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Introduction 
The authors welcome the opportunity provided by this Independent Media Inquiry to 
investigate the future shape of the Australian media landscape – and particularly the 
landscape for the news media, and journalists. 

In this submission, we address 3 key areas identified in the Issues Paper –  access; 
regulation; and support – and base our comments on substantive studies of the Australian 
media. We have conducted two national studies of the community media sector in Australia 
(2001-2003; 2004-2006), the second of which was a national audience study; an 
international study of alternative and community journalism conducted by Forde in 2009-
2010; and career-long investigations of Indigenous media and representation by Meadows. 

Our submission makes the following key points: 

1. Community broadcasting models and processes suggest ways in which the 
mainstream news media – newspapers, online publications etc – can engage with 
their audiences and engage their audiences in public life. Its processes and unique 
cultural role have important implications for diverse media content. 

2. The self-regulation model is important to our news media industry as it puts some 
responsibility on the sector itself to monitor standards. It does not, however, provide 
enough guidance or recourse and this submission supports more stringent regulation 
on poor and wilfully inaccurate media content through strengthening of the Australian 
Press Council. 

3. The Australian media sector should discard its long-held concerns about 
governmental support for small, independent or alternative media outlets. Our 
government supports such outlets through community broadcasting; the same level of 
support should be extended to other media forms to encourage diversity and, 
perhaps ironically, greater ‘freedom of the press’. This can be done successfully, and 
independently, through the establishment of a statutory body. 

 
1.   ACCESS: COMMUNITY BROADCASTING AND PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT 
Introduction 
We wish to address several of the points for discussion in the Issues Paper and note that the 
key areas we identify – access, regulation, and support – are intrinsically linked. Indeed, they 
are all encompassed in an overarching concern about standards. In this first section, we 
submit that a core advancement in improving media quality and public engagement can be 
made through examining community media practice and the access it provides to its 
audiences. 

There is little acknowledgement in many studies of the exponential growth and recognition of 
community media globally and the impact this might have on more effectively engaging 
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citizens in the broader processes of democracy — a process with which traditional, largely 
commercially orientated media continue to struggle (Lewis, 2008; European Parliament, 
2008; Rodriguez et al., 2009; Forde et al., 2010; Alia, 2010). The largely US-based public 
journalism movement set out to do precisely this but despite spirited defences and critiques, 
the evidence suggests that it has been unable to break free of the constraining framework of 
the mainstream with its agenda-setting and sourcing practices firmly linked to ‘common 
sense’ elite networks (Schudson, 1998; Ewart, 2002; Haas and Steiner, 2006). One of the 
problems here is that mainstream journalists who have largely uncritically adopted the 
media’s fourth estate role remain essentially separated from their communities — and thus, 
their audiences. 

 

1.1 Community broadcasting in Australia  
Partly as a result of a growing disengagement with the political and media process (Couldry 
et al 2011), community media globally are experiencing a surge in both expansion and in 
their ability to attract audiences. The important benefits related to their potential for 
enhancing social cohesion should be seen as a driving force behind the significance of a 
particular form of community-based journalism (Meadows et al 2007; Lewis 2008; Forde et al 
2009). And while the community media sector might be expected to attract those relegated to 
the periphery of the public sphere in terms of media misrepresentation — cultural and 
linguistic communities, visible minorities, women, gays and youth etc — this is not 
necessarily the case. Increasingly, there is evidence that the community radio and television 
demographic now includes audiences who are well-educated and affluent — surprisingly 
‘mainstream’ in character but perhaps not in preference (Meadows et al 2007).  

The first national audience study of the Australian community broadcasting sector — and 
possibly the first of its kind globally — revealed a widespread dissatisfaction with mainstream 
media and journalism across the country. The study concluded that the community 
broadcasting sector is fulfilling four broad functions:  

• Providing alternative sources of local news and information; 
• Offering diverse audiences diverse music formats and styles; 
• Enabling community members to ‘connect’—either socially or by engaging with radio 

programming—thus ‘creating communities’; and 
• It more accurately represents Australian social and cultural diversity than other media 

outlets (Meadows et al 2007).  

The citizen journalism movement has also been touted as a counter to the narrow approach 
which dominates mainstream media coverage with the so-called J-blog arguably the primary 
outlet for participants. However, most J-blogs rely heavily on recycling existing information, 
most often produced by mainstream sources (Reese et al 2007). European researchers also 
note that, despite its significant potential, the internet has for the most part been ‘colonised’ 
by already dominant forces in society with the key search engines and news sites owned and 
controlled by large multinational media organisations (Cammaerts, 2008). Mainstream media 
in all their forms essentially represent a one-way flow of information from producers to 
audiences — or, perhaps more accurately in the case of commercial media, delivering 
audiences to advertisers. Indeed ‘editorial interference’ is a term often used by news 
organisations to describe levels of audience engagement that go beyond the narrow confines 
of mainstream journalism practice. Community media offer a very different potential and, in 
an increasing number of cases, reality.  

We suggest that the real citizen journalism activity is taking place where journalists are 
closely engaged with their communities. This is clearly evident in the community 
broadcasting sector (Meadows et al 2007; Forde et 2009); and also in many ‘alternative’ or 
independent news outlets where we see journalists belonging to the communities they are 
reporting on; or engaged in the activities on which they are reporting (Forde, 2011). 
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The extraordinary diversity and success of community radio in Australia is indicative of the 
sector’s ability to engage audiences in ways that seem to baffle the mainstream (CBOnline 
2008, 24-25). The sector was established in the mid-1970s on the then emerging FM band 
with a brief to offer alternative programming to that produced by both the national 
broadcaster — the Australian Broadcasting Corporation — and the commercial radio sector.  

Biennial surveys of 5000 people over the age of 15 since 2004 confirm that in an average 
week, 4.5 million Australians or around one-quarter of the population tune in to a community 
radio station (McNair Ingenuity 2004; 2006; 2008; 2010). 

The most recent accurate statistics show that at the end of 2010, the Australian community 
broadcasting sector included the following: 353 long-term licensed community radio stations 
producing more than 47,000 hours of programming each week; four community television 
stations producing around 165 hours of new programs each week; 46 aspirant organizations 
operating with temporary radio licences; and two aspirant community television stations 
operating on open narrowcasting licences. The Indigenous broadcasting sector is made up of 
96 radio stations (including 21 dedicated Indigenous stations), producing around 1400 hours 
of programming each week. This is in addition to 79 Remote Indigenous Broadcasting 
Services (RIBS) relaying the National Indigenous Television (NITV) service along with locally 
produced programming. The ethnic community radio sector has 123 stations (including 
seven producing ethnic language programs full-time) broadcasting around 2500 hours of 
programming each week. Around 4000 volunteers produce these programs in 97 community 
languages (CBOnline 2008, 24-25).  

Most community media outlets broadcast 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Although the 
commercial radio sector has around 270 operating licenses, its annual turnover is around $1 
billion dollars compared with the community sector’s annual revenue of about $70 million. 
Community radio stations receive 60 percent of their operating costs from the community 
through program sponsorship and subscriptions. The remainder comes from the distribution 
of AU$9 million in 2009-10 Federal government funds across the 350-station sector. From 
2012, the Federal government announced an additional $12 million over four years for 
content development for ethnic, Indigenous, print handicapped and generalist community 
broadcasters (Zangalis, 2011). Community broadcasting’s 23,000 volunteers, primarily in the 
generalist and ethnic community radio sub-sectors, counter this financial disparity, producing 
more local content, more Australian music, and reflecting a greater diversity of Australian 
cultures than its commercial and government-funded national broadcasting counterparts 
(Forde et al 2002; CB Online 2008, 24). 

Such levels of diversity and reach represent a significant cultural resource, particularly in light 
of the specific audiences the sector attracts. It is clear that these culturally diverse local 
broadcasting services have the potential to play a significant role in reaching specific 
audiences for specific purposes. 

So why are audiences supporting community radio in Australia at levels which may be the 
highest per capita listenership of any community broadcasting system globally?  

One compelling answer to this question — from the mouths of audiences — is 
empowerment. So what does this have to do with journalism? The answer, of course, is 
everything. Implicit in this explanation is the high level of engagement community 
broadcasting audiences identify with their local stations and the largely volunteer workforce 
that keeps them on the air. This includes the many media workers — mostly volunteers — 
who are working as journalists. For marginalized communities, in particular Indigenous and 
ethnic communities, community radio and television stations offer a first level of service to 
these communities as well as providing a cultural bridge between cultures. Arguably, they do 
more for the reconciliation process and in promoting cross-cultural understanding than any 
other single element of the Australia media. 

While (in the vast majority of cases) not commanding comparable audiences to commercial 
media, community radio performs a vital task in the Australian community enabling 
representation in the public sphere for those who would otherwise be denied access. There 
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is further evidence that the strong involvement and engagement of volunteers in Australian 
community radio, and especially in indigenous and ethnic radio sectors, is bringing down the 
barrier in audience-producer relations (Forde, Meadows, Foxwell, 2009), a trend which was 
once unique to community radio but which is now evident in broader new media initiatives 
(Platon and Deuze, 2003).  

Rodriguez (2002: 79) urges researchers to move beyond definitions of community media that 
rely on what it is not, to an analysis of the ‘transformative processes they [media] bring about 
within participants and their communities’. In our initial report on community radio in 
Australia, we echoed Rodriguez’ (2001, 2002) observations along with those by other 
community media specialists (for example, Rennie 2002; Tacchi 2002) and suggested that 
the ‘transformative’ roles played by these stations within their communities should become a 
focus for governments and policymaking bodies (Forde, Meadows, Foxwell, 2002). Certainly, 
Cammaerts reinforces that current regulatory models and typologies do not properly reflect 
on, or accommodate, the historical struggle of participatory radio—‘nor do these models and 
typologies fully recognize the valuable democratic role that community radio plays’ (2009: 
648). Community media can and does play an integrated and holistic role in communities, if 
supported by policy.  

 
1.2 Summary 
 
The community radio and television sector is filling significant gaps left by all other media 
sectors. And it is the only media sector in Australia that seems able to accurately represent 
our cultural diversity. The minimalist level of Federal government funding allocated to the 
sector in no way reflects the crucial cultural role it plays1. Greater levels of support for this 
alternative media sector may be the best way to encourage alternative ideas and 
assumptions about the world to become part of public sphere debates. Changing the ways in 
which mainstream media predominantly report the news is a far more challenging task. 
Bolstering available alternatives would arguably represent an innovative and effective 
counter to the status quo. It would further help in the spread of a broader range of ideas 
about Australian society and more accurately reflect community views, making a significant 
contribution to enhancing citizenship and the democratic process. We return to this issue in 
our third discussion point, ‘Support’, which offers specific policy solutions to encourage more 
quality and independent journalism to occur. 
 

 
2.   REGULATION & STANDARDS: STRENGTHENING THE SELF-REGULATORY          

MODEL 
 
Australian media policy particularly as it relates to newspapers has, in the past, clung to 
similar ideals as those expressed by Justice Holmes – in short, if ideas are worthy, and if 
they are true they will be accepted in ‘the competition of the market’. Unfortunately history 
has clearly shown that where ideas compete in the marketplace of ideas, the marketplace 
suddenly becomes a significantly shrunken space. The rise of liberal-commercial 
newspapers (Curran, 1978) in the late 1800s which were, for the first time, driven by 
commercial aims rather than specific political aims unquestionably led to a homogenisation 
of news content. This was preferable, however, in policy terms than heavy regulation of 
media content which might suggest governmental interference in the activities of journalists 
who should be free to report as they see fit – or more accurately, to report in ways that best 
suit the needs of their specific news organisation. In Australian parlance (borrowed from the 

                                            
1 The authors note a very recent increase in funding to the community broadcasting sector, much of it targeted towards 
‘specialist’ broadcasters – Indigenous, ethnic and RPH (radio for the print handicapped). This is long-awaited recognition of 
the important role these specialist broadcasters play in social cohesion – and must be continued and extended to other forms 
of community media. 
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United States), and as expressed in previous media inquiries such as the House of 
Representatives Standing Committee on the Print Media (1991-92, The ‘Lee’ Inquiry), this 
scenario indicates freedom of the press. That is, if news media content is only driven by what 
the market wants and will purchase then this is a true indication of press freedom. 

This view is, of course, at odds with the needs of democracy. We might use the example of 
coverage of race relations in Australia as a case study here in the pitfalls of assuming that 
‘the marketplace of ideas’ will facilitate the emergence of information required by the whole 
society, not just those who dominate political, economic and social life.  Australia has a long 
history of mainstream media misrepresentation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people, 
framed during the early period of colonisation. Although contemporary media coverage of 
Indigenous affairs does allow a space for some positive images — sometimes providing 
important contextual information for audiences who use media as their sole source of 
information about such issues — overall, the tenor remains one which defines Indigenous 
people as problems; often negative and usually associated with anti-social activities 
(Jakubowicz & Seneviratne 1996; Hippocrates, Meadows, & van Vuuren 1996; Meadows and 
vav Vuuren 1998).  

 

2.1 News media standards in reporting race 
Media are important cultural resources so it remains crucial to effectively monitor the nature 
of journalism practices because for most people, the media remain the only source of 
information about race relations (Meadows 2001). Thus it is important to continue to monitor 
ways in which media ‘fail to perform responsibly as an agent of its minority consumers’ 
(Gandy 1998, viii). Media continue to consider minorities—including Indigenous peoples—as 
an ‘accidental audience’ but it is a ‘complex of inequalities’ that has contributed to the 
inability of minorities to speak out against the constraints inherent in the structure of privilege 
that defines dominant cultures (Gandy 1998, 3).  

As a key cultural resource—and most often, the only source of information about ideas of 
race relations—the media (and journalists) since first contact have fulfilled a key ideological 
role in framing Indigenous people in particular ways. The images have ranged from those of 
the noble and the ignoble savage, through assimilationist and paternalistic perspectives, 
superseded by the ‘Aboriginal problem’ stemming from the emergence of land rights 
struggles from the 1960s. The ‘rights’ debate re-emerged in the 1990s following the High 
Court cases around Native Title. This pattern bears a striking similarity to the stereotyping, 
patronizing, romanticizing, and ignorance evident in press images of Native North Americans 
(Weston 1996, 163). On both continents, identity has been constructed as a constrained 
stereotype, largely defined by non-Indigenous people who have had little to do with 
Indigenous people. While there have been some notable departures, the overall tenor of 
media representation thus far has focused—and, sadly, continues to focus—on conflict and 
difference. 

The media fulfill a role in providing simplistic, commonsense explanations for questions and 
events where more complex and contextual answers often seem more appropriate. It is 
‘common sense’ that is the basis for the routine practices that reinforce and reproduce racist 
structures. Journalists seek closure, easy resolutions, something that can be told in half a 
dozen paragraphs or in a six-second sound bite. But life is not like that. A conspiracy, by 
journalists, their sources, or proprietors seems a nonsense explanation—there are simply too 
many places where things could go wrong—and yet the powerful impression of media 
representation that privileges the dominant culture persists. The mass media continue to play 
a central role in the process of transforming traditional guidelines and criteria used to 
determine group membership. While some transformations might have taken place, 
stereotypes are not necessarily dispelled (Dower 1986, 13): ‘They remain latent, capable of 
being revived by both sides in times of crisis and tension.’ At the time of writing, the ‘spectre’ 
of asylum seekers arriving uncontrolled in boatloads has dominated mainstream media 
coverage of the issue despite the fact that groups arriving by boat make up a tiny fraction of 
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all asylum seekers entering Australia (Phillips and Spinks 2010; Edmund Rice Centre for 
Justice and Community Education 2011).  

We might look to the recent Andrew Bolt case as an example of Indigenous affairs reporting 
saturated in ill-informed stereotypes and which, notably for this Inquiry, the existing self-
regulatory system of the media could not address. Indeed, it took legal action by a group of 
Indigenous people affected by the columns of Andrew Bolt to bring some change to this – 
and even then, we are still, at the time of writing, to see an apology or omission or error 
admitted publicly by Bolt. Former Media Watch producer and former Editor-in-Chief of the 
independent news aggregator The Week David Salter commented: 

The case was not about freedom of expression, as the judge took great pains to explain. 
It was about the damage that false and malicious journalism can do to individuals for 
whom recourse to the law is their only practical remedy. The Federal Court confirmed 
that Bolt's articles contained "errors of fact, distortions of the truth and inflammatory and 
provocative language". That, quite rightly, strips away the basis for any "fair comment" 
defence Bolt and his publishers might have offered (The Australian, 2011). 

 
While other commentators criticized the actions of Pat Eatock and her fellow complainants in 
taking legal action (see Pearson, Devine and Disney in the same publication, who supported 
either a right-of-reply in Bolt’s newspaper, or a complaint to the Press Council), Salter 
recognizes that many in the Australian news media have a ‘distressingly feeble grasp of the 
law and how it applies to them…[it is] entirely proper that he and his publishers should be 
brought to account for their bad journalism and careless editing’. The implication is, of 
course, that Eatock and her complainants may not have received the same admonishment or 
exposure for their claim had they chosen either a right of reply in the Herald Sun, or a 
complaint through the Australian Press Council processes. Indeed, an examination of 
adjudications by the Australian Press Council reveals numerous complaints against poor 
journalistic practice – often, simply inaccurate reporting – which are upheld by the Council 
(that is, the news report was found to be inaccurate, misleading, damaging and so on) but 
this has little impact on journalistic practice and often these errors remain uncorrected (see 
Adjudications #1506 and #1512, for example). 
 
The ease with which stereotypes can prevail is perhaps the most compelling reason to 
continue to examine the nature of journalistic practices that produce particular ideas and 
assumptions about Indigenous people and their affairs. It is also a compelling reason to 
explore ways of establishing a dialogue between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people — 
practitioners and audiences alike — based on an expectation of improved cross-cultural 
understanding.  

 

2.2 Summary  
There is a clear need for more stringent monitoring of media representation of Indigenous 
and ethnic affairs – and while we have used the example here of race reporting, this 
undoubtedly extends to other areas of news media coverage.  This suggests far greater 
powers for the Press Council to intervene and to order apologies and clarification of 
inaccurate and deceptive reporting. It also requires a heightened profile for the APC in 
Australian society – audiences and sources should be more aware of the recourse 
procedures available to them when poor reporting occurs. It is our view that one set of clear 
guidelines should apply to all media – so the APC ‘Statement of Principles’ must be brought 
into line with the MEAA, and the reporting standards required of the ABC, SBS and 
commercial media – and the industry itself must take some internal responsibility for its own 
practices and standards. This does not exclude external (governmental) regulation – this also 
has its place and our suggestion to strengthen self-regulatory procedures should not be read 
to mean that other regulations of media content should be removed. They should not. But the 
mechanisms available to the sector itself – in the form of having clear sets of journalistic 
standards for the Australian news media; requiring prominently placed corrections when 
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complaints are upheld; and having the power to administer fines and other penalties when 
this is not done – should form the core of a revised self-regulatory regime. 

 
3.   SUPPORT: RECOGNISING THE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY OF POLICY-MAKERS TO 

DELIVER DIVERSITY 
 
Introduction 
 
This component of our submission delves in a little more detail into issues surrounding media 
policy -- specifically, policy which has been shown to support development of quality and 
independent media, one of the key concerns of this Inquiry. The ‘public interest’ has always 
been a part of media policy discourse but in many ways, this has fallen by the wayside in 
recent years and given over to concerns about the importance of the free market ‘naturally’ 
shaping the media industry. Katz says both media and broadcasting sectors specifically have 
been restructured away from public service obligations, and approaches placing greater 
dependence on market forces are evident (2005: 251). Schmuhl and Picard (2005) identify 
the underlying tenets of the US approach to media policy which are based on the libertarian 
principles espoused first by Milton, then Rousseau, and later John Stuart Mill, primarily 
arguing that the ‘unfettered marketplace’ will naturally bring social and economic benefits. 
Any constraints and controls on the market are undesirable because they ‘preclude 
achievement of benefits’ (Schmuhl and Picard, 2005: 142), and the market has inbuilt, but 
unseen, self-correcting mechanisms which will ensure freedom and diversity. This principle, 
intended to apply to commerce and business, was translated across to the discussion and 
dissemination of ideas, based on the principle that only when individual citizens have the 
right to free expression, and the right to be heard, is true libertarian philosophy in action 
(2005: 143). While this simplifies libertarian philosophy somewhat, it is certainly the principle 
which underlies any governmental decision we see to take a ‘hands-off’ approach to the 
media and this has been the Australian approach to date.  

Our focus in this component of our submission is on existing and potential policy that might 
encourage alternative and independent journalism in Australia. We hope the discussions 
above emphasise the need for such supports to occur. To begin with, we will look to 
examples in other parts of the world to assess their impact on our primary focus here, the 
alternative and independent media. Perhaps predictably, the Scandinavian press subsidies 
system is the first point of discussion – but despite its origins in the late 1960s there has 
perhaps never been a greater need for such policy which encourages independent media 
outlets in this age of ‘churnalism’ (Davies, 2008). 

 

3.1 Publicly funded subsidies 
The nature of public funding to various types of media is as diverse, perhaps, as the 
alternative media sector itself. Options range from government-run and controlled systems 
found in authoritarian regimes, right through to public-service broadcasting models well-
established in the United Kingdom, Australia and Canada, to government-supported 
community media models, and finally to systems like ‘press subsidies’ which support smaller 
daily, alternative and radical political outlets in many parts of northern Europe. In the latter 
three guises, the policy occurs within an essentially democratic system with an overall ‘public 
interest’ aim—it is, in many ways, an interventionist stance which suggests that the corporate 
model will not provide all that democracy requires. The United States takes a different view 
and, apart from its public and community broadcasting sector which does receive some 
public funds, there is no national public broadcaster as in most other developed 
democracies. 

In this section I wish to use the Swedish press subsidies system as an example of how an 
interventionist media policy works—the Swedish example is selected primarily because it is a 
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well-established system and we have, in the past, conducted research and interviews with 
journalists and editors there about the subsidies system (Forde, 2000a and 2000b). This 
discussion examines past and existing media policies which are designed to offer information 
diversity—and which in practice, may also impact on the development of a robust and better 
resourced alternative and independent journalism. Weibull notes that when the Swedish 
Social Democratic government introduced the subsidies system as a way of mitigating the 
anti-democratic effects of the free market, it was ‘regarded in many other Western countries 
as a dangerous government intrusion into the free press’ (2003: 89). Indeed, the 
conservative forces in Swedish society argued strongly against the development of the policy 
in the late 1960s when it was introduced, suggesting that state intrusion into the market was 
not in accordance with freedom of the press; and that it also ‘harmed the big papers by 
changing the conditions of competition’ (Weibull, 2003: 93).  

We see similar arguments occurring in Australia whenever such policy is suggested here – 
we strongly argue that these cries about freedom of the press, and the apparent threats that 
state subsidies pose are unfounded and only serve to reinforce the dominance of major 
media ownership groups. Still, nations with a background in the free market-liberal tradition 
have consistently rejected press subsidies because of the apparent threat they pose to 
media freedom. Each British Royal Commission on the Press (Ross, 1947-49; Shawcross, 
1961-62; McGregor, 1974-77), the Canadian Royal Commission on Newspapers (Kent Royal 
Commission, 1981), and the Australian parliamentary inquiry into the print media (House of 
Representatives, 1992) received submissions advocating the establishment of subsidies as a 
way of combatting the trend towards ownership concentration. While they variously found the 
public interest to be poorly served by increasing monopolisation and by falling journalistic 
standards, none suggested government-provided subsidies to rectify the situation. The US 
Hutchins Commission also examined issues of press diversity but did not consider 
government-imposed interventions. All have rejected press subsidies because of the 
implications of government money being provided to assist the press—there must be some 
‘quid pro quo’, it is assumed (Brown, 1974: 80). But the Swedish perspective is that press 
ownership and structure is regulated in order to protect the right of citizens to access diverse 
information, rather than the free-market approach of protecting the right of business to 
operate without regulation (Weibull and Anshelm, 1992; Department of Culture, Sweden 
1994). 

The subsidies provided to various newspapers in Sweden can take a variety of forms, both 
direct and indirect, general and selective, but the detail is not important here (for an excellent 
overview of the way the system operates practically, see Weibull, 2003; Gustafsson 2007; 
Gustafsson and Hadenius 1976; Hadenius 1983, and 1985). The subsidies system has 
proved particularly successful in keeping alive many small, political newspapers which, over 
time and through processes of journalistic professionalism, became less clearly tied to 
particular parties. They still remained in the market as ‘secondary’ daily newspapers 
providing competition to the larger, higher-circulation daily. The need for the subsidies 
system is probably in part due to the size of the Swedish media market, a ‘small state’ as 
with a fairly dispersed population of around 9.2 million (not dissimilar to Australia’s own 
population dispersion – a much larger population, but in a much larger country). 

After just over 30 years of operation and around the turn of this century, the subsidies system 
was entirely ‘up for discussion’, with a recognition within policy circles that it was not 
strengthening any of the ‘secondary’ newspapers in their market. It had kept alive a number 
of publications, but they continued to struggle and were reliant on the subsidies to survive as 
daily newspapers. It was undoubtedly slowing the death of many outlets, and was ensuring a 
plurality of voices in some of the larger markets (Ots, 2009; Weibull, 2003):  

Even though many of the problems are recognized, changing the system runs up 
against some practical problems. Cutting the subsidies will eventually mean that an 
unknown number of the daily newspapers that receive support will disappear, blood 
that few politicians wish to have on their hands (Ots, 2009, p. 384). 
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In 1998, the Swedish ‘Presstödsnämnden’, the statutory body established to independently 
administer the subsidies, was providing more than 530 million Swedish Kronor ($AU70 
million) in direct subsidies to newspapers. Some of this was comprised of seed funding for 
new publications to start-up, but the bulk was to ensure the survival of a ‘secondary’ paper in 
particular markets where they were threatened. By 2010, this figure had increased slightly to 
551 million Swedish Kronor ($AU80 million) following a review of the Press Subsidies system 
in 2006 (as reported by the Swedish government, Regerinskanliet 2007; subsidy figures from 
the Press Subsidies Commission, http://www.presstodsnamnden.se/english.htm). Karl-Erik 
Gustafsson’s 2007 analysis of the press subsidies system, commissioned by the Press 
Subsidies Council, reinforced the important place of daily newspapers in the contemporary 
social and political life of Swedes. Due to the size of the market, he concluded it was unlikely 
that the 15 cities which still boasted two daily newspapers would have them if it were not for 
the subsidies system. Importantly, he also recognises that the system has not meant that the 
dominant position of the primary daily in an area is at all threatened or changed by the 
existence of the subsidies. He writes: 

Selective press subsidies are an unusual form of support, but then the daily press is 
an unusual industry. Newspaper publishing is not like just any other business. Daily 
newspapers often have dual roles: they play an important part in the democratic 
process while at the same time representing key media in the commercial system 
(Gustafsson, 2007: 57).  

Mart Ots notes that the Swedish model has attracted considerable interest as a possible path 
to a more heterogeneous media landscape but that the policy now is at a crossroads—
decisions about increasing reliance on subsidies or to making way for something new need 
to be made (Ots, 2009, p. 376; Couldry and Curran, 2003: 9). Ots argues a dramatic injection 
of funds into the subsidies system will surely strengthen some publications, and perhaps 
allow new ones to begin; but policy-makers are considering the alternative option which is a 
reduction in the subsidies to a stronger reliance on market forces which might ‘distribute 
resources and reshape the media landscape’ (2009: 384). Couldry and Curran suggest that 
any state subsidy measures ‘have only a limited effect in redressing the concentration of 
media power unless they are linked to community structures and practice’ (2003: 10). But 
Ots suggests the most favourable policy option now is public service content funds, directed 
at any media—print, broadcast, digital or online—because it is ‘potentially holistic and not 
bounded to specific delivery platforms, production competencies, or institutions’. Instead, it 
can apply a ‘public interest’ test to content and deliver special funding for specific 
programming and outlets, which presumably, and based on Curran and Couldry’s 
assessment, would suggest that an increasing number of community and alternative media 
outlets instinctively connected to their audiences might benefit.  

 
3.2 Supporting ‘specialist’ media 
Where the subsidies system really shines is in a sector of the landscape that is given minor 
consideration in most of the assessments of the subsidies. This is in its support of what the 
Swedish system refers to as ‘one-day’ newspapers, or weeklies. Localised versions of these 
weeklies, sometimes chain-owned, sometimes independent, have increased from 15 in 
number when the subsidies system was introduced to about 50 today (Gustafsson, 2007: 
31). Chains have certainly developed among these local, community-based commercial 
newspapers for whom the subsidies provide additional resources and a type of 
‘reimbursement’ for their high printing costs. In addition to these local weeklies, political 
movements have also been able to establish weeklies through the production subsidies 
offered by the Council. Gustafsson says while a number of the leftist organisations of the 
1970s ‘had qualms about accepting support from the state’ initially, many existing and new 
political movements started up their own radical and activist newspapers due to the 
subsidies. Three of those newspapers, Internationalen, Proletaren, and Offensiv survive 
through to today, with production support. Two of the larger (minority) political parties, the 
Greens and the Christian Democrats, have also been able to keep alive weekly newspapers 
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(Gustafsson, 2007:33). The principle underlying the policy was delivered by political science 
research, commissioned by the third Swedish press inquiry, which ‘found that in an opinion-
making context these one-day publications had the role of supplementary newspapers and 
helped maintain diversity’ (Gustafsson, 2007: 32). In neighbouring Norway, the socialist 
newspaper Klassekampen, launched in 1969 as a magazine was able to re-launch in 1973 
as a weekly, and then a daily in 1977 with the assistance of subsidies. It still operates as a 
daily newspaper alternative in Oslo (2007: 33).  

Significantly, subsidies have enhanced the growth and opportunity for ethnic newspapers in 
the Scandinavian region. The largest three, a Finnish-language weekly, Estonian weekly and 
Spanish-language weekly targeting all Latin-speaking migrants publish with the assistance of 
production subsidies. Gustafsson points out that the ideology of the subsidies system is that 
while many of these newspapers may not be competing in the circulation or advertising 
market—which by some frameworks is the only market—they are competing in the opinion 
market which is equally as important within Swedish media policy (2007: 34). 

 

3.3 Making subsidy support relevant in the global age 
There is of course an argument that newspaper diversity is irrelevant in the global media 
age, and certainly much discussion of global media policy pays scant regard to the various 
lines drawn between traditional media formats. The subsidies system serves its purpose in 
our discussion, however, as a sample of an interventionist media policy—opposed by free-
market ideology, supported by social democracy—designed to counter the forces of the 
commercial market. It is also useful to know that there are examples of media subsidies 
systems operating in healthy democracies which provide resources and a viable future for 
many politically diverse and non-commercial outlets. The subsidy system’s strength, while up 
for discussion in terms of the daily newspaper market, seems quite certain for the weekly 
political, radical and ethnic community-based publications which have a great deal in 
common with the community broadcasting outlets discussed earlier in this submission. In 
particular, such media outlets – whether available in hard copy, online or on the airwaves – 
are already offering crucial diverse input into the public sphere. More concerted support for 
such media will see genuine benefits for the quality of journalism and news in Australia. 

Indeed, we suggest there is good argument here for the establishment of a statutory body, 
similar to the Press Subsidies Council, which serves as a funding body to encourage 
independent and alternative media outlets. In this contemporary age, these do not, of course, 
need to be ‘press’ outlets – there are a significant number of community radio news 
programs, current affairs, independent news websites and more traditional weekly 
independent newspapers which could apply for support. The origins of the press subsidies 
system as a means to preserve newspapers does not need to be adopted ‘as is’ – but can be 
easily adapted to the current, converged media environment. 

Further, we would suggest that governments at all levels should be required to offer practical 
support to community and independent media outlets by quarantining a certain component of 
their marketing and advertising budget. This ensures appropriate expenditure of government 
funds while also providing quite legitimate ‘sponsorship’ to community and independent 
media outlets which cannot properly compete with the audience sizes and marketing power 
of large organisations – simply, it’s not a level playing field and governmental recognition of 
that is appropriate.  

 

3.4  Summary 
Community broadcasting policy models in Australia and many parts of Europe (and now 
emphasised by the Council of Europe’s (2009) support for the sector), and press subsidies 
models elsewhere in the world suggest a model of government (public) support for 
community, local, political and radical media ventures that makes them viable as 
community/local organisations; that does not impact on the ability of commercial media 
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businesses to carry out their commerce; and that ensures not just a competitive commercial 
marketplace but a competitive marketplace of opinion and ideas. Furthermore, and 
importantly, audience research informs policymakers that such support for community, local 
or alternative media ventures is not only justified by the content they produce (i.e. the opinion 
and ideas), but the opportunities they offer to audiences and communities to organise, 
produce, learn, and create. 

We support, and believe international precedents suggest, the establishment of a statutory 
body to encourage and maintain independent voices in the Australian news media 
landscape. This is achieved, to a limited extent, by Federal government funding to the 
community broadcasting sector (through the Community Broadcasting Foundation) – and 
interestingly despite direct funding to the community media sector, there are no concerns 
that the government is influencing news broadcast on community broadcasting outlets. There 
is no reason why the establishment of a similar body, to administer a form of subsidy support 
to other sectors of our media, would not carry out their duties with the same independence 
and distance that bodies such as the CBF in Australia, and the Press Subsidies Council in 
parts of Scandinavia, has been able to do. Policy must step into the market in order to create 
public spaces, public spheres, for alternative, community, and local media that the rough-
and-tumble of the market cannot, in most cases, provide nor protect. 
 
Key recommendations 
 
We submit that the Inquiry should consider the following measures: 
 

1. A recognition that community media forms – such as that demonstrated by Australian 
community radio – are engaging audiences and connecting to their publics in rich and 
valuable ways. As a result, they are enabling participation in public life far more 
successfully than many mainstream news media outlets 

2. Reporting standards in the Australian news media—and undoubtedly internationally—
require immediate attention and firmer self-regulatory mechanisms. We recommend 
the strengthening of the Australian Press Council to enable it to more easily enforce 
adjudications; an alignment of all required news media standards and ethics; and a 
heightened public profile for the APC as a key sector body which should play a far 
more integrated role in our media environment in protecting standards 

3. The establishment of a statutory body, funded by the Australian government, which 
distributes seeding grants, production subsidies and operational subsidies to smaller 
and independently-owned publications, news websites and other media outlets which 
contribute to information diversity and public debate on current issues. 

 

We would be pleased to expand on these comments and ideas in public hearings for the 
Inquiry. 

 

 

Dr Susan Forde 
Professor Michael Meadows 
Dr Kerrie Foxwell-Norton 
 
Griffith Centre for Cultural Research 
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