A licence

to print
o00d news?
No thanks

PETER COSTELLO

herewas aninquirvin 1921

into ownership and control

of newspapersinVictoria by

aretired Supreme Court
judge. Iworked on it asalawyer repre-
senting Fairfax.

Therewas a commonwealth parlia-
mentarvinguiryin 1991 into print
media. [ttumed into a tour de force
for Kerry Packer. [ served onthe
committee as an ME

Miow the Greens leader, Bob Brown,
has come up with avery novel idea -
anotherinquiry into the media. He sees
anopportunity arising from the phone
hackingscandalin Britain. But no one
hassuggested anythinglike that
conduct occurred in Australia. And ifit
has, we don't need a media inguiry for
that. We need a police investigation.

Brown iscomplaining of what he
calls “the hate media”. By this he does
notmean mediathat advocates gay
bashing orboveotts against lewish
business. By thishe means media that
is critical of the carbon tax that Julia
Gillard promised not tointroduce and
which is opposed by 60 per cent of
Australians.

Brown has suggested anew
licensing regime so newspapers can
onlybe published by “a fit and proper”
person. By definition a person who
spreads hateis not “fitand proper”.
Sothere youhave a neatlitile formmula:
ifanewspaper’s coverage engenders
“hatred” for certain policies then vou
take away the licence.

Julia Gillard and Stephen Conroy
seem to be keenon an inquiry. They
arenot silly enough to trvto close
down newspapers —no matter how
critical thev get. But thev are smart
enough toknow thatif an inquiry

opensupownership and regulation
issues, they can promise benefits or
withdraw privileges thatmayhavea
redl financial effecton publishers. And
with an inquiry under way, owners and

By definition a person
who spreads hate is
not ‘fit and proper’.

their editors might be alittle more
careful about theircriticism.

Itisagoodstrategy. Bystartinga
debateon media bias, they have clev-
erly got the discussion off the carbon
tax. And an inquiry could leave the
media ina state of lux and uncertainty
right through tothe next election.

In Febnaary 2010 Senator Conroy
surprised financial markets b
announcing a cutintelevision licence
fees—arebate of 23 per centin 2010
and 50 percent in 2011 forthe
commercial networks Thisisa
government that cannot balance its
budget. It has introduced a new flood
tax. It complains that middle income
earners get taxbreaks. Yet why of all
the taxpavers in Australia dovou think
three wealthyv television networks
were singled out for F200 million of tax
breaks six months before an election?

Senator Conroy became a powerful
ALPfactional boss by rewarding friends
and punishing enemies. He thinks he
canrunmedia policy the same way.

Those who want alicensing regime
for newspapers point to the fact that
television and radio stations need
licences, Have vounoticed that broad-
casters inthis country have higher
standards than newspapers as a result?
Ifit hasm't led to better broadcast stand -
ards, why would it affect print media?

And there isa fundamental differ-
ence. Television and radio stations are
licensed to use a public asset —the
spectrum - for which they pay afee.
Newspapers donot use public
resources. Introducing a new licence
and fee regime for print would
provide a mechanismfor canny
politicians to ingratiate themselves
by offering rebates from time to time.

All my experience tells me that
when a government begins to play
around with new formsof media
regulation what theyreally havein
mindis content—in particular how to
promote favourable commentand
discourage critical comment.

In my time in politics some of the
most disgraceful reporting came from
the ABC. But senators Brown and
Conroy have no proposals for new
regulation there.

Dion't get mewrong, [ amno fan of
the Australian media. L have putup
with too many distortions and misrep-
resentations to count. But allowing
media to be free— including the
freedom to bewrong-is necessaryif
wewant tolive ina democracy. And the
proposals being bandied around now
are not part of a considered plan to
encourage a flourishing critical media.
Infact, just the reverse,
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