I confine my submission mostly to the subject of Radio National (RN) because radio is the major medium I access and RN is the major network I listen to although not exclusively.  I am also of course, very concerned about the continuing under-funding of the ABC and attempts to introduce advertising charges for online programs.

1.  Q:  What is the proper role of Radio National?  Is there a problem if it has a small audience?

A:  The proper role of RN is to provide in-depth analysis and presentation of multiple viewpoints and lines of enquiry over a wide range of ideas and topics which affect in particular (but not exclusively) Australians.  These include but are by no means limited to:  the impact of scientific and medical discoveries;  law (both international and Australian); religion - all faiths and associated ideas; social justice issues;  the needs of Aboriginal people and relationships among various groups and in reconcilation with non-Aborigines; the role of media (such a vastly complex business as reading through the discussion paper for this submission has proven);  history in all its applications, especially Australian history;  education;   politics in many contexts;  art and music;  and children's programs.  Programs should reach out to Australians in all parts of the country, however isolated, and from all backgrounds and walks of life.

I understand RN has a smaller audience than those of other ABC radio networks (eg Local Radio, News and Triple J) but do not regard this as problematic.  Rather, RN provides programs which other networks may aspire to produce in terms of quality, breadth and value for money.   In turn, informal seekers of wisdom and insight can be joined by formally enrolled students in secondary and tertiary institutions who wish to further enlighten themselves by accessing RN programs. 

It seems paradoxical that as the world presents more complex issues affecting how we live, think of ourselves and see our place in the world, many commercial radio networks seem intent on presenting information which is simplistic and sensational.   There is certainly a place for "light entertainment" or "easy listening" on radio.  However, I do not understand why those who seek provocative ideas and thoughtful analysis should be regarded as a minority who need not be seriously catered for.   Surely ABC management does not believe RN must be subjected to the ratings game that governs commercial networks and local ABC radio?  I regret that other ABC radio networks, including 702, are increasingly presenting superficial, banal content with an overload of ABC in-house advertising. 

Australians are facing a diminution in high quality print media - the latest victim being Fairfax Media - on which to rely for strong, well-prepared and investigative journalism.   In turn, those of us interested in learning more about a wide range of topics must rely even more heavily on the ABC and specifically, to RN and its online offshoots.  This is hardly the time therefore to be cutting back on flagship programs and making blander, "interdisciplinary" programs.   I seek and need presentations by professional, highly-trained broadcasters/journalists, not merely unmediated talk-back and comments by bloggers, however interesting these might be.

Radio National is an essential part of the ABC's radio networks and its specialist programs must be retained.   For the record, this includes retaining The Religion Report and The Media Report at the very least! (I have written to ABC management separately about specific program content).

At present, I choose to listen to radio live to air.  This suits my current living arrangements - when driving, while carrying out simple household tasks I can simultaneously listen to my favourite programs.   When necessary, I can listen via audio streaming or read online transcripts.  However, I have neither the inclination nor time to spend endless hours in front of my computer to hear or read the programs for the first time.  That is the virtue of live radio programs.    I have heard that RN programs are not sufficiently appealing to audiences of "under 50s" because many now prefer online services.  But surely all RN online programs originate on live radio broadcasts!  Furthermore, surely the under-50s can inform themselves sufficiently from the vast array of other sources.  Why do they have to be appeased while the preferences of the over-50's are ignored?  Why isn't the ABC's challenge to entice more listeners to RN live, and share in the continuation of high-quality, in-depth programming? 

Q:  Is the ABC adequately funded?

A:   Obviously, Federal Government funding must be increased to the ABC, especially for radio but across all networks.  The ABC has been chronically under-funded in real terms for many years.   I call on the Rudd Government to provide an additional funding amount of $100 million per annum to contribute to the implementation of the ALP's policy of promoting Australia as a "clever country".  Unless we are adequately informed, stimulated and educated we cannot address the challenges presented in an increasingly complex world with confidence and knowledge.   An adequately funded ABC can contribute in a major way to prepare Australians with access to ideas for dealing with the complexities of twenty-first century life.

I would willingly pay a specific tax or licence fee to fund only the ABC and SBS.  Why not survey current ABC and SBS viewers and listeners to test this possibility among the population?

