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DIFFERENT STROKES:PUBLIC BROADCASTING IN AMERICA AND AUSTRALIA
Public broadcastingdoesnot always get good
pressin America. Recent stories focus on budget
crises,accusationsof inefficiency or complaints
that the nation's extensive network of public
radio and television stations lacks direction.
Becauseit gets no leadershipfrom Congress,
suggestsformer CBS News PresidentFrec
Friendly, the public broadcastingsystem is
"rudderless. There is no one in charge."r
StephenWhite, who helped designpublic television in the 1950s,now feels the system "lacks
initiative and a creative spirit."2 He feels public
television is "going nowhere in particular."
Great things were expectedfrom public broadcasting. Today critics find much to fault, in a
network which fails to excite.
American complaints echo similar concerns
in other nations. The 1980swere not a good
decadefor public broadcasting. In Britain the
Thatcher government reduced the independence
and income of the BBC. Canadiansdecidedto
rethink the whole basis of their public broadcasting system/ while in Italy a 4o-yeargovernment
monopoly of radio and television was finally
broken by the rise of Silvio Berlesconi'sprivate
networks. That pattern is likely to be repeated
acrossEurope,as Rupert Murdoch's Skychannel
and its rivals promise a new and aggressive
international commercial television. Finding
spacefor public broadcastingamid this welter of
new servicesis not eas); convincing governments to keep paying the bills is more difficult
still. As one academiccommentator concluded,
national broadcastingeverywhereis "under
siege."3
Yet, in a generally unhappy time for public
broadcasting,the American system has held up
comparatively well. Despite cuts under the
Reaganadministration and occasionalflurries in
Senatecommittees, political and community
support for public broadcastingappearsrelatively
strong. The number of subscribersgrows
steadily, while PBS/Nielsenfigures suggestthat
nearly 70 million American householdsregularly
use public television. The system may disappoint its founders,but its place in the national
life of the United Statesappearssecure.
This is not chance. On the contrary, American public broadcastinghas quietly prospered,
where other national public broadcastersfalter,
becauseit is organizeddifferently. When passing
legislation for public broadcastingback in 1967,
Congressmade some important and, it tran-

spires,wise choices. It avoided the European
model of a government-ownedbroadcasting
institution, building instead on an existing loose
federation of educational stations. Because
legislators declined to fund most public broadcasting directly, they ensuredthe system found
other sourcesof income. And becauseit encourageda diffuse, overlappingand fractious system/
Congressinvented a structure for public broadcasting which restrainedpoliticians from easy
interference in program choices.

. . .American public broadcasting
has quietly prospered, wherc
other national public broadcasterc
falter, becauseit is organized
diff erently.
"public
fournalist fohn Weisman arguesthat
broadcastingreflects, almost perversely,the
messiestaspectsof American democracy,while
eschewingmany of those qualities of unity and
single-mindednessthat have made the Nation
great." a This is perhapsunduly pessimistic. No
doubt, as Fred Friendly observes,the system
lacks leadershipor direction. And yet it is
precisely this rambling, unsatisfactory structure,
with its internal squabbles,inefficiencies and
occasionaldescentinto chaos,which has kept
public broadcastingflexible and responsive.
While the great public broadcastinginstitutions
of other countries languish, their American
equivalents thrive-not in spite of, but because
of the way they are organrzed. Public broadcasting in the United Stateshas receivedworse press
than it deserves.
Why should the designof a public broadcasting system matter? Surely it is programswhich
are important/ not the details of how the system
is organizedor funded? Not necessarilyso.
American public radio and television offer a
similar mix of programsto Europeancounterparts. And yet the difficulties of American
public broadcastinghave been quite modest
comparedwith other nations. A loose network
of stations can adapt and endure. The structure
of public broadcastingin the United States
reflects not iust the problems, but also the
strengths,of the American political system.
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This paper ftaces how two nations selected different designsfor
their public broadcasting system,
and the implications of those
choices for audiences and editorial
independence.
The importance of design is best illustrated by
a comparison. America and Australia share
much in common-immigrant societieswith a
frontier history, both are federationswith capital
cities built away from the great centers of
population. Political similarities are reflected in
the economy: in both nations the media is
dominated by commercial networks and private
newspaperproprietors, with public broadcasting
on the margin, rather than at the hub, of the
broadcastingsystem. Audiences in both countries rely primarily on the familiar sights and
sounds of commercial radio and television for
news, opinion and entertainment.
Yet despite these resemblances,America and
Australia have organizedtheir public broadcasting systemsin quite different ways. The United
StatesCongresspreferredan associationof
relatively independent stations, loosely bundled
together under the label of public broadcasting.
Australia chose the opposite:a highly centralized
structure modeled closely on Europeanlines,
with all decisionscontrolled from a Head Office.
By comparing the two systems we get a senseof
how each designproducesquite different problems and outcomes. This paper traces how two
nations selecteddifferent designsfor their public
broadcasting system, and the implications of
those choicesfor audiencesand editorial independence.

THE ORIG/NS OF PUBLIC BROADCAST/NG
"wireAt the start of this century, Marconi's
less" suddenly becamea practical reality. Military, commercial and even political applications
for radio were soon proposed. Governments,
caught by surprise, searchedfor appropriate
regulations. Intemational conferenceson the
future of broadcasting were called as early as
1903,and by the end of that decademany nations had passedlaws to license this startling
new technology.
The early responsesof public officials are not

just quaint history, now long forgotten. For by
1920both America and Australia had established
the legislative framework which remains the
basis of each broadcastingsystem. Decisions
made then set the characterfor all that followed.
Long before the idea of public broadcastingarose,
different national responsesto the electric media
were already apparent.

The United StatesExperience
The U.S. Department of the Navy saw radio
primarily as a military concern. With American
entry to the war in Europe during 1917,the Navy
took over operationsof all domestic radio
stations. Following the Armistice it sought
pernanent control of the medium. A bill authorizinga government monopoly of the wireless
was introduced soon after the war, but proved to
be "badly drawn and ineptly defendedby Navy
witnessesat the hearings."s Now dominated by
Republicansreturned in the mid-term elections
of 1918,Congresshad little interest in retaining
war time controls. The Navy bill was defeated.
With govemment controls withdrawn, a rush
to the airwaves followed. Everyone,it seemed,
wanted to broadcast. Amateur wireless operators were soon followed by radio stations owned
by electrical manufacturers,newspaperproprietors and educational institutions. By 1922, over
50 new stations appearedin America every
month. Frequenciesbecamecrowded, stronger
signals drowned out the weak, and a cacophony
of transmissions threatenedto cancel each other
out. Indeed,officials of the British Post Office
"chaos" as
would soon point to United States
justification for a government monopoly of
United Kingdom radio.6 Washington officials,
however, were determined that American radio
would remain in private hands.
Government may wish to keep out of radio,
but the industry itself neededhelp to impose
discipline in an unruly market. AJter much
promptin& Secretary of Commerce Herbert
Hoover convened a series of conferences.
Hoover advocatedself-regulationfor radio, but
the industry and Congresspreferred the idea of
an independent commission to ensure uniform
technical standards, and so allow orderly competition. With the first radio networks already
appearing, the industry supported the Radio Act
of 1927. This bill establishedsome limited
rules, and an agency to implement them-the
Federal Radio Commission, later under President
Roosevelt to become the Federal Communications Commission (FCC).
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Why did American politicians, unlike those of
almost every other nation/ chooseminimal
regulation for radio? Early officials, including
SecretaryHoover, cited constitutional doubts
about the extent of federal government jurisdiction. Probably more important, however, were
long-standingAmerican understandingsabout
the proper role of government. Major services
from electricity to gas to the railways had long
been run by the private sector. Radio was
treated as a similar case-Washington, through
the FCC, would set out some ground rules and
then let the market operate. In the relatively
prosperousCoolidge era, the businessof America
could expect to managewithout undue government interference.
By the end of the 1920s,then, the characteristics of American broadcastingwere in place. A
Commission, appointedby the President,would
establish rules for thousandsof private radio
stations. Regulation would focus on technical
issuesrather than content; revocation of licenseswas rare. Many of the emergingprivate
stations were already organizedinto networksNBC appearedin November 1926, and CBS was
already unified and growing under William S.
Paley by September1928. Commercial radio
attracted large audiences,and national advertisers. While other c,ountriesmight chooseclose
government supervision of broadcasting/
America had decidedon minimum restrictions
and maximum diversity. What media historian
Erik Barnouw has called "the Golden Web,,, an
era of commercial expansionand innovation,
spinning radio and its voices around a continent,
had begun.
Commercial networks may have quickly
dominated the system, but they were not the
only broadcasters.When handing out licenses
the FCC rememberedanother interested partyeducational institutions, often among the very
first to use radio. Many schools,collegesand
universities supportedsmall locai stations as an
extension of teaching, or sometimes iust as an
outlet for volunteer programsand experiments.
Educational stations were always marginal,
surviving on grants and subscriptions. Many
were wiped out in the Depression,when educational operatorsfell from 13 to 7 per cent of all
radio stations. But despiteperennial problems of
"money and policy,
educational radio,s champions kept a foothold in American broadcastirtg.,,z
That foothold could at times appeartenuous.
Educational stations remained poor and isolated.
Commercial media attracted most of the audience,and almost all sponsorshipdollars. Even

the appearanceof some educational television
stations in 1952,again using frequenciesreservedby the FCC, did not weld together educational operatorsinto an effective or cooperative
network. David C. Stewart, now Director of
International Activities for the Corporation for
Public Broadcasting, remembers driving around
the country in the early 1950s, tryingto get
educational stations to air.s The whole movement would never have worked, he argues,,,but
for the Ford Foundation, which acted as chief
financial support." The Foundation encouraged
new stations, provided equipment and advice,
and establishedthe National Educational Radio
and Television Center (NETI to shareprograms.
Indeedbetween 1951 and 1977 the Ford Foundation donated $292 million to public broadcasting. Still, progresswas slow. Nearly l0 years
after educational television began,half the
American stateshad yet to acquire a channel,
while those on air typically broadcastfor only 35
hours a week.
It eventually required nearly 40 yearsfor the
first educationalradio stations, their successors,
and the new educational television stations to
form even a loose national association. Though
people within the system like David Stewart had
long urged greatercooperation,the impetus for
networking finally came from organizationsand
individuals outside broadcasting. Philanthropic
institutions were excited about electronic
leaming and culture. The Department of Health,
Education and Welfare wanted to sponsorsome
program production. And politicians, led by
PresidentLyndon B. |ohnson, saw in public
broadcastingthe prospectfor a new and innovative American institution.

...rcquired nearly 40 years for
the first educational rudio
stations, their successorc,
and the
new educational television
stations to form even a loose
national association.
The catalyst which brought together outside
supportersand the educational stations was a
report commissioned in 1965by the Carnegie
Corporation, following a private suggestionfrom
President|ohnson. A small group, chaired by
|ames R. Killian |r., studied educational stations,
principally those involved with television. What
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becameknown as the CarnegieCommission
noted the relative poverty of the educational
broadcastingsector, argueda casefor federal
funds, and suggesteda radical new structure.
When the Commission's report was releasedin
|anuary 1957it attracted almost an entire pagein
the New York Times, the support of the President, and the interest of the public, who bought
50,000 copieswithin a few days. New York
Times lead writer fames Reston describedthe
document as "one of the quiet events that, in the
perspectiveof a generationor even more, may be
recognizedas one of the transforming occasions
in American life."e Clearly, expectationsof
what PresidentIohnson, in that year's State of
the Union address,labeled "public broadcasting"
were high.
CarnegieCommission plans built on the
existing decentralizedstructure. Public broadcasting would be a microcosm of United States
democracy-a federation of independentstations, rather than a single network controlled
from Washington or New York. Income would
dependon a coalition of Congress,philanthropists, corporatebackersand individual subscribers. Here was a uniquely American institutional
design,for as the CarnegieCommission report
proudly noted: "We found in many countries
serious and skillful attempts to provide superior
television programming, and in some countries
highly successfulattempts. But when such a
system was successfulit met the specialneedsof
society in terms of that society's culture and
tradition, and there was little or nothing we
could expect to import. We proposean indigenous American system arising out of our
traditions and responsiveto our needs."r0
By Novemb er 1967the Public Broadcasting
Act was law. This legislation createda complex
division of responsibilities to ensurechecks and
balances. Congressinsisted on a separationof
money, production and transmission to prevent
centralization of control, and so preserve some
autonomy for the hundreds of independentlocal
radio and television stations which together
comprise the American public broadcasting
system.
To representpublic broadcastingin Washington, and to distribute federal funds to individual
stations, Congresscreatedthe Corporation for
Public Broadcasting(CPB). The Corporation
would be an umbrella for the whole system. It
must provide, as the 20th annual CPB report
noted, "grants, professionalservicesand leadership. The role is very much a catalytic one: to
stimulate growth and development in all facets

of public broadcasting."rr The emphasiswas on
initiative, rather than direction, for Congressdid
not wish the CPB to dominate the public broadcasting system.
To restrict Corporation influence, actual
distribution and scheduling of programsacross
the public network was entrusted to different
organizations-the Public BroadcastingService
(PBS)for television, and the National Public
Radio (NPR) system. Yet even PBScould not
force its decisionson network member stations.
For PBSis no more than a "trade associationof
public television licensees,representingtheir
collecting interests and acting as their spokesman."t2 Member stations arepart of a consortium; they can, but need not, buy PBSprograms.
Local stations retain control of their own budgets,including federal money/ and make choices
basedon local priorities. Many lobby separately
from CPB and PBSrepresentatives,through the
National Association of Public Television
Stations {NAPTS), establishedby public licenseesin 1980 to put their casebefore Congressand
the various communications agencies.
Public broadcastingoperatesthrough these
complicated instrtutional arrangements,but
most Americans know the system only by its
results-the programsthey receive. As an
editorial writer for the San FranciscoChronicle
suggested,after two decadespublic broadcasting
is now: "... so pervasive,in fact, that it is hard to
recall a time when there was no real, sustained
and universal alternative to commercial radio
and television. The public network was a mindbroadeningoffering to consumers,available on
sets they already owned. Even those who do not
always think fondly of LBf have to expressa bit
of gratitude toward what he and the Congress
createdfor Americans of every ageand every
"
taste. l3

For those who work in public broadcasting,
however, much of their time and energyis spent
dealing with the maze of organizational structures which are ap^rt of President|ohnson's
legacy. ScatteredacrossAmerica, the public
broadcastingsystem has three contending
centers of power: a national corporation, basedin
Washington, which representspublic broadcasting but cannot control it; a program-commissioning operation, also basedin the national
capital, which is funded by affiliate stations and
must persuadethem to buy its product; and the
radio and television stations themselves,a
mixture of former educational broadcasters,
regional networks and operatorssponsoredby
state governments.
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Each level has its own board of directors, its
own agendaand ambitions. Agreement is by
negotiation, if not by exhaustion. Whatever its
virtues, this design for public broadcastingcan
seem confusedand lacking direction. As one
CPB official put it, //the system is typically
American-chaotic, inefficient and wasteful.
The price one pays for independenceis very
high."

Th e Austr ali an Exp erienc e
Like their American counterparts,Australian
officials in the early decadesof this century
struggledwith the issue of radio regulation.
While they argued,an infant commercial broadcasting industry took to the airwaves-if not on
the same scaleas America, then at least with
equal enthusiasm. More than in the United
States,these early ventures were dominated by
electrical manufacturers,who sold radios as
"sealed sets" able
only to pick up a single
signal-that of a station owned, not coincidentalIy, by the manufacturer. The sealedset
system soon broke down, but regulation always
strictly limited the number of stations allowed
to broadcast; the open frequenciesof American
radio were not repeatedon the other side of the
Pacific Ocean. Why the difference? In part
becausethe constitutional doubts about government authority which worried United States
administrations did not exist in broadcasting.
From 1904 the Australian federal government
enjoyeduncontestedjurisdiction over radio.
More importantly Australia, like America, made
choices consistent with its political culture.
This tiny nation, newly independentfrom
Britain, still looked "home" for policy ideas.
And British practice was the very opposite of
American experience. The United Kingdom did
not allow commercial radio. Instead a government monopoly, regulatedby the Post Office,
run by a board of the "great and good," firmly
controlled the airwavesfrom its London head
office. This organization eventually becamethe
BBC, an institution which dominated British
broadcastinguntil the 1950s,and still sets many
of the standardsand expectationsfor the electronic media in Britain.
The problem for Australian policy-makers was
the already establishedcommercial sector
whose "o-po.r.nt institutions could not iirst be
closeddown without provoking an outcry from
the manufacturers/newspaperproprietors and
theatrical interests which now owned increasingly profitable radio stations. Government

searchedaround for a compromise-some way ol
combining the authority of British practice with
the commercial reality of American-style radio.
Key decisionswere made between 1928 and
1932. Parliament, newly moved to the federal
capital of Canberra,divided Australian broadcasting into two sectors. Private radio, financed
by advertising,would offer popular entertainment. Its programswould often carefully imitate American material/ even American accents.
This commercial sector would be balancedby a
public broadcastinginstitution, financed first by
license feesand later from generaltaxation. The
Australian BroadcastingCommission (ABC),
later renamed a corporation,would follow the
BBC model. Indeed,in the serioustone of the
times, the first ABC board promised an institution with a moral duty to "realize the taste and
improve the culture of the community, to spread
knowledge,encourageeducation, and foster the
best idealsof our Christian civilization.,,14If
commercial radio looked to the United States,
then Australian public broadcastingwould look
to Britain; one critic later describedthe ABC as
"an antipodeanBBC-its programs
imperial in
their focus and its accentsBritish in their timbre." ls

Like their American
counterparts, Austr alian officials
in the early decadesof this
century struggled with the issue
of radio rcgulation.
The American and Australian responsesto
radio highlight different understandingsof public
broadcasting. In the United Statespresident
|ohnson and Congressenvisagedan altemative, a
chancefor accessto educational and other
programswhich might not get much attention
from the commercial networks. Public broadcasting would expand choice by complementing
what was aheadyon offer. Australian politicians, following Britain, took a different view.
Public broadcastingshould not be targetedbut
universal: it must provide a senseof nation,
through quality programming which would
dignify broadcastingand achieve its potential.
Parliament insisted that the ABC be ,,comprehensive"-it must offer a full range of programs,
regardlessof material available on commercial
radio and television. In this view commercial,
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not public, broadcastingis the narrow special
interest; only a public corporation can presume
to speakto, and for, the whole nation.
Having copied the mission of the BBC, Australian politicians also borrowed its organizational
design.t6Like the BBC, the ABC would be a
corporation, with a part-time board to make
policy, a professionalmanagement to overseethe
various functions, and production units to make
and broadcastprograms. Everything would be
done within the organization-deciding which
programsto make, recording them, and transmitting the results. This ensuredcentralized
control of public broadcasting. Duties which
Americans sharedbetween the CPB, PBSand
individual stations were here combined in iust
one institution.

Having copied the mission of
the BBC, Australian politicians
also borrowed its organizational
design.. . .Everything would be
done within the organizationdeciding which prcgrams to
make, rccording them, and
tr ansmitting the rcsuhs.
Transporting the British model did not proceedwithout problems. It was all very well to
direct the ABC from Head Office in Sydney,but
in 1932Australia did not possessthe technology
to broadcasta single radio serviceacrossa vast
and sparselypopulated continent. So the ABC
had no choice but to operatefrom branchesin
each of the six Australian states. Here was the
basis for a loose federal arrangementalong later
American lines, but Head Office had no intention of tolerating local autonomy. As soon as
technology caught up with organizational design,
Sydneytook over the production and distribution of most programs. The branchessurvived,
allowed modest local input, but remaining
firmly under central direction.
The greaterproblem, however, was not one of
equipment but of audience. The ABC might
wish to speakto the nation, but by and large
Australians preferredthe more light-hearted
entertainment of commercial radio and television. This was not a problem for the BBC, since
monopoly made it hard to avoid. The ABC,
however, had no way of compelling people to use

its services. If audiencesstayedaway, the
Corporation could do little. The iniunction to be
"comprehensive" thus proved a serious limitation. The ABC could not pursue high ratings all
the time, since that would be to forsake its wider
mission of serving a rangeof interests. Yet
without an appreciablefollowing, the Corporation found it difficult to justify its considerable
public funding. Whatever the intentions of
legislation, the ABC remained ancillary to
commercial broadcasting,rather than an equal
partner.
Despite theseproblems, the institution has
endured. It achieveda specialplace in the
national life during wartime, when its authoritative news servicerelayed events in Europe,and
then describedthe long Pacific war closer to
home. The ABC has pioneerednew forms of
broadcastingin Australia, from serious docu"Countmentaries to the rock video program
down." If the Corporation believesgovernment
still gives it too little money, after nearly 70
years in businessit at least feels secureabout its
achievementsand guardedlyoptimistic about its
future. Australian public broadcastingofferings
may not have proved particularly popular; ABC
support waxes and wanes. Yet within the
political system, as in the United States,there is
a broad consensusthat public broadcastingis
worth supporting.

BALANCING AUDIENCE AND POLITICS
Though the philosophy underlying public
broadcastingin America and Australia is quite
different, their functions have moved closer
together. Legislation in each country uses
almost identical terms: public broadcastingwill
foster high-quality educational and cultural
programswhich reflect the diversity of the
nation and offer material of interest to all citizens. Both systemsbroadcasta similar mix of
services-information and typically classical
music on radio, and a range of educational, news
and public affairs, nature, drama, history, sports
and arts programson television. There are
differencesin emphasis,of course,reflecting
national tastesand styles. Yet convergencehas
been particularly notable in the news and public
affairs area. Both systems began with few
political discussionprograms. Gradually,
though, they ventured into controversial topics.
When PBSstations beganinvestigative news
services,they attracted criticism-indeed angry
resistance-from the Nixon administration. And
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when in Australia the ABC beganits public
affairs programsduring the 1960s,an irate
government sought to cut its budget. Like PBS,
the ABC persisted,accustomedits audienceto
politics as a legitimate subject for discussion,
and made news and public affairs one of the
defining characteristicsof the public broadcasting system.

Legislation in each country uses
almost identical terms: public
br oadcasting will f oster
high-quality educational and
cultural programs which rcflect
the divercity of the nation
and offer matefial of interest
to all citizens.
So how do we comparethese two very different, if converging,traditions? The usual technique of weighing costs and benefits can be
misleading, since the population of America is
nearly 15 times larger than that of Australia. A
documentary made for public television in San
Franciscocan be sold to 322 public television
stations and may reach 65 million American
households; it costs the same to produce as an
ABC documentary broadcaston its one national
network with a maximum potential audienceof
around 5.5 million households.Consequently
most standardefficiency tests, such as cost per
thousand viewers and cost per transmission
hour, favor the United Statespublic broadcasting
system.rTSuch statisticsreflect economiesof
scale,and say little that is useful about how the
two systemsare organizedor operated.
Similarly, not much useful comparative
information about public broadcastingcan be
gleanedfrom audienceratings figures. Both
systemsrecord relatively low Nielsen-type
numbers for individual programs,though they
scorebetter on cumulative audience-people
may not watch PBSor the ABC all the time, but
they will view selectively. Since the object of
public broadcastingis not simply size of audience,however, the ratings measuresused by
commercial media are of little help. They
cannot gaugewhether public broadcastinghas
achievedits goals in education, culture or public
affairs. Ratings indicate the size of an audience,
but not the value they derive from a program.
A comparisonbetween the American and

Australian system basedon purely technical
considerationsis thus unlikely to provide an
informative or fair evaluation. How then can we
examine the strengths and weaknessesof these
two alternative ways of organizing public broadcasting-one a loose federation,the other a
tightly centralized national organization?
Fortunately there are two related characteristics sharedacrossboth systems-responsiveness
to audience,and independencefrom partisan
demands. Public broadcastingpresumably exists
for the public, and should respondto the needsof
its audience. Yet we expect the PBSand ABC to
resist political interference. So public broadcasting must perform a fascinating balancing act. It
must respond,every hour and every day,in two
contrary directions-toward the needsof the
public, yet away from the demandsof politicians. Some constituenciescan be listened to;
others must be resisted. Public broadcasting
must show that it is open and responsive,yet not
so open that politicians can use it to partisan
advantage.
Here then is a way of comparing American
and Australian public broadcasting. We can
contrast how public broadcastingbalancesits
responsesto audienceand politics. Is the United
Statessystembetter at meeting the expectations
of its patrons than the Australian system? And
if so, can it still preserveits political independence? We expect public broadcastingto be
public-mindedyet autonomous,responsiveyet
independent. That is not an easyrole. So what
enablesa public broadcasterto become immersedin the national life without becoming the
voice only of those in power? Luck? Good
management? Or perhaps,as this account will
suggest,the designof the system is the key to
remaining accountableto the public, yet independent of the government.

STAYING CLOSE TO THE AUDIENCE
The title "public broadcasting"certainly
implies some relationship with the audience.
Commercial media offers a product, but public
broadcastingis intended to be different. It
should offer a sensethat the broadcasteris not
some distant entity but a part of community life.
Yet implicit in the American and Australian
approachesto public broadcastingare quite
different understandingsabout how broadcaster
and audienceshould interact. The American
public broadcastingsystem, in theory and
practice, provides scopefor direct partici-
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pation. The Australian model doesnot.
Public broadcastingin America provides
direct and indirect ways for the audienceto get
involved. Peoplecan give money to public
stations. These subscribersare then polled about
their program preferences,and can get themselveselected to the boardswhich run PBS
stations. Volunteers contribute time and effort
helping public radio and television stations. In
1986,for example, Americans donateda staggering2,634,400hours of volunteer labor to public
broadcasting.ts
Above all, however, the local nature of PBS
stations ensuressome responsiveness.Because
each station decidesits own schedulesfrom the
programsofferedby PBSand other distributors,
there is considerableregional variation. WGBH
in Boston is noticeably different from other
capital city public stations and from public
television in Arizona or Kansas. There are
programsin common, but the mix preferredby
local boardsand subscribersvaries. Of course
the choice is not unfettered. Individual stations
can only afford to produce a few programsof
their own, and must rely mainly on material
supplied from Washington or imported from
Britain. The CPB has some veto about what sort
of productions it will underwrite, as do corporate
sponsorsfor particular programs. Hence the
wishes of subscribersare not the sole determinant of program selection. Deals are necessary,
with local boardsconstrainedby choices made
elsewherein the public broadcastingsystem.
Yet if the influence of any individual or
audiencein American public broadcastingis
limited, it is at least allowed. Not so in Australia. Such responsivenessto regional interest is
largely incompatible with a highly centralized
public broadcastinginstitution. The ABC exists
not for any particular audienceor place,but for
ideals imposed by Parliament. To accept the
commands of any minority-even those willing
to contribute to the organization-would compromise the logic of an overarching "national
interest." So there is no direct mechanism for
public input in ABC program decisions. Instead
the federal government appoints directors for the
Corporation. These are usually drawn from a
range of constituencies-a farmer, a trade union
official, an academic,a businessexecutive and so
on. This Board of Directors decidesall ABC
policy. The public therefore is excludedfrom
direct influence over program choice. It is
instead representedby a board, appointedby
government, which looks to the overall goals of
the organization.

Someunexpectedconsequenceshave flowed
from the organization of the ABC as a highly
centralizedbody, run from Head Office in
Sydney,and presidedover by non-electeddirectors. BecauseAmericans can subscribeto public
broadcasting,there is a tangible relationship
between stations and audience. As long as PBS
carr attract sufficient funds, the size of that
audienceis not so important. The ABC should
be in a similar situation-since Parliament is
paying the bills, and so guaranteeingan income,
the size of the audienceshould be irrelevant.
Politics, however, is rarely that forgiving. An
ABC used by no one would soon be considered
an expensiveand pointless drain on the Treasury. Small audiencefigures are no problem if
supporting diverselocal interests is an accepted
objective. When the task is to provide an "innovative and comprehensive" service for " all
Australians," as legislation requires,the same
low ratings can look like failure.
So the ABC is caught in a bind. In theory it
should operatein the public interest and not be
beholden to crude measuresof audiencenumbers. In practice the Corporation must demonstrate to the government, its primary sourceof
income, that it is providing value for money.
Unfortunately the ABC possessesno alternative
measureof success.It can hardly argue that
commercial ratings are an inappropriateguide to
public broadcasting,and yet pursue such figures
as proof of achievement. Yet without quantifiable measuresof performance/the Corporation
has no way of directly relating with its audience.
Viewers cannot vote for particular programs/as
do PBSstation subscribers/or get themselves
elected to local boardsof control. Circumstancesdemand that the ABC respondto its
constituency, but the designadoptedby Australian legislatorsprovides few avenuesfor participation.
Those appointedby government to the ABC
Boardof Directors-nine or so individuals who
are meant to speakfor the whole nation-must
make the final decisionsabout how the Corporation will pursue its objectives. Yet Directors
have no specialinsight into what the public
needsor wants. The Boardis selectedfor its
political affiliation, community standing or
symbolic value, not for expertisein broadcasting.
To relate with the audience,Directors must
employ severalsecond-ordersolutions. They
commission "audience profile" research,appoint
advisory councils in each state, hold occasional
open meetings, and have establisheda regular, if
trivial, "feedback session" on national televi-
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sion. All have limited possibilities. Surveying
suggeststhe predictable:audienceslike what
they know. Advisory councils can be no more
representativethan directors. And open meetings attract only those who care about public
broadcasting,and not the large majority of
Australians likely not to use Corporation services on any given day.
Without some form of participation, the
"public interest// to be servedby public broadcasting can only be guessed.Sometimesaudiencesare created,pulled together by a forceful
idea or an important innovation. The introduction of current affairs programsfor a long time
guaranteedthe ABC a consistent audience,
though commercial rivals have now moved into
the field. More often, though, the Corporation's
own traditions become the only reliable guide to
its programming decisions. As one former
journalist wryly noted, "people only complain
when we take away their favorite program. So
the organization is complaints-driven. We want
to keep what little audiencewe have."

The Amefican and Australian
public bto adcastlng systems
thus differ greatly in their
relationships with an audience.
H owever imp erfectly, Americ an
consumers can speak with theit
local PBSstation, and become
part of its governing sftucture.
Australians cannot.
The American and Australian public broadcasting systemsthus differ greatly in their
relationships with an audience. However
imperfectly, American consumerscan speak
with their local PBSstation, and becomepart of
its governing structure. Australians cannot.
That differencehas considerableimplications.
A structure which accommodatesparticipation
is more than a virtue; it speaksto the very
question of why public servicebroadcasting
should exist. BecauseAmerican institutions
have mechanisms for participation they have
been spared,in general,crippling uncertainty of
purpose. within the framework establishedby
Congressthere is scopefor responsivenessto
local interests. Since subscriberslend not only
their earsbut their cash,as the single largest

sourceof income for public radio and television,
they provide legitimacy for the public broadcasting system. The ABC, by contrast, has spent
decadesin debateabout its purpose. This
unfortunate characteristicof self-doubt it shares
with other centrally organizedbroadcasting
institutions, including the BBC. Annual reports
speakof how many awardsparticular programs
have won, rather than justifying resourceallocation. Since money is scarce,why fund more
programson sport than on opera? The ABC
cannot say, since it has no logic for its choices,
only the opinion of unelected directors and the
weight of institutional history. The ABC story
can thus appearas a chronology of crisis, as the
Corporation strugglesto make senseof its
mandate, to placate criticism about its decisions,
and to reassuregovernment that funds are well
spent. The very structure of the ABC, fixed by
legislation, prevents the interaction with audience which is central to American experienceand so taken for granted that it usually passes
unremarked in American descriptionsof US
public broadcasting,
There is a final dimension to public broadcasting and its audiencewhich flows from organizational design. And that is relations with the
surrounding broadcastingsystem. American
commercial operatorsencouragedPresident
|ohnson to createa Corporation for Public
Broadcasting.A CPB offered no serious threat to
the networks, becauseit would provide important but not particularly popular programs.
Public broadcastingrounds out the broadcasting
system, rather than competing directly for
audiences. Networks did not object even to
public broadcastingacceptingsome cofporate
sponsorship. SinceAmerican public broadcasting was designedas an alternative, there would
be little croSS-over;local PBSstations could not
afiord to compete with the CBS or NBC affiliate
and were unlikely to try. Public and commercial
broadcasting/consequently,have co-existedwith
minimum contact. There has been little movement between the two of individual talent,
program ideas or, presumably,of audience.re
The ABC has not been so fortunate. Since
Parliament commands the Corporation to be
"comprehensive," it cannot simply complement
but must cross sometimes into commercial
territory, and into ground usually occupiedby
the SpecialBroadcastingService(SBS),a public
funded multi-lingual radio and television network. Consequentlypublic and commercial
broadcastersin Australia have laboredunder a
poor, and frequently strained,relationship.
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Though the ABC cannot accept advertisements
or sponsorship,it can entice viewers and listeners away from commercial stations. As former
ABC Managing Director Geoffrey Whitehead
noted, "private sector interests know it will
affect the cost per thousand rate they charge
advertisersif their audiencedrops only one or
two per cent. They're very nervous. They'd be
much happier if we were in a tiny ghetto of
people clutching their brows and being extremely intellectual and not broadcastingto the
broadmass."2o
To prevent the ABC affecting advertising
rates/ commercial radio and television owners
pursue two strategies. The first is through
argument: in every forum from parliamentary
inquiries to ministerial lobbying, commercial
representativesargue that duplication funded by
taxes is wasteful and pointless-the ABC should
be restricted to specializedprogramming. As the
Federationof Australian Commercial Television
Stations(FACTS),the associationrepresenting
commercial television owners/ suggestedat one
inquiry, the ABC should "concentrate on areas
not provided by or not available to the extent
necessaryfrom the commercial sector to ensure
a broadcastingserviceto all Australians."2rThe
messageis simple-keep the ABC out of popular
programming. The Corporation is forced to
spendnervous energy and valuable resources
responding; commercial criticisms make it
forever the subject of apparentcontroversy.
Yet governmentshave resistedthis push to
limit the scopeof the ABC. They remain committed to the compromise reachedback in the
1920sof separatecommercial and public broadcasting sectors. So commercial owners pursue a
second,more practical, remedy: they raid the
ABC for talent and ideas. Sometimes whole
programsand their production units are lifted;
"Beyond 2OOO,"for example,beganlife as an
ABC television seriesuntil a commercial network bought the reporters,the sets and the
format and now sells the finished product around
the world. More often, though, it is individual
ABC announcers,journalists, producers,technicians, and engineerswho are lured away by the
higher salariesand greaterratings of commercial
broadcasting. The Australian version of "Sixty
Minutes," for example, is basedon reportersand
producerstrained by, and then recruited from,
the Corporation. From current affairs to comedy, commercial networks use the ABC as a
publicly-funded market tester. The Corporation
achievesits role as an innovator only at the
constant loss of its audiencesand staff.

In respondingto audiences,then, the designof
a public broadcastingsystem makes an important difference. The American system can be
defined by the wishes of those who will support
it financially. The ABC, on the other hand,
cannot allow others to decideits role, but must
guesswhat is in the public interest. Centralized
public broadcastingis thus offered to the public,
but can only indirectly be shapedby it. Yet what
of the other side to independence-the ability of
public broadcastingto resist political demands?
Here too, the way public broadcastingis organized proves to be of considerablesignificance.

POLITICS AND PUBLIC BROADCASTING
We expect public broadcastingto resist the
demandsof politicians. Detached reporting is
required by legislation. Title II of the Public
BroadcastingAct of 1967 requiresthe CPB to
"assurethe maximum freedom from interference
regardingprogram content." A similar command appearsin the 1983Australian Broadcasting Corporation Act. Directors must ensure the
"independence" of the ABC, with a special
emphasison the "objective and impartial"
reporting of news and current affairs. Though
establishedby politicians, public broadcasting
must not respondto partisan pressures. Politics
must be presented,in the words of one former
ABC Chairman, "without fear or favot."
Independence,of course,is a difficult ideal.
There are pressuresfrom without, slippages
within. Government, interest groups,congressional committees, and public agenciesall have
legitimate claims on public broadcasting. The
challengethen is to create structures which offer
at least minimum autonomy, so that public
broadcastingcan meet its accountability obligations without becoming so enmeshedin political
and bureaucratic demandsthat all scopefor
independentaction is lost.
The original CarnegieCommission Report
examined at length the problem of assuring
editorial independenceif public broadcasting
relied exclusively on Congressfor its income.
To provide an independentincome for the
proposedCPB, the CarnegieCommission considered a levy on commercial stations, or an excise
tax on new television sets. Both would attract
opposition, so the choice was a political one. As
StephenWhite noted, it was " clear that broadcastersenjoyedmore clout than manufacturers.
The Commission decidedaccordingly. The
intent in either casewas the same:to immunize
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the system from political differenceswithin the
Congresswhich might lead to direct Congressional oversight of the operationsof the system
and its member stations."22

The challenge then rs to
ueate structures which offer at
Ieast minimum autonomy, so that
public broadcasting can meet its
account ability obli gation s
without becoming so enmeshed
in political and bureauuatic
demands that all scopefor
independent action rs lost.
Congress,however, did not like the idea of an
exciseon television sets. Instead the legislature
kept for itself the power to decide appropriations
for the CPB and member stations. The Carnegie
Commission also suggestedthat the President
appoint six "distinguished and public minded
citizens" to the CPB governing board; they in
turn would select six additional members.
Congressdemurred, and legislatedinstead for a
board of ten, all appointedby the White House.
The CPB Board,complains White, was "therefore
firmly in the political areerrai
appointments were
made to pay off political debts, and from administration to administration the board of the
Corporation was a political battleground."t3
Whatever the abstractpromise of independence,the original legislation creating American
public broadcastingincluded significant constraints on autonomy-a budget decidedand
monitored by Congress,and a Corporation for
Public BroadcastingBoard appointedby the
executive. As first CPB Chairman, President
fohnson chose Frank Pacelr., a former Secretary
of the Army and chief executive officer of
General Dynamics. As one historian observes,
Chairman Pace" at once expressedhis enthusiasm for his new post and said he had already
commissioned researchon an important ideahow public television might be used for riot
control. The President/ssupport had created
vast expectationsamong supportersof noncommercial television. Now they wondered if it was
being huggedto death."24
Similar constraints are to be found in the
ABC's legislative mandate. Parliament, through
its annual budget round, provides the Corporation with an appropriation. And ABC Directors

are appointedby the government, to 3 or 5 year
terms. So the American and Australian public
broadcastingsystemsbeganwith similar potential obstaclesto editorial independence-discretion for the legislature over the disbursementof
funds, and executive control over board appointments. In the 1970sboth systemsfacedattempts by national leadersto alter the character
of public broadcasting. How each respondedto
political interferenceis bound up with the issue
of organizational design.
The Nixon administration did not like the
electronic media. White House staff considered
network radio and, more importantly, television
too ready to criticize the Presidentand his
policies. When Vice PresidentSpiro Agnew
describedthe pressin a November 1959 speech,
as a " tiny, enclosedfraternity of privileged men
electedby no one," he signaledan intention to
fight back. Though Agnew's main targetswere
commercial news and commentary, the current
affairs programsfunded by the CPB and scheduled by PBSalso came under scrutiny. Public
broadcasting,argueshistorian G.H. Gibson/ was
particularly vulnerable becauseof its "newness
and dependenceon federalfunding."25
When Presidentfohnson left the White House,
the CPB he helped createhad legislation and
some initial capital but no guaranteesof a secure
and long-term income. His successor,Richard
Nixon, was not impressedby the expansionof
educational stations into a national public
broadcastingsystem sponsoringprogramson
political and social issues. Administration
representativescriticized salariespaid to CPB
staff and to PBSfournalists such as Robert
MacNeil. The Nixon White House would not
commit itself to long-term appropriationsfor
public broadcastinguntil significant "reforrr'"
occurred-specifically, until the CPB and PBS
devolvedmore decision-makingto member
stations. Localism was now a major goal. With
regional audiencesin control, the White House
hoped, public broadcastingwould lose its national, liberal focus and return to local vaiues.
Office of Telecommunications Policy director
Clay T. Whitehead expressedthe administration's only offer: "there would be no permanent funding until public broadcastingbecame
what the administration wanted it to be."26
So what was reaily a battle about content was
actually fought out through the budget process.
Nixon proposalsrequired that a fixed percentage
of congressionalappropriationsfor public broadcasting go directly to regional stations. Attacks
on the CPB by House and SenateRepublicans
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broke down bipartisan support for the system.
When a Democratic majority in Congresspassed
a 1972budget bill ensuring public broadcasters
at least two yearsguaranteedincome, Nixon
respondedwith a veto: Congressmust acceptthe
President'smore modest, single-yearappropriation proposal.
The administration campaign produced
results. The CPB increasedthe percentageof
funds routed directly to stations. Following the
veto the CPB chairman, vice-chairman and
president all resigned,allowing Nixon to appoint
a former policy adviser,Henry W. Loomis, as the
new chairman. Citing uncertainty about income, the CPB droppedfunding for a range of
controversial public affairs programs. At the
same time, PBSrestructured to allow local
stations increasedrepresentationand authority.

. . . dispute between the
White House and public
broadcastingleft an enduring
mark on financial arrangements.
Nixon successfullyestablished the
principle that a maiofity of CPB
funds must go direct to hocal
stations, thus constraining
cenftal conftoLover the system.
Yet events did not entirely favor the White
House. By 1973 scandalhad begun to dominate
all other political considerations.Nixon accepted a Republican-sponsoredtwo-year budget
allocation for the CPB-and then had to endure
public television's gavel-to-gavelcoverageof
SenateWatergatehearings. Indeedthe congres"gaYe
sional proceedings,arguedone observet,
public broadcastinga rare opportunity to demonstrate its value to the nation by providing fuller
rrzTAs
coveragethan the commercial networks.
the prospectof a televised impeachment loomed,
further vetoes seemedunlikely. A reluctant
Nixon finally agreedto support long-range
funding for public broadcastingjust a few weeks
before resigning his presidencyand flying home
to California.
This running dispute between the White
House and public broadcastingleft an enduring
mark on financial arrangements. Nixon successfully establishedthe principle that a maiority of
CPB funds must go direct to local stations, thus

constraining central control over the system.
Republicanpressurealtered power structures
within public broadcasting,shifting decisionmaking toward stations rather than the Washington-basedCPB and PBS. That changehas endured. In 1986 nearly two-thirds of the CPB
income passeddirectly to station support, two
years later an unsuccessfulSenatefinance bill
would have required the CPB to surrenderfully
"denouncedby
80 percentof its funds-a proposal
the Corporationand by independentproducers,
who fearedthe stationswould use the money
simply to buy more mainstreamprograms."28
Although Nixon changedthe funding mix,
pushing authodty back to local stations did not
always produce a more conservativepublic
broadcasting. Local stations continued to buy
PBSprogramssuch as the "MacNeil/Lehrer
Newshour." News and current affairs may have
temporarily diminished following the funding
veto, but they did not disappearfrom public
broadcasting.
Perhapsthe most significant long-term result
of the Nixon experiencewas a decisive shift in
sourcesof income. The five-year appropriations
which the CPB had sought under Nixon were
approvedfinally by PresidentFord in 1975.
Federalfunding for public broadcastingthen
climbed dramatically, peakedin 1978,and began
falling during the first Reaganterm.2' Though
contraction hurt, public broadcastingweathered
the cuts of the 1980swith greatereasethan its
handling of financial uncertainty a decadebefore.
This was possiblebecausefunding had diversified in the intervening l0 years,as public broadcasting sought other sourcesof reliable income.
This reducedthe importance of Washington to
the system. Indeedby 1986federalfunds accountedfor only 16.3percentof total public
broadcastingrevenue/with the rest drawn from a
mixture of subscribers/corporatesponsors/state
governments,educational institutions, foundations and fund-raising activities.30
With multiple sourcesof income, American
public broadcastingis no longer iust dependent
on Congress. By strengtheninglocal stations,
and encouragingthem to find other sourcesof
money, Congresshas createdmultiple centers of
authority within the public broadcastingsystem.
Stationsnow enioy somefinancial independence
from the CPB, and from state governments. In
reducing the influence of a central CPB, Congresshas also removed easylevers of control for
federal politicians. If the CPB cannot impose
uniformity or ideologv on public broadcasting,
then neither can the White House or Capital
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Hill. Decentralization has emphasizedthe
dynamics of a loose federation, making the
President,Congressand the CPB Boardall less
influential in public broadcastingchoices.

With multiple sources of
income, American public
broadcastingis no longer iust
dependent on Congress.. .Like
their Amefican counterparts,
Austr ali an public broadcasters
recognizethat a securesource
of income is essentialfor
editorial autonomv.
In Australia too, independenceoften comes
down to the question of money. Like their
American counterparts,Australian public
broadcastersrecognizethat a securesourceof
income is essentialfor editorial autonomy. As
former senior ABC managerClement Semmler
noted, "if the governmentpaysthe bills, it is
readily arguablethat nothing is outside its
competence."3rOver the years,then, the Corporation has sought ways to reduce its reliance on
Canberra. Yet it lacks the options available to
the Americans. Legislationpreventsthe ABC
from acceptingadvertising,program sponsorship
or even long-termloans.
About the only money the Corporation can
lawfully raiseitself is by entrepreneurialactivity-primarily through "ABC Shops" in each
State capital. These shopssell books, records
and merchandiseassociatedwith television and
radio programs. ABC Bookshopshave proved
highly successful,evoking wistful comments
from one CPB official after a visit to Australia.
"This sort of enterprise,"he
suggested,"is
impossible under the American system. We
could never convince local stations to run
similar shops. In the early days it was hard to
even get southern and northern public broadcasting representativesto meet in the same room."32
Yet despite their success,ABC Shopsand other
enterprisescontribute only around 10 percent of
Corporation income. For most of its funds,
around $470 million33 each year, the ABC must
still rely on the budget round. This dependence
on the federalgovernment, as ABC chairmen
have often complained, leavesthe Corporation
potentially vulnerable to political interference.

When government pays the bills, what protects ABC independence?Sometimes the
Corporation can rely on electoral pressure. In
May 1970,for example,about the same time
PresidentNixon was criticizing American public
broadcasting,the Australian federal government
was attacking the ABC. As in America, the
sourceof the complaint was public affairs
programscritical of administration actions. The
conservativeLiberal/Country Party Coalition
government felt its policies were subject to
partisan scrutiny. Postmaster-GeneralAlan
Hulme, the minister with responsibility for
broadcasting,advisedthe ABC that half a million
dollars would be cut from the ABC budget for
the coming year. Hulme indicated that at least
half this reduction "should be applied to current
affairson television."3afust as Nixon useda
funding veto to discipline the CPB, so the
Australian government applied financial pressure
to alter the mix of programsproducedfor public
broadcasting. Ministers felt they had been
treated badly by such ABC television offerings as
"This Day Tonight"
and "Four Corners,"and
decidedto remove the offending programsfrom
the airwaves.
This tactic went badly wrong for the government. News of the funding cuts leaked to the
commercial pressand electronic media. Protests
followed from the ABC board, staff, rival political parties, interest groups and hastily convened
public meetings of ABC viewers and listeners.
The government/ caught in a rather heavyhandedattempt at censorship,backed down.
The cuts were withdrawn.
Surveyingthe incident, ABC General Manager
Talbot Duckmanton called the government
surrendera "precedentof the right kind," which
would prove "enduring value for the future."3s
Yet the incident had no long-term effect. It was
quickly forgotten. After PresidentNixon vetoed
CPB funding, Congressrewrote the law to ensure
long-term funding for public broadcasting. The
system learnedfrom the experience,and invented new rules to prevent a repetition. But in
Australia, nothing changedafter Hulme's
threats. Parliament did not rethink-or even
seriously discuss-the basis of ABC funding.
The ABC may have won that time, but it remained dependenton government/ and so
vulnerable.
The Liberals lost power in the Australian
federal elections of 1972,but were returned in
late 1975. They swiftly imposed restrictions on
public broadcastingfar more severethan those
advocatedby Hulme. Though government
Glyn Davis 13

ministers criticized particular ABC programs,
they seemedless interested in influencing
content or removing individual iournalists than
simply in punishing the ABC for its perceived
bias toward the Australian Labor Party administration of the previous three years. Like President Nixon, Piime Minister Malcolm Fraserused
financial leverage. Yet Frasersought to diminish, rather than fundamentally alter, public
broadcasting. Until the ABC becamemore
politically "neutral" it must survive with less'
the cycle of annual budget cuts which followed
becameself-reinforcing:less funding meant
poorer service,thus reducing audiences,which
itr trttt becamejustification for further cuts'
American public broadcasting,becauseof its
federal structure, had the flexibility to find
alternative support. The centralized ABC had no
such opportunity. It could not escapegovernment anger. The ABC budget was cut in early
1976, andthen again evety year into the next
decade. Strict limits on hiring and salaries
reducedthe ABC workforce, deprivedthe organizationof technical expertise,and depressed
morale. The government imposed restrictive
new regulations and intervened in issuesof
internal management. Existing Board members
were replacedby new governmentappointees'
Thus the ABC was forced to operatewith reduced income, constraints on recruitment, the
loss of much talent to better paying commercial
stations, falling technical standardsas outdated
equipment could not be replaced,and rapid
turn-overof leadership. Despite sporadicstrikes
by ABC staff, and demonstrationsby concerned
citizens, there seemedlittle generalpublic
interest in the fate of Australian public broadcasting, and so few constraints on Fraserand his
colleagues.
ny t919, the government could arguethat the
ABC appearedunable to carcyon, and so was rn
need of maior change. Ministers initiated a
major review, chaired by businessexecutive Alex
Dix, to investigate the future of national broadcasting. WhenHulme was Postmaster-General,
the ASC resistedpolitical intercessionbecausea
constituency mobilized in its defense' By the
end of the decade,audienceswere less moved by
the ABC's plight. The public had grown tired of
ABC failings, which it attributed to poor managementrather than government action' Financial constraints had exaggeratedall the
organization's faults-timid public affairs
ptogt"-t, confusedobjectives,and-anincreasing
ieliance on British product rather than local
production. As it attacked the ABC, the Fraser

government createda casefor substantial intervention to remedy widely perceiveddifficulties;
political interferencein ABC operationswas
iedefined as a solution rather than the problem'

The public had grown tited of
ABC f allings...timid public affairs
proSrams, confusedobi ectives,
and an incteasing reliance on
British Uoduct rather than local
Ptoduction'
In America, Republicansin the White House
and Congresshad a diagnosisand a prescription'
They believed public broadcastingwas pursuing
the wrong obiectivesbecausethe CPB and PBSin
Washington were too influential within the
system. Their answer was to changethe shape
of public broadcasting. Control and money were
pushed down the line to local stations. In
Australia, conservativesknew what was wrong
with the ABC-they consideredsome of its most
influential programsto be politically partisan'
But they lacked any teal agendafor change'
Imaginations failed when askedhow to change
the RSC to obtain the desiredresults' The Dix
committee, reportingin 1981,dutifully blamed
the ABC, rather than federalgovernment policy,
{or the dramatic decline in organizational morale
and effectiveness.Despite a thorough examination of the ABC, however, the review committee
could offer no alternative ways of designing
public broadcasting. It simply endorsedthe
traditional role and organization of public
broadcasting,and urged that it be better performed.
So despiteyears of government attacks on the
ABC, the changesimposed by the Fraserministry were superficial.36The ABC was renamed a
Corporation, some flexibility in stalfing and
budgeting were introduced, and a charter of
resplnsibilities was included in the legislation'
None of the fundamentals were questioned' The
ABC remains a highly centralizedbureaucracy,
still modeled on the BBC, still subject to numerous externalcontrols'
What do these very different histories of
politics and public broadcasterstell us? They
,..gg"rt, at the very least, that similar sorts of
pt"tt,tte are applied to public broadcasting
institutions. In both countries politicians were
inclined to suggestthat public broadcastinghad
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oversteppedits "proper" role. Under Nixon in
America this argument justified significant
changesto the budget formula, while under
Fraserin Australia it permitted even more
dramatic intrusions into the organization and its
administration.
And yet, viewed with the perspectiveof
hindsight, there were clear differencesin the way
each system respondedto these challenges.
Despite many heated words, the decentralized
American system was able to resist political
pressure. PresidentNixon removed some
offending programsfrom public broadcasting,but
he also triggeredimportant structural changes.
This reducedthe scopefor future administrations to get involved in the detail of public
broadcastingoperations. Criticism of the Nixon
approachprobably hastenedpassageof the Public
BroadcastingFinanceAct under his successor,
with its guaranteeof five-year federal appropriations. Pushing authority downward in the
system increasedopportunity for local participation, and perhapsalso increasedthe willingness
of subscribersto donate funds. The outcome
was a diffuse set of institutions which are hard
for anyone to control. When the system's
durability was next tested,under Reagan,American public broadcastingweatheredfunding
cutbacks with much complaint, but relatively
little damage. Experiencenow suggeststhat
fragmentation of control and funding allows
public broadcastingto respondto its constituency without falling under the sway of government.
A more centralized organization, such as
Australia's ABC, also has some protection
against government interference. The ABC can
speakwith one voice, make strong representations to Parliament and appealto its own traditions of independentbroadcasting. Yet there are
important constraints. A single organization,
with just one Board of Directors, is easierto
regulate than a scatteredfederation of largely
autonomous units. And an Australian government enjoys the crucial advantageof controlling
the ABC budget. This enablesgovernment to
define the limit of ABC services. In 1974,f.or
example,the Whitlam government offered the
ABC more money on condition it be spent in
ways acceptableto the Cabinet. The ABC
dutifully establishedthe two new radio services
sought by government.3TIn 1977 came the
corollary: the Frasergovernment used its power
of the purse to close down an ABC multilingual
radio station of which it did not approve. With
no other sourceof income, the ABC could do

little but comply. As funding for American
public broadcastinghas become more diverse,
the influence available to politicians has diminished. The ABC, dependenton a government
handout, remains at risk.38
SuccessiveABC chairmen have sought ways
around that reliance on government. Somehave
urged that the Corporation acceptprogram
sponsorship,as do PBSstations. Yet the suggestion is always resistedby the ABC audience,
which doesnot want advertising of any sort, and
by the influential commercial networks, which
are less than enthusiastic about additional
competition. Others have advocateda system of
television license fees,of the sort which supports
the BBC and some Europeanpublic networks.
The problem here is one of scale. The Australian
population is too small, and too scattered; fees
would have to be high, and the costs of collecting them would be considerable.
In any case,license fees do not deliver financial independence.Until 1948 the ABC was
actually funded by license fee, but the amount
chargedwas fixed by government. In 1940,for
example,following a campaignby Keith
Murdoch's newspapers,the Menzies government
reducedthe cost of a radio license and the ABC
found itself in seriousfinancial difficulties. The
BBC has discoveredmuch the same. For some
yearsit has complained that the level of the
license fee set by ministers is inadequate. Now
the Thatcher government has advisedthe organization that from 1991 it must raise more of its
own income through pay television. Licensefees
do not provide a secure,stable or sufficient
income.
There is a final option for financing the
ABC-and that is through subscribers,on the
PBSmodel. This idea, however, has been little
discussedwithin Australia, for the centralized
structure of the Corporation precludesfollowing
American practice. Local PBSstations provide
scopeforparticipation, audiencescan donate their
time, enthusiasm and cash in retum for a vote on
program choice and station direction. The ABC
structure/ and its charter, deterssuch participation, for the organization would no longer be
serving the whole nation, just those interested and
wealthy enough to buy a sharein the decision
process. The ABC would be asking people to
subscribe,but could offer them nothing in retum.
The Corporation remains shackled to govemment,
with all the risks that financial control will allow
political influence over program choices.
The different designsfor public broadcasting
have thus proved important in the development
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of the two systems. American public broadcasting, like the American political system, has
emphasizedtug and pull between different levels
of governance. This may sometimes produce
policy inertia, as critics of federalism sometimes
argue,but it does ensureflexibility. Following
the Nixon years,the system has changedin
subtle but important ways. The power to make
decisionshas devolved to individual stations.
This can be frustrating for system managers/
who want stations to pool their resourcesfor
expensiveprogram production. As the first CPB
chairman complained, "I can't make anything
stick." The necessarybargaining is expensive
and exhausting. But whatever its disappointments/ this diffusivenessprotects the system
from central political control. It has enabledthe
system to profit from its experience.

Am efic an public br oad casting,
like the American political
system, has emphasizedtug
and puII between different levels
of governance.
The ABC, on the other hand, can learn but it
cannot apply the lessons. The problems of a
centralized structure-the inability to relate to
audience,and the reliance on government for
income-have been demonstratedover and over
again, yet little has changed. A repeatof the
Fraseryears/or even of the Hulme threat, is
possible. Becausethe government and not the
organization sets goals and structures for the
Corporation, only government can releasethe
ABC from its bind.

THE COSTS OF DIFFERENCE
The American system of independentstations may provide greaterresponsivenessto
audiencesand an important ability to resist
political interferencethan public broadcasting
organizedalong centralized lines. But at what
cost? Conversationswith those who work in
American public broadcastingalmost always
turn on the same themes-waste, duplication
and a sensethat the system is hopelesslychaotic. Complaints follow a predictablepattern:
those in the CPB cite problems in PBSor the
stations, while local employeesand volunteers
claim resourcesare squanderedprimarily in

Washington. Chargesof inefficiency areechoed
in the commercial media. |ohn Weisman,
writing in TV Cuide, caught the sentiment of
many when he quoted assertionsthat money for
public broadcastingsupports "a structure with
enormous overheads... It's dissipatedbefore it
ever gets into a single program."3eThe cost of
independence,it appears,is high.
Yet, as always, the problem is finding reliable
measuresfor comparison. Despite claims of
profligate spendingthe CPB actually usesless
than 5 percent of its total operatingbudget on
corporateadministration, travel and salaries.a0
Public television station WGBH, usually praised
as one of the best run public stations in the
United States,spent by contrast some 22 percent
of its operating revenueson support services.al
Such figures, though often cited, may not mean
much-the division o{,laborbetween organizations involves a local station in expensive
administration not demandedof the CPB.
If few reasonableindicators of efficiency are
available,how is Congressto judge the performance of public broadcasting? If it suspects
waste/ Congressshould look to its own regulations. Under the terms of congressionalappropriation, the CPB must consign most of its
income to local stations; any inefficiencies rob
the CPB'sown projectsrather than the rest of
the system. The PBS,in turn, relies for much of
its income on its ability to sell programsto
participating stations. So any inefficiency hurts
the CPB or the PBS,rather than the system.
This imposes some discipline on PBSspending.
It is the 295 radio and322 television stations
within the public system which have been the
main beneficiariesof congressionallargesse.
Stations enjoy income they do not have to coax
from subscribersor corporations-federal money
which will be available again next year even if
the station is less than efficient in serving its
community. Waste thereforeis most likely at
the bottom of the system.
Perhapssome inefficiency is the unavoidable
price of the American set-up. ProfessorMarilyn
Lashley,an expert on budgeting from
Washington's Brookings Institution, notes that
public broadcastingis treated as a "true public
good. The Office of Management and Budget
consider it too small to fuss over while Congress
seesit as all-American. Nobody wants to be on
record as cutting funds."a2 So while the CPB and
PBSsometimes encounter the careful eye of
representatives,local stations tend to attract
funding whatever their performance.
Yet waste in public broadcasting-or, at least,
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accusationsof waste-is hardly confined to a
loose federation of public stations. For despite a
highly centralized structure, with its promise of
greaterefficiency, the ABC too long has been the
subject of criticism about its financial performance. The Dix Inquiry into the ABC found a
confusedorganization which failed to produce
"effective managementof staff and resources."a3
Centralization of control was blamed for such
prodigality. Senior managersfelt responsiblefor
every decision made within the institution. The
command lines which evolved were long, rigid
and frustrating. Choices took valuable time to
ratify as managementsought to superviseevery
step of the production and administrative process. Overlaid on these internal difficulties was
responsibility to Parliament, which required a
public service-stylestructure to ensureaccountability. The result soundedsuspiciously like
criticisms heard in America: an organizationat
war with itself, with managementdiverting
resourcesfrom production, periphery resentment
of directives from the center, and frequent
internecine disputes over jurisdiction.
As in the United States,claims of extravagancein Australian public broadcastingare not
always supportedby the limited available data.
The ABC spendsjust under 15 percent of its
budget on corporateadministration. Only 801 of
over 6000 Corporation employeesare managers.
Indeed the problem has not been too many
bureaucrats,but a structure which placed too
much responsibility on too few people. Recent
yearshave seenreorganizationswhich recognize
that heavy workloads at the top slow decisionmaking, isolate the Head Office from the production staff and produce no great savings. The
ABC has moved toward decentralization,with
greaterautonomy concededdown the line to
branchesand production units. Yet there are
limits to the devolution possiblewithin a single
national organization. Those at the top cannot
yield all power without also surrenderingtheir
mandate to decide what servicesare in the
"national interest."
In short, the different organrzational designs
of public broadcastingin America and Australia
have producedcharacteristic criticisms of waste.
In America, the system is often portrayed as
"bottom heavy," while reports in Australia
emphasizeinefficiencies at the top of the organization. Such complaints, however/ are rarely
supportedby evidence. They tend to the apocryphal, with horror stories about particular cases
rather than hard data. No doubt sometimes
money is unwisely spent/ as it is in the commer-

cial media. Few studies, though, support the
assertionthat public broadcastingis inherently
inefficient. Indeed,one of only few available
comparisonsof Australian public and private
broadcastingfound, perhapsto the surprise of its
author, that the ABC operatesstations and
producestransmission hours "at lower cost than
commercial management."aa
"American public broadcasting,"arguesone
CPB manager,"is inefficient becauseit has an
overlapping,duplicating, fragmentedstructure.
Yet for all its faults, this structure provides
resilience:becauseof the independentnature of
the stations, becausemoney comes from so
many different sources,becausepublic broadcasting dependsfor its livelihood on a democracy
where the most persuasiverules the day, the
American public broadcastingsystem will stand
for a longer time than many of the one source
funded serviceslike that of Britain or Australia." ot
This succinct appraisalof the difference
between systemsgoesto the heart of any comparison between public broadcastingin America
and Australia. The different ways they are
organizedmatter: designshapesthe ability of
public broadcastingto respondto its audience,
and to secureeditorial independence.It is not
just a question of preferenceor circumstance-a
federal structure, with multiple sourcesof
funding, consistently provides protection and
autonomy not available to a highly centralized
organization such as the ABC.

The diff erent ways they are
organized matter: design shapes
the ability of public broadcasting
to rcspond to its audience,and to
secure editorial independence.
It seemsunlikely that American politicians
carefully designedthe CPB and PBSsystem to
avoid the pitfalls experiencedin other countries,
including Australia. Rather, becauseseparate
educational stations were only slowly drawn
into any sort of network, American public
broadcastinghas always exhibited a federal
character. Stations worked as a consortium
rather than a single organization. Authority
could not be centralized,but remained diffuse
and often elusive. The federal designwas not
chosenbecauseof its advantagesin allowing
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participation or constraining political interference. These are unintended consequencesof the
particular history of the system. Yet this federal
system, for all its frustrations, has also proved
the great strength of American broadcasting.
Similarly, Australian politicians did not create
a single ABC becausethey wished it to be
remote from its constituency, or unable to resist
political pressure. On the contrary, in carefully
copying British practice, the Australian Parliament was seeking the very best possiblepublic
broadcasting. They wanted an institution which
would, to quote a politician of the time, ,,be
more potent in reaching out to the distant parts
of this great country, and in exerting an influence for good or for evil, than any other agency,
including our educational system and our
universities."a6
Yet the ABC never quite lived up to the mystique, the reputation or the influence of its model,
the BBC. It was given much the same mandateto enlighten, educateand entertain-but its setting
was very different. The BBC enjoyed a monopoly,
but the ABC had always to work within a commercial broadcastingindustry. Competition for
audiencesundercut ABC attempts to pursue
serious public servicebroadcasting; most audiencespreferredthe popular, largely American
based,offerings of the commercial networks.
In similar circumstances,American public
broadcastingstations could chooseto comple-

ment rather than compete-to provide an alternative range of programsand experiences.The
PBSnetwork looks after, and is itself, a special
interest. But that choice to be different was
never open to the ABC. The ABC mandate to be
comprehensiverequired a full range of services.
The ABC design-unitary, controlled from Head
Office to ensureuniform programsacrossthe
nation-precluded participation by audiencesin
setting new goals. And the ABC's dependence
on government funds restricted its ability to
resist political interference.
Time and chancehave favored American public
broadcasting,by giving it a form which allows
flexibility and resilience. The ABC has not been
so lucky. Choices which seemedappropriateback
in 1932have proved a considerablerestriction on
flexibility and resilience. The highly centralized
ABC design,required by its mission to speakto
the whole nation, has proved an unfortunate
legacy. Comparing the two should qualify the
complaints of some critics who complain that
public broadcastingin the United Statesis disorganized and fragmented. Whatever the costs of a
federal design,the advantagesinclude responsivenessand editorial independence-precisely those
characteristicswe are likely to most highly value
in public broadcasting. To follow Churchill on
democracy,the American public broadcasting
system is the worst possible-until you consider
the altematives.

18 Dif'ferent Strokes: Public Broadcasting in America and Australia

Endnotes
l. Quoted in fohn Weisman, "Public TV: Can It
Survive?" TV Guide, I August 1987.

16. Inglis, Ken, (1983),This Is the ABC, Melboume
University Press,pp. l9-20.

2. StephenWhite, "Our Public Television Experiment," The Public Interest, No. 88, summer 1987,
p.92.

17. ln 1986,for example,taxes to support public
broadcastingcost every American around $5.00,while
in the same year eachAustralian paid approximately
522.5Ofor a similar servrce.

3. Eva Etzioni-Halevy, National Brcadcasting (Jnder
Siege,Macmillan, London, 1987.

18. Corporation for Public Broadcastingll987l, Public
BroadcastingStatistics in Brief, CPB: Washington.

4. Weisman,1987,p. 4.
1 9 . W h i t e ,1 9 8 7p, . 9 1 .
5. Head,S.W.,(1975),BroadcastinginAmerica,
Boston:Houghton Mufflin, third edition, p. 103.
6. Briggs,Asa, (1961),The Birth of Broadcasting,"The
History of Broadcastingin the United Kingdom,
Volume 1," London: Ox{ord University Press,p. 97.

20. Davis, Glyn, {1988),Breakingup the ABC,
Sydney:Allen and Unwin, p. 23.
2 1 . D a v i s ,1 9 8 8 , p . 2 4 .
22. White, 1987,p. 85.

7. Sterling, Christopher, and Kittross, fohn, (1978),
Stay Tuned: A Concise History of American Brcadcasting, Belmont CA: Wadsworth, p. I 12.
8. Interview, CPB, Washington, 20 September1988.
9. Quoted by a disappointedStephenWhite, 1987
p.79.
10. CarnegieCommission on EducationalTelevision,
11967l,Public Television:A Program for Action, New
York: Harper and Row, p. 4.

23. White, 1987,pp. 86-87.
24. Barnouw, Erik, (1970), A Towet In Babel, " A
History of Broadcastingin the United States,Volume
l-to 1933," New York: Oxford University Press,
pp.294-295.
25. Gibson,G.H.,11977),
Public Brcadcasting:the
Role of the Federal Government 1912-76,New York:
Praeger,p. l7l.
26. Gibson, 1977,p. 175.

(1988),
ll. Corporationfor Public Broadcasting,
Report to the People," 1987Annual Report," CPB:
Washington,p. 2.
12. Branscomb,A., 11976l,"A Crisis of Identity:
Reflectionson the Future of Public Broadcasting,"in
Cater, D., and Nyhan, M.f., (eds),The Futwe of Public
Broadcasting,New York: Praeger,p.27.
13. San FranciscoChronicle,7 November 1987.
14. Thomas,Allan, (1980),Brcadcastand Be
Damned, "The ABC's First Two Decades,"Melbourne
University Press,p. 18.
15. Harding, Richard, (1985),"Australia: Broadcasting
in the Political Battle," in Kuhn, R., (ed),The Politics
of Brcadcastirg, New York: St. Martin's Press,p. 241.

27. Cater, D., ll975l, "TheHaphazard Businessof
Institution Building," in Cater, D., and Nyhan, M.f.,
(edsl,The Future of Public Broadcasting,New York:
Praeger,p.2.
28. New York Times, 13 October 1988.
29. Figuresmeasuredin constant dollars. SeeSterling, C.H., (1984),Electronic Media, "A Guide to
Trends in Broadcastingand Newer Technologies,
1920-1983,"New York: Praeger,p.95.
30. The CPB in 1987reported the following income:
federalfunds 16.3percent, subscribers21.5 percent,
state governments 18.8percent,businessl5 percent,
collegesand universities 10.2percent,local government 4.3 percent,foundations 3.4 percent and a
GIyn Davis 19

smattering of fund-raising auctions, private institu
tions, and a rangeof other sources10.4percent.

behind its promised appropriation. Clearly triennial
funding is little more securethan an annual budget.

3 1 . D a v i s ,1 9 8 8 ,p . 6 3 .

39. TV Guide, I August 1987,p. ll.

32. David C. Stewart, interview, CPB,Washington/20
September1988.

4 0 . c P B , 1 9 8 8 ,F - 3 .

33. Around $US 356.6 million at 1989 exchangerates.
34. Inglis, 1983,p.327.

41. WCBH, (1988),Annual Report 1987-88,WGBH:
Boston.
42. Interview, the BrookingsInstitution, 19 August
l 988.

3 5 . I n g l i s ,1 9 8 3 p
, .328.
36. The Frasergovernment fell from power beforeits
revisedABC legislation was passedby the Parliament,
but the subsequentbill introduced by the new Labor
Sovernmentwas different only in some points of
detail. It retained the basic structure and format
suggestedby the Liberals.
37. Davis, Glyn, (1984),"Government Decision
Making and the ABC: the 2ll Case,"Politics, Volume
1 9 ,N o . 2 .
38. In 1988 the government promised ABC appropriations for three years,rather than one. The following
year, however, saw a bitter dispute about the funding
formula, with the ABC claiming to be $28 million

43. Dix, A., et. al, {1981),The ABC in Review:
National Broadcastingin the 1980s,"Report by the
Committee of Review of the Australian Broadcasting
Commission," five volumes, Canberra:AGPS,
V o l u m e2 , p . 7 I 7 .
"Public Enterprisein Broad44. Withers,G., 11982),
casting:The Australian BroadcastingCommission,"
in Webb, L.R. and Allan, R.H., lEdsl,Industrial
Economics,Sydney:Allen and Unwin.
45. David C. Stewart, interview, CPB, Washington, 20
September1988.
46. The Hon. W.M. Hughes,Commonwealth Parliament Debates,Volume 133 p. 959, March 1932.

20 Differcnt Strokes:PubLic Broadcasting in America and Australia

