.  developed local enterprise      1    2    3    4    5 

l.   led to increased employment in the community   1    2    3    4    5 

m.  developed the community’s identity or sense of itself  1    2    3    4    5 

n.  improved productivity in business services    1    2    3    4    5 

o.  enhanced or developed tourism     1    2    3    4    5 

p.  improved consultation between Council and the community 1    2    3    4    5 

 
 
7.  Overall, how would you rate the social and cultural benefits gained from 2TEN’s 

service to the community? (Circle the appropriate response.) 
 
 1. significant   2. moderate  3. slight 4. none 5. don’t know 
 
 
8.  Overall, how would you rate the economic benefits gained from 2TEN’s service to 

the community. (Circle the appropriate response.) 
 
 1. significant   2. moderate  3. slight 4. none 5. don’t know 
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SECTION TWO - Your experience as 2TEN volunteer 
 
This next section explores issues related to your experIence as a volunteer. 
 
 
9.  How long have you been a volunteer at 2TEN? Years ___ Months  ___ 
 
 
10.  Was there anyone who influenced you to become a volunteer to 2TEN? 
 
    1.  YES ___  2.  NO ___ 
 
 
  If YES what was their relationship to you? 
 
 
 
 
11.  What were your reasons for becoming a volunteer? (Show response card. Put a 

tick against all choices which apply.) 
 
   a. Involvement in the local community ___  g. personal satisfaction ___ 
   b. social contact    ___  h. religious beliefs  ___ 
   c. to be active    ___  i.  to learn new skills  ___ 
   d. to do something worthwhile  ___  j.  to help others  ___ 
   e. gain work experience   ___  k. to use my skills  ___ 
   f.  It just happened   ___   
 
 
 l.  Are there any other reasons that made you decide to become a volunteer at 2TEN 

that are not on the list? 
 
 
 
 
 
12.  Which of the following statements are TRUE for you? (Show response card. Tick 

as many that apply). 
 
 
 a.  I have friends who were volunteers at 2TEN before I joined. ___ 

 b.  I have made friends by volunteering at 2TEN.   ___ 

 c.  My immediate family are 2TEN volunteers.    ___ 

  
 
 
13.  Approximately how many hours a week do you volunteer for 2TEN, both on and 

off the premises?  
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14.  Approximately how many of those hours would you spend at the station’s 

premises? 
 
 
 
15.  What activities are you involved with at 2TEN?.  (Show response card. Put a tick 

against all choices which apply.) 
 

a.  announcing  ___  g.  production   ___ 
b.  news/current affairs ___  h.  administration/clerical  ___ 
c.  reception   ___  i.   training others   ___ 
d.  promotion   ___  j.   management/board work ___ 
e.  fund-raising  ___  k.  technical    ___ 
f.   sponsorship  ___   

 
 
l. Are there any other activities that you are involved with at 2TEN, that are not on the 

list? 
 
 
 
 
16.  Have you ever held, or do you currently hold an elected position on the board of 

management? 
 
    1. YES  ___ (If YES, go to question 17) 
 
    2.  NO   ___ (If NO, go to question 19) 
 
 
 
17.  How long were you, or have you been on the board of management? 
 
      Years ___ Months ___ 
 
 
18.  Can you briefly describe how important this experience has been to you and 

what benefits have you gained? 
 
 
 
 
19.  Have you ever considered becoming involved with 2TEN management.  
 
    1. YES ___  2.  NO  ___ 
  
 
 Why? 
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20.  Do you attend the monthly volunteer meetings? 
 
    1.  YES  ___ (If YES, go to question 22) 

    2.  SOMETIMES ___ 

    3.  NO   ___ 

 
 
21.  What prevents you from attending the volunteer meetings? 
 
 
 
 
22. What benefits do you gain from your attendance at volunteer meetings? 
 
 
 
 
23.  In what way do you contribute to decision making at 2TEN? 
 
 
 
 
 
Now I would like to ask you some questions about your radio program. 
 
 
24.  How many programs do you present on 2TEN? _____ 
 
 
25.  What is/are your program timeslot/s? 
 
 
 1. _______________________ 
 
 
 
 2. _______________________ 
 
 
 
 3. _______________________ 
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26.  In your own words, what is the purpose of your programs? 
 
 
 1. _______________________ 
 
 
 2. _______________________ 
 
 
 3. _______________________ 
 
 
 
 
27.  In your own words, which particular group of people (or community of interest) is 

being served by your program? 
 
 
 1. _______________________ 
 
 
 2. _______________________ 
 
 
 3. _______________________ 
 
 
 
28. Please describe the feedback you obtain from this particular interest group. 
(Prompt to determine whether feedback is spontaneous/actively sought; whether from 
listeners or members of the community). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
29.  Does your program cater for any of the following special interest groups? 
 
 
 a.  women ___  d.  language backgrounds other than English ___ 
 b.  youth ___  e.  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders  ___ 
 c.  the elderly ___ 
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30.  Do you present your program on behalf of registered, or incorporated 
organisations (other than 2TEN)? 

 
    1. YES ___ 
 
    2. NO  ___ (If NO, go to question 33) 
 
 
31.  Which organisation/s? 
 
 
 
 
32.  Where are these organisations based? 
 
 
 
 
33.  Are there any other organisations that you are in contact with, on behalf of your 

program? 
 
    1.  YES ___ 
 
    2.  NO  ___ (If NO, go to question 36) 
 
 
34.  Which organisation/s? 
 
 
 
 
35.  Where are these organisations based? 
 
  
 
 
36.  How many volunteers are regularly involved with your program? ____ 
 
 a.  How many of those volunteers contribute to your progam in an ON-AIR 

capacity (eg announcing, panel operating) 
            ____ 
 
 b.  How many of those volunteers contribute to your progam in an OFF-AIR 

capacity (eg telephone, administration)? 
            ____ 
       
 c.  How many of those volunteers contribute to your progam in a PRODUCTION 

capacity (eg interviewing, pre- recording, editing) 
           ____ 
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37.  Do you include talkback in your program? 
 
    1.  YES   ___ 
 
    2.  NO    ___  
 
    3.  OCCASIONALLY ___ 
 
 
38.  Do you include live interviews with studio guests? 
 
    1.  YES   ___ 
 
    2.  NO    ___ (Go to question 40) 
 
    3.  OCCASIONALLY ___ 
 
 
39.  Are your studio guests usually local residents? 
 
    1. YES  ___  2. NO  ___ 
 
 
40.  Do you include pre-recorded interviews on your program? 
 
    1. YES  ___  2. NO  ___  (Go to question 42) 
 
 
41.  Are your pre-recorded interviews produced by  
 
      a. 2TEN volunteers    ___ 

      b. Other community broadcasters  ___ 

      c. Commercial production companies ___ 

       

42.  Do  you use any program material from COMRADSAT? 
 
    1. YES  ___  2. NO  ___ 
 
 
43.  Does your program attract sponsorship? 
 
    1. YES  ___  2. NO  ___ (Go to question 45) 
 
 
44.  Who sponsors your program? 
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45.  Do you receive listener feedback? 
 
    1. YES  ___  2. NO  ___ (Go to question 49) 
 
 
46.  How often do you receive listener feedback? 
 
 
 
47.  Do your listeners mainly: a. Write letters   ___ 

     b. Phone during the broadcast ___ 

     c. Other (please list)   ___ 

 
 
48.  Can you describe the experience of feedback, is it spontaneous, or do you have 

to seek it out? 
 
 
 
 
 
49.  Are there any other comments you would like to make about your program or 

2TEN? 
 
 
 
 
 
50.  What personal benefits have you gained through volunteering at 2TEN? Please 

read out all those that apply to you.  (Show response card, tick all choices which 
apply.) 

 
 
 a.  Involvement in the local community ___  h.  Personal satisfaction ___ 

 b.  I have gained self confidence  ___  i.   Pursue religious beliefs___ 

 c.  I am being active   ___  j.   Learned new skills ___ 

 d.  I am doing something worthwhile ___  k.  I am helping others ___ 

 e.  I have gained work experience ___  l.   I am using my skills ___ 

 f.   It has given me a sense of direction ___  m. Social contact  ___ 

 g.  Improved people skills   ___   

 
 
51.  Are there any other benefits you have gained from your involvement with 2TEN? 
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52. Please rate the following statements according to how they best describe the 
benefits of 2TEN to yourself. 
 
Where 1 = significantly, 2 = moderately, 3 = slightly, 4 =  not at all, and 5 = don’t 
know. (Present response card and circle the appropriate response). 

 
2TEN has: 
 
a.   Provided me with educational benefits    1  2  3  4  5   

b.   Improved my ability to collect, analyse and organise information 1  2  3  4  5  

c.   Improved my ability to communicate ideas and information 1  2  3  4  5 

d.   Improved my ability to plan and organise activities     1  2  3  4  5 

e.   Enhanced my problem solving skills      1  2  3  4  5 

f.   Taught me to use broadcasting equipment    1  2  3  4  5 

g.  Taught me to use computer technology    1  2  3  4  5 

h.   Provided me with an insight into the Australian media industry 1  2  3  4  5 
 
 
53.  Overall, how would you rate the educational benefits you have gained from your 

involvement with 2TEN? (Circle the appropriate response.) 
 
 1. significant   2. moderate  3. slight 4. none 5. don’t know 
 
 
SECTION THREE - personal factors 
 
This final section relates to your personal details. 
 
 
54.  Have you ever been, or are you currently active in other clubs or organisations?  

Please read outall those that apply to you.  (Show response card. Put a tick against 
all choices which apply.) 

 
 a.  church  ___  g. professional  ___ 

 b.  trade union ___  h. ethnic   ___ 

 c.  pensioner  ___  i.   P & C   ___ 

 d.  environmental ___  j.   social justice  ___ 

 e.  service clubs ___  k.  sports clubs  ___ 

 f.   youth clubs ___  l.   Girl Guides/Scouts ___ 

 
 
55.  Are there any other clubs or organisations that you are currently involved with? 
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56. Please rate the effectiveness of the following political actions. 
Where 1 = very effective, 2 = slightly effective, 3 = no opinion, 4 = slightly 
ineffective, and 5 = very ineffective. (Show response card and circle the appropriate 
response). 

 
  a. writing politicians     1   2   3  4  5 

  b. personal contact with politicians  1   2   3  4  5 

  c. signing petitions     1   2   3  4  5 

  d. attending public meetings   1   2   3  4  5 

  e. attending rallies and demonstrations  1   2   3  4  5 

 
 
57.  If an election were held today, which party would you vote for? 
 

  1. Labour  ___ 5. Liberal  ___ 

  2. National  ___ 6. One Nation ___ 

  3. Democrats    ___ 7. Greens  ___ 

  4. Independent ___ 8. don’t know  ___ 

 

 
58.  In what suburb/ town/ shire do you live?___________________ Postcode _____ 
 
 
59.  How long have you lived there?  Years ____ Months ____ 
 
  
 
60.  What, in your opinion, are the most important local issues facing your 

suburb/town/shire today? 
 
 1. 
 
 2. 
 
 3. 
 
 
 
61.  Record    1. MALE ____   2. FEMALE _____ 
 
 
62.  What is your marital status?  
 
1.single ___ 2. de facto ___ 3. married ___ 4. divorced ___ 5. widowed ___  
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63.  What is your age? ___ 
 
 
64.  What is the highest level of education that you have you achieved?: 
 
 1. Primary School  ___ 5. Vocational/Diploma ___ 

 2. Year 11 or less  ___  6. TAFE/business college ___ 

 3. Year 12   ___  7. Tertiary   ___ 

 4. Trade/apprenticeship ___ 8. Post graduate  ___ 

 
      
65.  Are you currently a student?  1. YES ___  2. NO ___ 
 
  
  If YES, are you enrolled    3. Full-time ___  4. Part-time  ___   
 
 
66.  What is you employment status? 
 
 1. aged pensioner ___  4. employed part time ___ 

 2. other pensioner ___  5. employed full-time ___ 

 3. home duties ___  6. seeking employment ___ 

 
 
67. a) If you are employed, what is your occupation? ____________________ 
 
 
68.  What is your approximate weekly income from all sources before tax? 
 
1. No income  5. $120 - $159   9. $400 - $499 13.   $800 - $999 

2.     $1 - $39  6. $160 - $199 10. $500 - $599 14. $1000 - $1,499 

3.   $40 - $79  7. $200 - $299 11. $600 - $699 15. $1,500 and over 

4.   $80 - $119 8. $300 - $399 12. $700 - $799 16. Not stated 

 
 
69.  Are you from a non-English speaking background?  1. YES  ___  2.  NO  ___ 
 
 
70.  Are you an Aborigine or Torres Strait Islander?    1.  YES  ___ 2.  NO  ___ 
 
 
THIS IS THE END OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE.  THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
ASSISTANCE. 
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Appendix 8 
 
 
Summary Survey Results 
 
4OUR Volunteer and Special Programming Profile: Summary 
 
This summary presents the main outcomes of the survey conducted earlier this year.  If you 
require more detail, please consult the draft report, which has been provided to 4OUR. 

 
• 32 out of 85 questionnaires were returned, representing 37.6% of the total volunteers. 
• 40% of respondents are between 50 and 59 years of age. 
• 64.5% are married or in a de facto relationship. 
• 42% had completed 12 years of education or less, another 38.7% had completed post-

secondary education at TAFE, or business college, or in trades or apprenticeships. 
• 51.7% of the volunteers are in the workforce, 35.5% are pensioners. 
• 37.5.5% reported an annual gross income of less than $10,000. 
• 40% of respondents have lived in the shire between two and ten years. 
• Reasons for becoming a 4OUR member include social interaction, community 

involvement, supporting and contributing to the station, and contributing to the 
community. 

• For 42.9% of participants, involvement with 4OUR had led to developing friendships. 
• 62.9% see the provision of local news and information as the station’s most important 

function. 
• Members become volunteers soon after joining. 
• Spouse and friends account for 47% of respondents becoming volunteers 
• 4OUR volunteering appears to be a family activity. 
• The main reasons for volunteering include ‘personal satisfaction’ (13.8%), doing 

‘something worthwhile’ (13.2%), and ‘community involvement’ (12.6%). 
• 35.7% of the respondents spend five hours or less on volunteer activities each week, 

32.1% spend between five and ten hours per week on volunteer activities. 
• Announcing is the most frequent volunteer activity, followed by reception duties. Few 

spend time on news and current affairs production. 
• The most important issues in the shire were seen to be employment (19.7%), and crime 

and vandalism (16.5%). 
• The majority of participants have no opinion of political activity. 
• The overall educational, socio-cultural benefits of 4OUR were considered as ‘moderate’, 

while the overall economic benefit lies between ‘moderate’ and ‘slight’. 
 
Specialist programming  
• Nearly two-thirds of programs are solo productions. 
• Most (54.2%) do not include live guests on their program. 
• Most (54.2%) do not use pre-recorded interviews. 
• Most (84%) do not use Comradsat. 
• 63% reported regular listener feedback, the remainder reported occasional feedback. 
• 38% of listener feedback was received by telephone during the program’s broadcast 
 



2TEN Volunteer Profile: Summary 
 
This summary presents the main outcomes of the survey conducted earlier this year.  If you 
require more detail, please consult the draft report, which has been provided to 2TEN. 

 
• 25 out of 32 questionnaires were completed, representing 78.1% of the total volunteers. 
• Two main age groups are prominent: 15-24 (32%) and 35-44 (24%).  
• 48% had completed 11 years of education or less, another 24% had completed a tertiary 

education. 
• 68.2% of the volunteers are in the workforce with those in professional and managerial 

jobs making up the largest group (35.7%). 
• 56.5% reported earnings of less than $400 per week. 
• 45.8% of respondents have lived in the region less than 10 years, while 33% have lived in 

the region between 10 and 20 years. 
• The most commonly stated reasons for becoming a 2TEN member include supporting and 

contributing to the station, an interest in music and because it is a prerequisite to 
becoming an announcer. 

• 79% had been or are in youth groups, 66.6% had been or are in sports clubs, and 58% had 
been or are members of churches. 

• 30.6% see music and entertainment as 2TEN=s most important function while 25% see the 
provision of local news and information as the station’s most important function. 

• Members become volunteers soon after joining. 
• Family members and friends account for 36% of respondents becoming volunteers 
• The main reasons for volunteering include ‘community involvement’ (14.6%), ‘personal 

satisfaction’ (12.4%), and doing ‘something worthwhile’ (10.2%). 
• 75% of the respondents spend five hours or less on volunteer activities each week. 
• Announcing is the most frequent volunteer activity, followed by fundraising and 

promotions.  Few spend time on news and current affairs production. 
• 90.5% of programs are solo productions, 
• Most (65%) do not include live guests on their program. 
• Most (80%) do not use pre-recorded interviews. 
• None use Comradsat. 
• 63.6% reported weekly listener feedback, the remainder reported occasional feedback  
• 45.5% of listener feedback was received by telephone during the program’s broadcast; 

another 45.5% of feedback was received face-to-face ‘while down the street’. 
• The most important issues in the region were seen to be the development of business and 

industry (22.9%); jobs and employment (12.5%); and the natural and built environment 
(12.5%). 

• The majority of volunteers considered effective political actions such as writing letters to 
and personal contact with politicians; signing petitions and attending public meetings; 
50% of the volunteers considered attending rallies and demonstrations as ineffective 
actions. 

• The overall educational, socio-cultural and economic benefits of 2TEN to the community 
were considered as ‘moderate’. 

 



4RRR Volunteer Profile: Summary  
 
This summary presents the main outcomes of the survey conducted earlier this year.  If you 
require more detail, please consult the draft report, which has been provided to 4RRR. 

 
• 17 out of 18 volunteers completed the questionnaire, representing 78.1% of the total 

volunteers. 
• 52.9% are under the age of 25. 
• 6 volunteers had completed 11 years of education or less, another 8 had completed a post 

secondary education. 
• 10 volunteers are in the workforce, either full-time or part-time. 
• 50% reported earnings of less than $400 per week. 
• 64.7% of respondents have lived in the region 10 years or more. 
• The most commonly stated reasons for becoming a 4RRR member include an interest in 

music and ‘something to do’. 
• 10 out of 15 volunteers had been or are in sports clubs. 
• Community service and access are most commonly seen as the station’s most important 

function. 
• Members become volunteers soon after joining. 
• Friends account for 36% of respondents becoming volunteers and most have made friends 

while at 4RRR. 
• The main reasons for volunteering include ‘to learn new skills, ‘personal satisfaction’, and 

doing ‘something worthwhile’. 
• 69% of the respondents spend three hours or less on volunteer activities each week. 
• Announcing is the most frequent volunteer activity, followed by fundraising. 
• Most volunteers present programs that are team productions, 
• 50% include live guests on their program. 
• Most do not use pre-recorded interviews. 
• Most do not use Comradsat as a source of program material. 
• Most targeted their program at young adults and teenagers. 
• 9 out of 14 reported weekly listener feedback, the remainder reported no feedback  
• Most listener feedback was received by telephone during the program’s broadcast; or 

received face-to-face ‘while down the street’. 
• The most important issues in the region were seen to be youth, followed by jobs and the 

provision of infrastructure and services. 
• Attending public meetings was considered as the most effective action. 
• The overall educational benefits of 4RRR to the community was considered as ‘slight’; 

The overall social and cultural benefits were seen as ‘moderate’; and the overall median 
response to 4RRR’s economic benefits to the community were seen as ‘slight’. 

 
HAVE YOUR SAY – YOU ARE INVITED TO ATTEND A MEETING TO 
DISCUSS THE RESEARCH RESULTS. 

 
 THE MEETING WILL BE HELD ON TUESDAY 9 MAY AT THE COUNCIL 

CHAMBER AT 7.00 PM. 
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Appendix 10 
 
 
Coding categories: content analysis 
 
1. Development, including roads, bridges, buildings units, sports and recreation centres, 

shopping centres, fire stations, traffic control. 
2. Council news, other than that related to development, for example Tidy Towns 

competition, or the naming of local parks, issuing of permits, provision of council 
info. 

3. Business, for example the opening of new premises, business achievement awards, 
rural industry. 

4. Tourism, including restaurants, accommodation and tourist attractions. 
5. Crime and law and order, including police round up, and car accidents where this 

forms part of a report containing multiple police matters, missing persons. 
6. Environment, for example quarry leases, revegetation works. 
7. Election coverage 
8. Education, including open days, school concerts 
9. Ethnic affairs, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
10. Employment and industrial relations 
11. Accidents, for example sporting or leisure related, industrial accidents, fires and 

stand-alone stories re traffic accidents, where not part of a police report. 
12. Health and well-being, involvement in community groups 
13. Community fundraising activities 
14. Arts, craft and gardening, for example art exhibition, craft workshops, garden 

exhibitions, folk festivals, book readings, but not those where the main focus is with 
fundraising. 

15. Leisure and sport, for example rock concerts, surfing, football, boxing, aviation, 
outdoor hobbies including cars, fishing, but not those events listed under point 14. 

16. House promotions, that is, where the story promotes the newspaper or radio station, 
for forthcoming features, and competitions.   

17. Other, where a story does not fit into any of the above category. 
18. Announcing community group meetings. 
 
Second Level of Coding 
 
Place a C beside the story if it contains controversy, that is, where the report identifies 
opposing interests. 
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