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With effect from August of this year the Commonwealth Government terminated 

financial support for the Australia Network Service in the Asia-Pacific. However, the 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade saw the wisdom of allowing us to broadcast  

to completion, in late September, our religious programming, namely the Finals 

Series of Australian Rules Football. 

DFAT’s financial commitment for an international television network had existed for 

two decades.  On three months’ notice, the ABC lost 60% of our funding for 

international services. This occurred in a context when we knew that substantial 

further funding cuts were coming and we were not in a position to divert additional 

resources to this function.  

It is an express requirement of the ABC Charter that we provide broadcasting and 

digital media services to both Australian expatriates and international audiences. We 

are determined to fulfill that Charter obligation as best we can. 

The background of the decision to stop targeted financial support for international 

broadcasting was the politically controversial decision by the former Government to 

terminate a tender process and award a contract on a permanent basis to the ABC. 

That decision was enshrined in legislation by an amendment to the ABC Act which 
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prohibits the government from providing financial support for this purpose other 

than to a public broadcaster. That amendment was opposed by the then Opposition, 

unlike the unanimous support for the other provision in that Amendment Act, which 

expressly extended the ABC’s functions to encompass “digital media services”. 

As I have indicated, the specific funding came through DFAT, rather than as a tied 

grant through the Department of Communications. We have other such tied grants. 

As everyone would be well aware, in Canberra fiscal decision-making, nothing 

matters more than which Department has the money. 

As the Lowy Institute has demonstrated, DFAT is significantly underfunded by any 

international standard. It was entirely understandable that the Department would 

wish to regain control of such a substantial proportion of the budget it had available 

to engage in public diplomacy. Whether they got anything back, after the general cut 

to their budget, is doubtful. 

It must be understood that what DFAT can do with money devoted to public 

diplomacy is not a substitute for broadcasting and digital media. Basically, diplomatic 

efforts concentrate on the elite in any nation. When they attempt to reach a broader 

audience through the media, they join a conga line of supplicants bearing public 

relations handouts. When the ABC approaches overseas media organisations we do 

so as a colleague, who can offer reciprocal access and collaboration. 

The dilemma that the ABC faced was how to minimise the reputational damage to 

Australia.  Over the 14 years that the ABC conducted the Australia Network we 

formed about 680 rebroadcasting partnerships throughout the Asia-Pacific. This 

included many of the largest and most influential media organisations in the region. 

Without a determined effort by us, the message that would have been delivered to 
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the Asian media by the retrenchment was that Australia was no longer interested in 

communicating with their audiences.  

We had to continue to deliver a broad range of services, particularly on television.  

Anything less would seem trivialised. In that respect, it is important to understand 

the nature of the contract between the ABC and DFAT that was terminated.  It was 

nothing like the contract that preceded it, or what was proposed in the defective 

tender. 

All prior contracts and the tender were limited to the provision of a television 

service. After the previous Government’s decision, DFAT accepted that it no longer 

made sense to deal with international broadcasting on a platform basis. What was 

now needed was a converged service in which television, radio, online and mobile 

services were integrated.  In a digital world, any effective media organisation must 

efficiently re-use content across multiple platforms and tailor content delivery to the 

most appropriate devices for its target audiences.  

The new agreement between DFAT and the ABC was called the Funding Agreement 

for the Provision of an Integrated Multiplatform International Media Service.  We 

agreed on a detailed strategic plan for implementation and associated performance 

targets. It was this integrated service for which the Commonwealth provided its 

funds – not just television.  It was this integrated service that was terminated. 

There was no way that we could maintain our credibility in the region if we dropped 

television and returned to Radio Australia alone. There are, of course, some nations 

– particularly in the Pacific and in the Mekong region - where radio is still critical. 

There are other nations in which digital services are of great significance. However, 

television is important in all nations and, in most, it is dominant. Our extensive 
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network of partnerships, built up over a long period of time, was leveraged off our 

television service. 

In the limited time I have in the luncheon address, I wish to outline first, what we 

have lost and, secondly, how we have marshalled our resources to continue to 

perform this important Charter obligation. 

WHAT WE HAVE LOST 

The most important thing that we have lost is the 24 hour channel reflecting 

contemporary Australia and Australian perspectives on the region, with content in 

every genre of television, selected from a wide range of Australian sources. That is 

being replaced by a 6 to 8 hour schedule, primarily drawn from the ABC's own 

content, with a more restricted, but still significant, commissioned content targeted 

to international audiences, e.g. AusBizAsia and Food Bowl.  

A particularly significant loss was the considerable reduction in our specialist 

journalist capacity. Over the years, we have developed a team of journalists, co-

located in the Asia Pacific News Centre in Melbourne. The synergies available from 

this concentration are considerable.  

Of the 70 redundancies caused by the reduction in funding, 25 editorial positions 

were taken from the APNC. In addition, we lost Australia Network correspondents in 

Jakarta, Beijing, Delhi and one specialist Pacific correspondent, then based in 

Brisbane. In terms of television programming we cut six news bulletins per day, a 

daily business program and daily Asia Pacific program. Our capacity to produce 

original on the ground stories in Asia was dramatically reduced. 
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 As Mark Scott put it, we lost something like 1000 years of journalist experience, 

much of it specialized in Asia and the Pacific.  You will recognize many of the names:  

Sean Dorney, Jim Middleton, Catherine McGrath, Whitney Fitzsimmons, Karen 

Barlow, Sen Lam, Tom Fayle, Kanaha Sabapathy, Geraldine Coutts, Campbell Cooney, 

Kate Arnott, David Eyles and Sandi Miller.  It takes a long time to build a team like 

that. 

This loss is not just a loss of Australian engagement and influence in the Asia-Pacific 

region, although it is that.  It is also a substantial loss of information about the region 

for all Australians. The expertise that we have developed, and the stories that were 

being filed on a regular basis directed to our international audiences, were also 

available for our Australian broadcasting services.  The four Australia Network 

international correspondents, I have mentioned, filed over 100 long form current 

affairs packages per year and two to three news stories a week. These are lost, not 

only to our international audiences, but to our Australian audiences.  

A striking example of the lost capacity is the three extraordinarily successful editions 

of Q&A broadcast from Jakarta, Shanghai and Delhi, which many of you will 

remember.   They were made possible because of the close relationships we had 

developed with major television networks in each of those cities. Those programs 

were broadcast in each of those nations, as well as in Australia.  (The Shanghai Q&A 

is still available on the Chinese equivalent of YouTube.)  The additional cost of taking 

Q&A overseas was borne primarily by the International budget. It is most unlikely we 

will be able to do that again. 

Australia’s profile throughout the region is diminished because our language teams 

were so substantially reduced that there is now only limited live broadcasting on 
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radio. The Tok Pisin staff went from 7 to 2, Khmer from 6 to 1, Burmese from 3 to 1, 

Bahasa from 5 to 3, Mandarin from 6 to 3, Vietnamese from 3 to 1 and the Hindi 

language service, only established in 2013, was cut. 

OUR NEW CAPABILITY 

We have rebranded our international television and digital profile.  (DFAT will not let 

us continue to use the Australia Network brand.) 

Australia Plus is a multi-platform media service delivered online, on mobile and 

through social media as well as via a new exclusive television service.  Australia Plus 

combines a targeted television service reaching more than 183 million people across 

Asia and the Pacific, with a digital and social media network that engages more than 

2.3 million people a month in some of the world's largest markets.  

AustraliaPlus.com delivers Australian content to the Asia Pacific region and around 

the world.  It produces and curates video, online and social media content targeting 

local interests. We publish content in eight languages: English, Mandarin, Bahasa 

Indonesian, Khmer, Vietnamese, Burmese, Tok Pisin and French.  This digital service 

supplies a full suite of content for international audiences with an interest in, or links 

to, Australia. 

More than one million people are visiting Australia Plus websites each month and 

the number of visitors is growing strongly. Media partnerships in China and 

Indonesia alone are delivering local audiences in excess of two million visitors per 

month. Page views number more than 4 million per month.  Our online partners in 

China, such as Sina.com, Ten CentQQ and China News Service, include an Australia 

Plus branded page with content in Mandarin.  Our online partners in Indonesia such 
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as Detik.com, Kompas.com, Merdeka.com, Tempo.co.in and Republika.com also 

display branded pages in Bahasa. 

Australia Plus Television complements the AustraliaPlus.com service and is available 

via a unique network of partner broadcasters in Asia and the Pacific.  Although much 

reduced from our previous 680 partnerships, there remain more than 50 

rebroadcast partners and numerous syndication partners.  The latter incorporate a 

selection of our programme into their own services. 

This distribution network includes some of the region's largest media organizations, 

such as Now TV in Hong Kong;   Astro and TM Net in Malaysia;   Singtel and Starhub 

in Singapore;   Indovision and Telkomvision in Indonesia, KBS and KTB Broadband in 

Korea;  NHK and Japan Cable Corp. in Japan;  Dream, Sky Cable and Cignal in the 

Philippines;  True Visions in Thailand, and Doordarshan DTH and Dish TV in India - all 

of which provide extensive reach to local audiences and expats alike.  Instead of the 

previous 24 hour channel, we now provide 6 – 8 hour blocks of programming.  These 

are available unencrypted in 24 hour rotation throughout the Pacific region, either 

directly via satellite on free to air or via one of our partners.  In Asia the signal is 

encrypted and only available via one of our rebroadcast or syndication partners 

Australia Plus Television delivers a diverse range of Australian content including ABC 

News, finance, and entertainment, AFL and general sports news, Drama, Reality, 

award-winning Children's programs, Documentary, the Arts and Education and 

English Language Learning.   It also covers the big events from Australia including the 

Melbourne Cup, AFL Grand Final, Sydney's New Year's Eve Fireworks and the Sydney 

to Hobart Yacht Race. This is a substantial Australian presence, drawing to a 

significant extent on ABC’s programming, supplemented by ABC International 
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commissioned programs.  Less diverse than in the past, but wide-ranging, relevant 

and impactful. 

Australia Plus social media sites on Facebook, Youtube and Twitter feature a 

selection of the most popular radio, television and online content from across the 

ABC 

Australia Plus content is also available via mobile through our Australia Plus App 

and, Bahasa Indonesian speakers, the Australia Plus Indonesia App and, for Chinese 

speakers, Australia Plus China.  These special Apps were developed before the DFAT 

funding was cut off. 

We produce some of the most popular English language learning programs in the 

world, delivered through our television, online and social media channels, including 

Australia Plus Learn English, one of the largest English language resource sites in the 

world. The Australia Plus Learn English Facebook page has more than 2.6 million 

fans, growing by as much as 10 per cent per month, making it one of the biggest of 

its kind 

in the world. 

In early 2015, Australia Plus will launch a dedicated online and mobile service for 

expat Australians in the Asia Pacific region, providing a unique way to connect to the 

more than one million Australians living and working in the region.  We are planning 

to stream ABC News 24 internationally as a subscription service for $10 per month. 

Radio Australia broadcasts to audiences across the Pacific and to the Mekong 

countries of Cambodia, Myanmar and Laos.  These two broadcast streams are 

delivered via a network of local FM stations as well as by shortwave and the 

internet.   The shortwave service to the Mekong is to be terminated. 
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Radio Australia produces daily 30 minute programs in Khmer, Burmese and Tok Pisin 

(Wantok).  Our language services now involve significant collaboration with SBS.  RA 

has maintained its flagship daily morning news program, Pacific Beat, produced by 

the Asia Pacific News Centre.  The network broadcasts a mix of programs across the 

day including a simulcast of Australia Plus Television’s nightly The World program 

each week night, as well as a selection of programs from ABC Radio, Radio National, 

Local Radio, Classic FM, triple j and double j networks. 

CHINA 

One of the areas which has developed in both breadth and depth is our relationship 

with Chinese media.  We have MOUs with some of the most important groups.  We 

have a particularly fruitful relationship with the Shanghai Media Group.  This is 

exemplified by our agreement to co-develop a Shanghai version of Miss Fisher’s 

Murder Mysteries.  This strategic partnership is the foundation of the project to 

establish a pioneering internationally unique media web portal in the Shanghai Free 

Trade Zone – Australia Plus.cn. 

Our corporate presence and office is now established and we hope to launch in the 

Chinese New Year.  This initiative will be the digital doorway to Australia for people 

in China – focusing on business, study, travel, English language learning and lifestyle 

genres.  The content will be in both Mandarin and English. 

COMMERCIAL OPTIONS 

The ABC international service differs in one crucial respect from our domestic 

service.  We can, and do, finance it in part by advertising and sponsorship.  We 

expect our China portal – where we will have significant first mover advantage – will 

be commercially significant.  We are investigating how we can develop a more 
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commercial international services.  There are tensions with our public broadcasting 

culture – not to mention our public responsibilities.  However, in a fiscally 

constrained environment, developing additional revenue streams is the only way to 

achieve our full potential. 


