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The Journalism Education and Research Association of Australia Incorporated (JERAA Inc.)i 
is the peak body of Australian journalism educators and researchers from tertiary education 
and industry organisations. JERAA’s primary aim is to raise the standard of teaching of 
journalism and to foster excellence and integrity in current and future generations of 
journalism practitioners. JERAA also supports research, knowing that good research seeks 
out new information, identifies issues and resolves problems for the benefit of the news 
media industry specifically and society more broadly. JERAA advocates for and celebrates 
excellence in journalism and in journalism education. JERAA provides annual awards and 
grants for journalism researchers and journalism students.   
 
This submission has been written on behalf of JERAA’s executive by the association’s 
President, Dr Alexandra Wake, by a co-Editor of the association’s academic journal, 
Australian Journalism Review, Professor Matthew Ricketson, and by the Vice President, 
Networks, Associate Professor Angela Romano. We benefited from the advice offered by 
other members of the executive and JERAA membership.  
 
This submission acknowledges there is a growing number of organisations that represent 
journalists and journalism, as well as advocate for greater media diversity in Australia. This 
includes but is not limited to: the Alliance for Press Freedom; the Centre for Advancing 
Journalism at Melbourne University; Democracy’s Watchdogs; the Media Entertainment and 
Arts Alliance, and the Public Interest Journalism Initiative. There are also academic 
researchers working on Australian Research Council-funded projects about issues aligned 
with the Senate committee’s terms of reference. We do not wish to replicate their work, even 
though we support it, so we are focussing on those issues that are particularly relevant to 
JERAA’s work. We also respectfully ask the committee to consider the solutions we, and 
others, offered about these issues to the 2017 Senate Inquiry into the Future of Public Interest 
Journalism ii. 
 
Overview 
 
A primary role of JERAA is to support the education of students enrolled in journalism 
programs, the majority of whom aim to work in the media, whether in mainstream media 
outlets or in digital media start-ups or as freelancers or in companies and organisations where 
their journalistic skills will be needed to produce content. To the extent that the media as a 
sector is threatened, so too are the aspirations of a generation of young people studying 
journalism. Further, to the extent that the studying of journalism is put beyond the reach of 
many young people, their aspirations are imperilled even further. Yet this is what is 
happening with the 113 percent increase in fees for Communications degrees (which includes 
journalism programs) that is part of the federal government’s Jobs-ready Graduates 
legislative package that passed the parliament in October 2020. It is unclear exactly how the 
package will affect student demand for journalism programs or indeed how the various 
universities that offer them will respond to the package, but on the face of it a strong signal 
has been sent by the Federal Government to students, dissuading them from studying 
journalism. 
 
Some might argue this is no bad thing given that for many years there have been more 
graduates in journalism and, more broadly, communications, than entry-level jobs but this 
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overlooks three important points: first, that journalism degrees are analogous to law degrees 
as they both provide valuable skills and ideas even if the student never practises them in the 
particular profession; second, that the threats posed to societies by the growth in online 
misinformation and disinformation and on social media underscore the need for more, not 
fewer, well-educated journalism graduates, and, third, that there is an increasingly urgent 
need to encourage students from a wider range of cultural, linguistic, gender and lived 
experience backgrounds to study journalism and to understand how journalism works. These 
points are magnified when it is remembered that the media industries need a continual influx 
of graduates. On average, graduates spend 12 years in journalism before moving to a related 
field.  
 

a. the current state of public interest journalism in Australia and any barriers 
to Australian voters’ ability to access reliable, accurate and independent 
news; 
 

Implicit in the overview above, now is not the time to make the study of journalism less 
appealing to people from disadvantaged backgrounds including low income, rural, migrant 
and Indigenous Australians, whose views are important to ensuring Australians receive fair 
and balanced reporting from diverse perspectives. It also places increased immediate 
financial pressure on students whose income-earning opportunities have diminished as a 
result of COVID-19. If journalism is to reflect the experiences of all Australians, and the 
diverse communities we live in, its study needs to be readily accessible to all and not leave 
graduates to live in greater debt than they already incur. JERAA remains committed to 
fostering the next generation of journalists who will produce the accurate information, 
analysis, investigation and ideas essential to our democratic processes. The crumbling of the 
advertising-funded model of journalism has created what are called “news deserts” in 
Australia and have limited entry level positions for journalists. Headlines about these failing 
businesses, aggravated by COVID-19, has potentially discouraged young people (and the 
parents who can influence their career choices, not to mention support their studies) from 
considering journalism as a career. 
 
It is important the committee be aware that an important element of journalism education in 
Australia today is the opportunity available to students to work on a national collaborative 
online publication supported by JERAA, called The Junctioniii.  It features the best stories 
from students across Australia and beyond, produced under the supervision of journalism 
academics, many of whom have worked as journalists. Eleven founding universities started 
the collaborative project under a different name – UniPollWatch – that covered the 2016 
federal election. The Junction covered the 2019 federal election and the site has expanded to 
include national television and podcast programs as well as a fully maintained web presence, 
run by academics with some philanthropic support. Universities can play a larger role in 
fostering media diversity, perhaps by providing a base for independent journalists. In 
addition, investigative journalists could, for instance, be seconded to journalism programs to 
help produce stories in collaboration with journalism students. This could be supported by the 
news media industry and/or by philanthropic funding.  
 
We therefore encourage the committee to explicitly include the needs of students in its 
examination of the issue of media diversity, including:  
 

• Supporting a diversity of job-ready graduates in communications and journalism; 
• Providing incentives to study journalism; 
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• Supporting students to undertake paid work placements, particularly at smaller 
organisations and in rural and remote locations; 

• Asking government to encourage the entry of a greater diversity of people in the 
industry; specifically people from culturally, gender and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds, those from lower socio-economic background or those with disabilities; 

• Boosting research into journalism and its impact on society which not only equips 
students with critical thinking skills to understand issues to do with how power and 
authority operates in society but adds to the store of knowledge in society. 

 
 

b. the effect of media concentration on democracy in Australia; 
 

The Federal Government roadmap for digital media regulation has already recognised 
journalism as essential to Australian democracy and regional journalism in particular as 
critical to “informing and strengthening local communities”.iv The impact of media 
concentration on the minds of Australians is significant and well researched. The four major 
commercial media players—News Corp Australia, Fairfax Media, Seven West Media and 
APN News and Media—accounted for more than 90 per cent of the revenue in the industry in 
the 2015-16 financial year v. This means that when one media player closes, it can have a 
devastating impact across communities, as was experienced this year in Queensland when 
NewsCorp decided to close its print editions of its chain of regional newspapers. Regional 
newspapers play an important role in providing work for entry-level journalists, as well 
providing a vital resource for their communities. 

 
A vibrant media sector is required to meet the information needs of citizens in a democratic 
society. Without trustworthy information citizens cannot make informed decisions about the 
way they are governed, or indeed how they live their lives as part of a community. Without 
entry-level positions, journalists struggle to learn their craft. Without local news outlets 
covering genuine local news stories, citizens cannot make decisions about how they are 
governed or how they work, how they celebrate and how they mourn as a community. 
Citizens need access to trusted and verified information that is reported as fairly and fully as 
possible. These skills and approaches are taught first at universities, then developed within 
newsrooms. The provision of trustworthy information is the bedrock of a social contract 
between professional journalists and their audiences.  
 

c. the impact of Australia’s media ownership laws on media concentration in 
Australia; 
 

The impact of increasing concentration of media ownership has been studied for decades both 
in Australia and overseas. Analysing exactly how and why concentration of media ownership 
can weaken media diversity has been the subject of many researchers’ work, including the 
recent development whereby even global media companies (such as Rupert Murdoch’s News 
Corporation) have been dwarfed by the financial power and reach of global tech companies 
(Facebook and Google). Scholars are required to work quickly to chart the rapidly shifting 
global media ecosystem, and to understand its implications. It is only in recent years that 
Facebook and Google have dwarfed the big media companies, and it is only a few years 
before then that new media entrepreneurs were brimful with optimism about the wonders of 
the digital age. Even before COVID-19 arrived, though, discontent and alarm about global 
tech behemoths and the toxicity of social media were widespread. That all happened within 
the space of a decade.  
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JERAA’s members, many of whom research journalism and the news media, are among the 
scholars who have contributed to new knowledge, whether at conferences or in academic 
journals – Australian Journalism Review has been published for four decades – or in books. 
Some of this research has been funded by the Australian Research Council. This research 
feeds into public understanding and debate.  
 
There are many examples which could be used, but the point is well made by the recent,  
electrifying exchange,  on ABC television’s Q & A program on 9 November 2020 between 
former prime minister Malcolm Turnbull and editor-at-large for the Murdoch-owned The 
Australian, Paul Kellyvi. Kelly was asked a question by a viewer about bias at his newspaper, 
especially on the subject of climate change, which he ducked by pointing to how long it had 
been since The New York Times endorsed a Republican candidate in a presidential election in 
the United States. When Kelly then posed a rhetorical question – why was it acceptable to 
attack News Corp but not other media outlets who were “propogandists” for taking “radical 
action on climate change” – Turnbull took it upon himself to answer. Turnbull said Kelly had 
revealed the core problem; namely that News Corp has “turned an issue of physics into an 
issue of values or identity”. Turnbull added: “Saying you believe or disbelieve in global 
warming is like saying you believe or disbelieve in gravity. You’ve turned something that 
should be an issue of engineering and economics into undiluted ideology and idiocy. And we 
are paying the price in delayed action to address global warming”. His words were met by 
sustained applause among the studio audience.  Turnbull certainly made his argument 
forcefully, but the salient point here is that he was articulating an argument first espoused in 
Australia by David McKnight in his 2012 book, Rupert Murdoch: An investigation of 
political power. Here’s the relevant passage:  
 
      Because Fox News [also owned by Murdoch] insisted that climate change was a  
      political, not a scientific, issue it was able to argue that it was obliged to seek  
      ‘balance’ in discussions about it. In practice, this meant that it frequently invited 
      two guests with opposing positions to debate climate change; Fox News was  
      fulfilling its marketing slogan ‘fair and balanced’, while scientific findings could 
      appear controversial, since guests spoke according to political beliefs. No special 
      expertise was needed to debate a political issue, simply two people who happened 
      to disagree. By contrast, seeing the issue as one involving scientific expertise 
      meant employing the methods of traditional journalism, which stipulate that  
      journalists seek out authoritative and credible sources (p. 216-217). 
 
At the time McKnight was an Associate Professor in the Journalism and Media Research 
Centre at the University of New South Wales, and his research had been funded by the 
Australian Research Council. His work percolated through society, aided by opinion 
columns, letter writers, talkback callers, discussions in university seminars, conversations in 
cafes, arguments in parliament and so on. It was also added to, and extended by other 
scholars and public intellectuals, until it found its way into the campaign by two former 
prime ministers from opposing parties, Turnbull and Kevin Rudd, for government to establish 
a royal commission to ensure a strong, diverse media sector. The value of academic research 
cannot be gainsaid but McKnight would be the first to admit that when Kelly tried to argue 
on Q & A that News Corp’s impact was overestimated, he could not have replied as Turnbull 
did, with magnificent disdain: “That’s what Rupert always used to say to me. We don’t have 
a very big audience, we’re not that influential, talk to Lachlan. Look, I’ve had all that flannel 
for years”. 
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The nearly seven-decade long career in the media of Rupert Murdoch has probably been 
more widely researched than that of any proprietor in Australia, or elsewhere. McKnight also 
found, for instance, that Murdoch uses journalism to gain commercial advantages and that the 
combined impact of News Corp’s outlets in multiple countries running the same editorial line 
has an immense impactvii. The Murdoch media’s regular deviation from, and derision of, the 
overwhelming global scientific consensus on human-induced climate change also has been 
studied by numerous Australian academics who argue it is causing serious, lasting damage to 
public and political debateviii.  
 
 

d. the impact of significant changes to media business models since the 
advent of online news and the barriers to viability and profitability of public 
interest news services; 

 
 

e. the impact of online global platforms such as Facebook, Google and Twitter 
on the media industry and sharing of news in Australia; 
 

The four major commercial media players in Australia are tiny in comparison to global 
dominance of Facebook, Google and Amazon. JERAA endorses mandatory requirements for 
digital platforms to address power imbalances within Australian media. There are many 
different models for how this might be managed, but JERAA notes the Australian 
Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) has developed the News Media and Digital 
Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code after extensive public consultation lasting almost 
three years. JERAA supports this proposed Code to initially apply to Facebook NewsFeed 
and Google Search. JERAA also supports the plan for the Code to be reviewed by Treasury 
after a year to ensure it is operating effectively, as well as the provision for other digital 
platform services to be added to the Code in future.  
 

f. the barriers faced by small, independent and community news outlets in 
Australia; 
 

Financial stability is the biggest problem for small, independent and community news outlets. 
There are government funding models in Europe that could be adapted for Australia. For the 
2017 Select Committee on the Future of Public Interest Journalism, JERAA outlined multiple 
existing models that could be adapted to work in the Australian media landscape. The Public 
Interest Journalism Initiative has done detailed work on these and other proposalsix. Staffing 
and legal costs are the biggest barriers for small independent and community news outlets in 
Australia. These costs also make it difficult for smaller operators to offer opportunities to 
junior staff, or to oversee journalism interns. Many such organisations do a good job of 
giving opportunities to journalism students, but FairWork Australia has repeatedly found 
problems with journalism students doing excessive internship hours to the point of being 
exploitedx. Students perceive the need to gain sufficient experience to be considered job-
ready on graduation, which puts them in an invidious position. 
 

g. the role that a newswire service plays in supporting diverse public interest 
journalism in Australia; 
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The threat to the existence of Australian Associated Press earlier in 2020 awakened society to 
important if subterranean role it has played for decades in the Australian mediaxi. That role 
remains as important now as then.  

 
h. the state of local, regional and rural media outlets in Australia; 

 
There is much work currently underway by researchers within the academy, and by lobby 
groups. Since the commencement of the pandemic, more than 157 Australian newsrooms 
have shut permanently or temporarily, and many newspapers have ceased their print editions, 
offering online only. Many newspapers reduced pagination numbers and some radio stations 
reduced the number of bulletins owing to falling advertising incomes and unstable share 
prices. The Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) provides a strong service in many 
regional and rural areas, but not these are not sufficient to serve the full range of local 
communities across Australia. Local, regional and rural media outlets provide essential 
community services, especially during and following periods of natural disaster, as was 
demonstrated during the devastating summer bushfires of 2019-2020.  
 

i. the role of government in supporting a viable and diverse public interest 
journalism sector in Australia;  
 

The government has a role to play in supporting a viable and diverse public interest 
journalism sector in Australia, alongside the operation of the free market in providing 
commercial media services. The government fulfils its role partly by funding the two national 
public broadcasters, the ABC and SBS, though there is widespread and justified public 
concern about the federal government’s cutting of their budgets in recent years. It should be 
noted that not all journalism is public interest journalism. Communities still need access to 
information that binds them together, and much of this is not necessarily public interest 
journalism. Golden wedding anniversaries, school trophy presentations, and sporting fixtures 
need to be accurately recorded and shared within communities, as part of social cohesion. 
That said, the ABC and SBS create a disproportionately large amount of public interest, in-
depth journalism in Australia but it has mostly focused on national and to a lesser extent state 
issues rather than local ones. Opinion polling unequivocally shows falling levels of public 
trust in many commercial media outlets, while the ABC still enjoys high levels of trust. It is 
therefore crucial that the broadcasters are adequately funded to do their work, as the ACC’s 
Digital Platforms inquiry final report recommended in 2019, and yet the current and previous 
coalition governments in Australia have continued to strip the broadcasters of their income,xii 
even during the pandemic and after the devastating summer bushfires. 
 
Restoring funding of the ABC and SBS to recommended levels is a powerful antidote to the 
distortion of the Australian public sphere. The ABC is bound by its charter to offer national 
forums for respectful public debate, in stark contrast to what occurs on Sky News after 
6pmxiii. Significantly, the amount and quality of journalism done by the ABC and SBS is not 
only a matter of concern for Australian citizens. Across the globe there are only between 11 
and15 properly funded public broadcasters that have independence from government and 
corporate influence and interferencexiv. Given these low numbers, if the ABC or SBS is 
diminished, so is independent in-depth journalism. 
 

 
i https://www.jeraa.org.au/ 
iihttps://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Future_of_Public_Interest_Journalism/Pu
blicInterestJournalism/Submissions. 
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iii https://junctionjournalism.com/ 
iv Australian Government. 2019. Regulating in the Digital Age: Government Response and Implementation 
Roadmap for the Digital Platforms Inquiry. Canberra, ACT: Commonwealth of Australia. 
vhttps://theconversation.com/factcheck-is-australias-level-of-media-ownership-concentration-one-of-the-
highest-in-the-world-68437 
vi Q & A, “Politicians, presidents and the palace,” ABC television, 9 November 2020. Available at: 
https://www.abc.net.au/qanda/2020-09-11/12840750. 
vii McKnight, D. 2012. Rupert Murdoch: An Investigation of Political Power, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, pages 188-
210. 
viii Examples include: 
Holmes, D., & Star, C. 2018. Climate change communication in Australia: The politics, mainstream media and 
fossil fuel industry nexus. In Handbook of Climate Change Communication: Vol. 1 (pp. 151-170). Cham: 
Springer. 
Huertas, A., & Adler, D. 2012. Is News Corp. Failing Science? Cambridge, MA: Union of Concerned 
Scientists. Available at http://www.ucsusa. org/assets/documents/global_warming/Is-News-Corp-Failing-
Science.pdf 
Gunster, S., Fleet, D., Paterson, M., & Saurette, P. 2018. Climate hypocrisies: a comparative study of news 
discourse. Environmental Communication, 12(6), 773-793. 
Lidberg, J., 2018. Australian media coverage of two pivotal climate change summits: A comparative study 
between COP15 and COP21. Pacific Journalism Review: Te Koakoa, 24(1), pp.70-86. 
O’Neill, S. J. 2013. Image matters: Climate change imagery in US, UK and Australian newspapers. Geoforum, 
49, 10-19. 
ixhttps://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Future_of_Public_Interest_Journalism/Pu
blicInterestJournalism/Submissions, appendix A. PIJI’s work is available at: https://piji.com.au/. 
x https://www.fairwork.gov.au/how-we-will-help/templates-and-guides/fact-sheets/unpaid-work/unpaid-work-
print-and-broadcast-media-industry 
xi https://theconversation.com/the-closure-of-aap-is-yet-another-blow-to-public-interest-journalism-in-australia-
132856 
xii Swan, Jonathan, and Matthew Knott, “Abbott to break ABC ‘no cuts’ promise,” The Sydney Morning Herald, 
14 April 2014, Abbott to break ABC 'no cuts' promise (smh.com.au), RMIT Fact Check Unit, “Paul Fletcher 
says there are no cuts to the ABC budget. Is he correct?”, 20 July 2020, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-07-
16/fact-check-are-there-no-cuts-to-abc-funding/12417226. 
xiii https://www.smh.com.au/national/sky-news-after-dark-a-digital-nuremberg-rally-20180807-p4zvxr.html 
xivhttps://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Future_of_Public_Interest_Journalism/P
ublicInterestJournalism/Submissions. 
 
 


