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This editorial introduces the special June 2012 issue of TJA on the theme of Convergence.

In this bonus fifth issue of the normally quarterly TJA, the TJA Editorial Board has sourced
ten articles to critique different aspects of the recent Convergence Review Expert
Committee’s Final Report (the ‘Convergence Review’) and the associated Report of the
Independent Inquiry into the Media and Media Regulation (the ‘Media Inquiry’).
The conclusions drawn by our authors are insightful.
For example, Christopher Marsden, in surveying the results of previous governmental reviews
in Europe (including particularly the UK) and North America, each stimulated to anticipate
the desirable effects on regulatory frameworks of new forms of technology convergence,
reaches a lugubrious conclusion. He notes that each of the former reviews, introduced with
the promise of introducing greater diversity, has in fact left the former ‘analogue monopolists’
with their media empires well preserved.
That is a sober perspective, given the dominance in Australia of News Ltd, which controls
Australian newspapers enjoying more than 70% of total circulation in Australia’s cities, and
with a monopoly in daily newspapers in three capital cities. Given the recent announcements
by both News Ltd and Fairfax that they will be accelerating their transition to online news
media, it is pertinent to note that in addition to its 167 separate mastheads, News also owns 15
of the country’s top 22 metropolitan news journalism websites (Crook 2011).
This dominance would be tolerable if News Ltd sought to provide political balance in its
coverage. But since 2007 it has rather blatantly sought to control the national political agenda,
with the transparent aim of achieving a government more amenable to its own ideology,
relentlessly serving up opinion as front page news, and frequently attacking those politicians,
political parties and even police commissioners that stand in its way – or stand up to it
(Manne 2011). Not to mention its partisan attacks on the National Broadband Network
project.
As this Journal goes to press, the Government’s policy options in protecting media diversity
have become complicated by the likelihood that the world’s richest woman, Australia’s
mining oligarch Gina Rinehart, will mount a takeover of the country’s second largest media
empire, Fairfax Media, while refusing to sign its Charter of Editorial Independence. This
highlights the fact that media diversity – in terms of the range of political views published –
cannot be protected by the application of economic competition principles alone. If a set of
oligarchs own all the major media outlets, and promote a narrow range of political policies
and cultural values to the exclusion of other alternatives, then we will have lost a
democratically valuable feature of media diversity. This would be an unexpected form of
‘media convergence’: the alignment of political agendas in the mainstream media.

THE NEED FOR MORE EFFECTIVE MEDIA REGULATION
Many Australians have been dismayed at the weak regulatory powers of the current
broadcasting regulator ACMA (and its predecessor the ABA) when dealing with eggregious
behaviour by radio shock jocks, commercial breakfast radio commentators or TV current
affairs programs.
It is therefore hardly surprising to see first the Media Inquiry and then the Convergence
Review recommending a strengthening of media regulation – with the latter recommending an
obligatory form of industry self-regulation, to apply to 'professional' news and commentary
service providers that qualify as Content Service Enterprises (CSEs). This would apply to
both broadcasters and the press, and could extend to online content providers, as a CSE is
meant to be a technology neutral regulatory concept. An industry self-regulator with suitable
powers of coercion could provide greater rights of redress to victims of inaccurate and
damaging reporting – greatly in the public interest. The strengths and weaknesses of this
approach are discussed by several authors in this issue.
Whether this requires the creation of a new media regulator, or – as suggested in an article by
Michael Gordon-Smith – simply calls for the strengthening of ACMA’s current powers, is a
matter of policy implementation by the federal government.

COMPLAINTS HANDLING AND A NEW INDUSTRY CODE OF PRACTICE
A desirable policy goal is that there should be a robust, reputable and effective complaints
handling process by the new regulator, particularly to accommodate complaints from
individuals who consider they have been personally wronged by a report or agency in the
public media. And as Mark Briedis and William Renton point out in their article, there are
issues of accuracy, fairness and privacy that need to be taken into account in an enforcable
industry code of practice for the mainstream media.
Other articles in this special issue of TJA reflect on the likely impact of the Convergence
Reviews’ recommendations on the proportion of Australian content, on broadcast licensing,
on media ownership and diversity, on the feasible limits of content regulation, and finally – in
a paper from global player Google – on perceived missed opportunities in the Convergence
Review recommendations.
Subscriptions to TJA – and pay-per-view for individual articles – can be arranged here.
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