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MEDIA CONCENTRATION IN AUSTRALIA

Abstract: Australian mass media are concentrated into the hands of a very
small number of proprietors. For example, 11 of the 12 major newspapers in
Australia are owned by Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation or John
Fairfax Holdings. In fact, Murdoch bestrides the Australian media landscape
like a colossus — NewsCorp owns 8 of that 12, and also dominate the regional
and suburban newspaper publishing industry, as well as owning a major
slice of Foxtel. With the alarming concentration of media ownership in
Australia and the advent of PR driven journalism, for the sake of democracy,
the public must support independent media.
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MEDIJSKA KONCENTRACIJA U AUSTRALIJI

Apstrakt: Australijski mas-mediji su koncentrisani u rukama veoma malog
broja vlasnika.Na primjer, 11 od 12 glavnih novina u Australiji su
vlasnistvo Rupert Murdock-kove News Corporations ili John Fairfax
Holdings. U stvari, Murdock gospodari australijskim medijskim pejzazom
kao kolos -NevsCorp poseduje 8 od 12, dominira i u regionalnoj i prigradskoj
industriji novinskog izdavastva, a uz to poseduje veliki dio Foxtel-a. Uz
alarmantnu koncentraciju vlasnistva nad medijima u Australiji i pojavu PR



novinarskog pogona, zarad demokratije, javnost mora da podrZava nezavisne
medije.
Kljucne rijeci: mediji, medijska koncentracija, australija, demokra-tija.

1. INTRODUCTION

Despite Australian media ownership being amongst the most concentrated in
the world, at the behest of powerful proprietors, successive Australian Governments
have gradually further relaxed media ownership rules. The most recent round was
put in place in April 2007 under the Howard Government, where the new ‘two out of
three’ rule meant that companies are now allowed to own up to two media outlets —
television, radio and newspaper — in a single area. The reason given for the change
was that convergence in the media industry as a result of news technologies, particu-
larly the internet, meant that the old regime was ineffective. Newspaper proprietors
were now able to transmit video and audio material on their websites, and broadcast-
ers were able to transmit text in the same way. Coonan also said that the advent of
“new players” as a result of the internet — the so-called “independent media” meant
that there was a new diversity voices in the media landscape, making cross ownership
laws largely needless.

Why don’t new media produce more new stories? It all comes down to mon-
ey. Good journalism takes time, effort and money —something that is in short supply
in the world of Independent media.

Australia has a concentration of media ownership almost without parallel in
liberal democracies. It has experienced a gradual but dramatic reduction in the num-
ber of newspaper titles. In 1923, there were 26 metropolitan daily newspapers in Aus-
tralia owned by 21 proprietors. By 1950, the number had fallen to 15 metropolitan dai-
lies having 10 owners. By 1987, there were only three major proprietors of metropoli-
tan dailies: the Herald and Weekly Times Limited, News Limited and the John Fairfax
Group. In 1987, News Limited took over the Herald and Weekly Times with the
agreement of the then Hawke Labor government which had regarded the Herald
group as ‘anti-Labor’. In the two decades since, more metropolitan newspapers have
closed, including all afternoon papers. With the exception of Sydney and Melbourne,
no capital city now has more than one daily newspaper. There are only two national
dailies, the Australian and the Australian Financial Review. Only the Canberra Times and
the West Australian stood outside ownership by the two major groups, but in 2007 the
owner of the Canberra Times, Rural Press Limited, merged with the Fairfax group.
News Limited dominates the newspaper market with around 70 per cent of metropoli-
tan circulation against 21 per cent for Fairfax. The two big groups also own many pro-
vincial papers as well as almost all suburban titles. A small number of companies also
control the commercial radio and television networks. Pay television is dominated by



Foxtel and Optus and ‘the four highest rating on-line news services are owned by the
existing players’-the ABC, Fairfax and ninemsn.

Such concentration of ownership means that unelected media proprietors exercise an
enormous amount of political power. The implications of such power over elected
governments have been a consistent theme in evaluations of Australian democracy.

2. MEDIA OWNERSHIP IN AUSTRALIA AND POWER OF THE MEDIA

Australians rely on the media to provide facts and interpretations of the
world. The information we receive from TV, newspapers, radio and the internet pro-
vides the information we need to make social and political decisions. The increasing
complexity of these decisions in the last decades has meant an increased reliance on
media sources.

Democratic countries encourage and enforce diversity in media ownership
because it minimises the risk that the information their citizens receive is adversely
influenced by the interests of the media organization which provides it. Australia has
some rules limiting media diversity by limiting concentration in media ownership and
limiting foreign ownership of media sources.

Australia is, however, doing badly in both areas by international comparisons.
Australia is ranked 41st in the world for media diversity. Currently two newspaper
groups (News Limited and John Fairfax Holdings), for example, account for over 90
per cent of the circulation of daily newspapers; Australia has three commercial televi-
sion networks.

There is the potential for media owners to misuse their power to unduly in-
fluence reporting. It has been claimed that at times they have formed relationships
with political candidates and governments in Australia and other countries, and that
those relationships have influenced election coverage and the legislation relating to
media in Australia.

The Australian Government controls media law in two ways in two main are-
as. The Constitution gives the Commonwealth powers to control electronic broadcast-
ers. The Commonwealth uses this to control licenses to television and radio broadcast.
The Constitution also gives the Commonwealth control over corporations and their
trade, and this is used to regulate print media and foreign ownership of media. The
control the Commonwealth has over non-electronic broadcasters is less complete but
in combination these powers are effective.



3. MEDIA LAWS IN AUSTRALIA

The concentration or diversity of ownership of Australian media has long
been limited in Australia. The Howard government in 2006 made changes to media
law which allowed greater concentration of media ownership.

In October 2006, the Australian Parliament passed legislation for new media
laws that commenced on 4 April 2007. The amendments reform the Broadcasting Ser-
vices Act 1992 which regulates ownership and control rules for commercial television
and radio broadcasting, subscription television broadcasting, international broad-
casting, data casting transmitters and newspapers. The purpose of the original Act
was to encourage diversity and quality of media services, controlling access to the
market and the services that are offered. The amendments, however, lifted foreign and
cross ownership restrictions on media markets. The new “two out of three’ rule meant
that companies are allowed to own up to two media outlets - television, radio and
newspaper - in a single area. Mergers are allowed if the transaction passes a media
diversity test that ensures there are five remaining independent media groups in met-
ropolitan markets and four in regional markets. Under the amended laws, media
mergers are subject to the approval of the Australian Competition and Consumer
Commission (ACCC).

It is likely that the amended media laws will lead to the further concentration
of media ownership; it has indeed already happened. This reduces the number of me-
dia owners in Australia, enriches a cabal of present media moguls, and enables them
to have two out of three ownership of a newspaper, television and radio station with-
in a single area. This represents a serious potential threat to democracy. A healthy
democracy requires diverse ownership of the mass media in order to ensure that the
news is reported in a fair and open manner. According to a 2006 Roy Morgan poll,
over 80 per cent of journalists opposed the new media laws on the grounds that it will
lower the quality and diversity of news coverage. Seventy-one per cent thought that
the changes would give media owners too much influence over the political agenda.

4. CROSS-MEDIA CONCENTRATION AND FOREIGN OWNERSHIP
IN AUSTRALIA

The increasing links between different media forms means that one story from
the same journalist may be reported in radio, television, newspapers, and websites . In
the case where the story is politically influenced or the result of an advertising deal,
the reach of that story is far greater. If a journalist is pressured to withdraw a story for
similar reasons, there is a much greater chance that story will never be published.

The Productivity Commission and the Australian Broadcasting Authority
have investigated the influence of the interests of media owners into the editing of
media. Both found that some editors and journalists were directly influenced by their
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publishers. Further, many editors and journalists felt an indirect pressure to take into
account the interests (including commercial interests) of their publishers and owners,
and this led to self-censorship. When publisher-owners of media are large and far
reaching organizations the effect of these overt and covert influences are likely have
greater impact on the reporting of news and development of opinion. Broad owner-
ship across areas of Australia, and in forms of media reduces the chances that the in-
tegrity of the media will be damaged in these ways.

Media ownership is a “Prescribed sensitive sector” in the Foreign Acquisitions
and Takeovers Act 1975 (FATA), as are the development of military technology, supply
of security systems and nuclear technologies. Like most other countries, Australia rec-
ognises that the media has such a significant influence on democracy that Australians
must be majority owners of media outlets. As Neil Brown, former federal Minister for
Communications, has said, “We have always wanted to own our media in this coun-
try, as most other countries do, for it is the biggest single influence on forming our
national identity and culture”. Ownership of Australian media needs more consider-
ation than importing breakfast cereals, to use Brown’s analogy, because media policy
is in part, control of our national conversation.

5. NEW MEDIA AND INCREASED DIVERSITY

Some commentators have argued that the entry in recent years of subscription
television has provided increased choice for Australians. However, Foxtel dominates
the market and is owned by existing media organizations (Telstra, News Limited and
PBL) which all have many other media holdings.

Sometimes it is also argued that the increasing availability of news on the in-
ternet mitigates the concentration of ownership in traditional publications. Again this
does not substantially change the media landscape for Australians since, as the
Productivity Commission points out, the majority of Australians who get their news
from the Internet are accessing the sites of the established off-line media organiza-
tions. These established organizations can subside their websites with income earned
from traditional media and provide professional journalism for free, unlike new play-
ers to the media marketplace.

Other commentators point out that diversity of ownership does not guarantee
diversity of opinion and a limited pool of voices do not necessarily speak with the
same voice. These arguments assume that the voices are heard with no editorial inter-
ference, and as the Productivity Commission and the Australian Broadcasting Author-
ity found, there is risk of the interests of media owners influencing stories. A broad
range of voices mitigates this risk.
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6. CHANGES IN MEDIA LAW

The Minister for Communications announced in the lead up to the 2010 Fed-
eral Election that the Government would begin a review of communications regula-
tion, including media ownership law. In December 2010, the Minister announced a
review of convergence (particularly the convergence of telephone, television and
computer) in the media sector. He said that the aim of media regulation was to “pro-
mote community standards, ensure a diversity of views, encourage competition and
protect original Australian content”. The terms of reference for the review will be an-
nounced early in 2011.

7. CONCLUSION

It is well known that Australia has one of the highest concentrations of media
ownership in the world. One is entitled to ask why this matters. The answers are sev-
eral — some universal and others particular to the Australian setting.

Despite the assertions made by the Federal Government and the major media
proprietors, new media adds virtually nothing to the diversity of news and current
affairs in Australia. Consequently, repealing the cross-media ownership laws would
result in a further concentration of an already concentrated media sector thereby re-
ducing opportunities for independent sources of news and opinion.
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