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Chair's Foreword 

Australia’s regional newspapers are about regional stories and are a shared 

community experience. Regional newspapers put into the public area the stories of 

people who have excelled in sport, school or their business enterprise, as well as 

coverage of valuable community-based issues such as council decisions, court 

matters, public health issues and local weather events. 

Regional newspapers have been challenged for more than a decade by loss of 

revenue, loss of talent and rising costs that have forced many to permanently close 

their doors. As newspapers close, readers are pushed towards social media for 

their news, which increases Australians’ exposure to misinformation and creates a 

disconnect in communities. 

Revenue for regional newspapers has been declining as more companies move 

their employment, real estate and motor vehicle advertising online, much of which 

was a primary revenue source. Government advertising and public notices have 

also been largely withdrawn from regional newspapers in favour of online outlets 

or larger, metropolitan newspapers, further exacerbating the decline in revenue. 

Larger publishers, such as Australian Community Media and NewsCorp Australia 

have withdrawn from print publication in regional areas, forcing smaller 

publishers to go further afield to print their newspapers and driving up costs in a 

time when viability for many is already under threat. 

Further, the emergence of COVID-19 saw many individuals turn to their local 

newspaper for credible and up-to-date information, however, decline in business 

during this time saw local and national businesses alike withdraw advertising 

from local newspapers at a time when it was needed most. 

Unfortunately, as a result, regional newspapers have experienced a significant loss 

of jobs and important community issues are going unreported. ‘News deserts’ have 

also been emerging—meaning that some communities are not covered by a 
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newspaper at all. However, those in regional Australia – and their newspapers – 

continually demonstrate their resilience and ability to innovate. As part of the 

inquiry, the Committee heard of several new and emerging models to adapt 

revenue structures and address printing costs, to continue to provide news services 

to their communities. 

The Australian Government has recognised the importance of regional news 

services by providing funding grant packages in 2017 and 2020, however, the 

Committee heard it was challenging for smaller newspapers to receive any 

support, and almost 87 per cent of the funding under the Public Interest News 

Gathering (PING) program went to larger news providers during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The Committee welcomes the $10 million federal Government funding 

for cadetship and journalism programs announced in February 2022, however, 

there are more concerning challenges in regional areas associated with increasing 

operational costs, financial sustainability, and attracting and retaining journalists 

which need to be addressed. 

The news industry in Australia is constrained by an outdated legislative model 

that is no longer fit-for-purpose. The Broadcasting Services Act 1992 is preventing 

news organisations from adapting to technology and embracing new multifaceted 

operating models. The ability to understand the full impact of this is hampered by 

the lack of complete data to examine these concerning trends and address the 

emergence of news deserts in regional and remote Australia. A comprehensive 

review of the viability of regional newspapers needs to be conducted, including the 

development of a national register of regional news providers. 

While these measures would provide a good evidence-base for long term analysis 

of the issues affecting regional newspapers, there is an opportunity to immediately 

improve support and revenue to regional newspapers. The Committee heard from 

a number of witnesses that reduction in government advertising is an ongoing 

direct challenge to the long-term viability of regional newspapers, and therefore, 

the Committee has recommended that the Australian Government ensure that a 

minimum of 20 per cent of government print advertising is placed in regional 

newspapers. 

As more Australians turn to the internet for their news, measures have been 

implemented to ensure that smaller news providers can negotiate fairly with 

digital platforms that host the news produced by regional newspapers and derive 

tangible and intangible benefits from this ability. The News Media and Digital 

Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code was welcomed by many as a tool to 

provide a level negotiating platform. However, at the time of the inquiry, no 

digital platform had been designated and the Committee heard the benefits 
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flowing from the Code were not consistent. The statutory review of the provisions 

is welcome and will ideally address the concerns raised by submitters during the 

inquiry.  

The Committee recognises the valuable contribution of large publishers like 

Australian Community Media in providing submissions and appearing at public 

hearings to support the Committee’s inquiry, as well as the contributions of digital 

platforms like Google Australia and Meta. However, it is regrettable that News 

Corp Australia was not able to contribute to the inquiry by providing a submission 

or appearing at public hearings, especially noting the significance of News Corp’s 

role in Australia’s media landscape.  

This inquiry has given small, independent newspapers the opportunity to be seen 

and heard, and the Committee expresses its appreciation to the many individuals 

and organisations who have contributed to this inquiry by providing submissions, 

appearing at public hearings, participating in its online survey and contributing to 

the Committee’s understanding of this important issue. 

The 12 recommendations made by this report are an important starting point to 

address the ongoing viability of regional newspapers. The review of the News 

Media and Digital Platform Bargaining Code, and the Department’s review 

recommended by the Committee, will provide a more in-depth understanding of 

the complex issues underpinning Australia’s news environment and the outcomes 

will be considered with interest by the Committee.   

 

 

 

Dr Anne Webster MP 

Chair 
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The Committee will inquire into the provision of newspapers (print and digital) in 

regional and remote Australia. 

 

The Committee will consider: 

▪ The impact of decisions in a number of markets in regional and remote 

Australia by large publishers such as News Corp and Australian 

Community Media to suspend publication of print editions 

▪ The extent to which there has been entry into these or other markets by 

new operators, particularly small businesses 

▪ The impact of the News Media Bargaining Code for regional and remote 

newspapers 

▪ The degree to which there has been economic recovery in regional and 

remote markets from the impacts of COVID, and whether this has led to 

advertising revenue improving. 
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2.131 The Committee recommends the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 be amended 

to enable the Australian Communications and Media Authority to consider 

the factors outlined in the News in Australia: diversity and localism research 

paper in determining whether an unacceptable media diversity situation 

exists. 

Recommendation 3 

2.135 The Committee recommends that the Australian Government consider the 

funding and development of a project to gather and analyse core 

longitudinal data on regional newspapers in Australia over a minimum 

10-year period.  

Recommendation 4 

2.138 The Committee recommends that the Australian Government consider 

legislative amendments which would allow the sharing of industry data on 
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Recommendation 5 

2.143 The Committee recommends that the Government create and maintain a 

national, publicly available register of regional news providers (both print 

and digital), using the US News Desert project by the University of North 

Carolina as a model. 

Recommendation 6 

2.148 The Committee recommends that the Department of Infrastructure, 

Transport, Regional Development and Communications work with the 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation and the Special Broadcasting Service to 

facilitate partnerships with small regional publishers and broadcasters, 

modelled on the BBC Local News Partnerships program. 
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3.112 The Committee recommends the Australian Government review 

government advertising expenditure across all departments and agencies 

with a view to ensuring a minimum of 20 per cent of government print 

advertising is placed in regional newspapers.  

 

This should be part of long term advertising contracts that provide certainty 

of income for regional publications.  

 

The Committee expects this measure to be cost neutral and able to be 

implemented within 12 months. 

 

An independent process should be established to select the newspaper 

outlets eligible to participate in the print advertising program. 

Recommendation 8 

3.117 The Committee recommends that the Australian Government develop a 

targeted grants program aimed at small, independent newspapers based in 

regional and remote Australian communities. 
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Recommendation 9 

3.121 The Committee recommends that the Australian Government provides 

funding for research, programs and initiatives to assist local publishers, 

including regional newspapers to: 

▪ identify and implement alternative, sustainable business models, 

achieved through a diverse range of revenue streams that might include 

advertising, audience generated income, services and e-commerce; 

▪ increase capabilities required to perform the governance, administrative 

and editorial functions of the news organisation; and 

▪ implement effective technology to reach their target audience and 

monetise outputs. 

Recommendation 10 

3.125 The Committee recommends that, as part of the review recommended at 

Recommendation 1, the Australian Government also considers the viability 

of a tax rebate for regional businesses that support their local newspaper 

through a minimum advertising spend, and for regional newspapers that 

produce public interest journalism and employ local journalists. 

Recommendation 11 

4.76 The Committee recommends that the Department of Infrastructure, 

Transport, Regional Development, and Communications and the Australian 

Communications and Media Authority work with relevant digital platforms 

and news providers to ensure appropriate transparency in voluntary 

commercial deals. 

Recommendation 12 

4.81 The Committee recommends that the Consumer and Competition Act 2010 be 

amended to require that news media organisations must have revenue of 

$75,000 for the most recent year and for at least 3 of the 5 most recent years 

to register for the News Media and Digital Platforms Bargaining Code. 
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1. Introduction 

Background 

1.1 In December 2017, the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 

(ACCC) was directed to consider the impact of online search engines, social 

media and digital content aggregators on competition in the media and 

advertising services markets.1 

1.2 The ACCC tabled its final report in July 2019 making 23 recommendations, 

most directed at enhancing competition, improving consumer protection, 

ensuring privacy and undertaking media regulation reform.2 

1.3 Some recommendations were targeted at regional Australia, including a new 

program of direct grants and the development of a voluntary code to 

address bargaining power imbalances between parties. The Government 

responded to the recommendations of the report in December 2019.3 

1.4 Since then, the emergence of COVID-19 has magnified the important role of 

credible and up-to-date news and there has been an increase in news 

consumption: 

Trust in news increased globally over the past 12 months, in Australia trust in 

news has risen to 43%, close to the global average (44%). The improvement in 

trust likely reflects the public’s greater reliance on news in a crisis, and the 

 
1 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), Digital platforms inquiry terms of 

reference, 4 December 2017, www.accc.gov.au/focus-areas/inquiries-finalised/digital-platforms-

inquiry-0/terms-of-reference, accessed 9 March 2022. 

2 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), pp. 30-37. 

3  The Treasury, Regulating in the digital age: Government Response and Implementation Roadmap for the 

Digital Platforms Inquiry, 12 December 2019. 
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active dissemination of official health advice by news outlets during the 

pandemic…However, the peak in trust associated with news reporting about 

COVID-19 at the start of the pandemic (53%) has not been sustained.4 

1.5 In its digital platforms inquiry report, the ACCC stated that the closure of 

Australian and local newspaper titles between 2008-09 and 2017-18 resulted 

in a 15 per cent net total decline in regional newspapers. Emerging from 

these closures were 21 local government areas without a single or regional 

newspaper, 16 of which were in regional Australia. There were 106 closures 

over the period, with 85 per cent of these related to titles owned by major 

national media publishing groups.5 

1.6 However, the Public Interest Journalism Initiative (PIJI) said that there were 

400 changes in two years, which included both market growth and market 

contractions: 

Recent events which have included bushfires and COVID-19 have exposed 

news’ vulnerability … COVID-19’s economic shock has dried up remaining 

advertising revenue from sectors such as tourism, hospitality and 

entertainment, resulting in a significant reduction of Australian news 

production as tracked by PIJI’s Australian Newsroom Mapping Project 

(ANMP). The map has recorded more than 400 changes in three years, two 

thirds of which are market contractions – a sharp acceleration from previous 

ACCC data that showed 106 news closures over a 10 year period (2008-18). 

PIJI research prior to COVID-19 had also suggested declines in coverage of 

local government.6 

1.7 Newspapers in both regional and metropolitan areas have experienced 

significantly declining revenues for more than a decade.7 For example, 

during the 1980s and 1990s the industry encountered a major restructure 

and consolidation which resulted in the discontinuation of all metropolitan 

afternoon newspapers and a decrease in the number of titles to less than a 

third of 1984 figures. In addition, between 1984 and 2011, newspaper 

circulation dropped from 29 newspapers per 100 persons to around 12.8 

 
4 Park, S., Fisher, C., McGuinness, K., Lee, J. Y. and McCallum, K. (2021), Digital News Report: 

Australia, Canberra: News & Media Research Centre, University of Canberra, pp. 8-9. 

5 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 562. 

6 Public Interest Journalism Initiative (PIJI), Submission 43, p. 2. 

7 The Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications 

(the Department), Submission 29, p. 8. 

8 The Department, Submission 29, p. 7. 
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1.8 The Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and 

Communications (the Department) said that since 2010, real revenue had 

declined at an average rate of 7.45 per cent each year, which represented a 

total decline of approximately 57.8 per cent from $5.75 billion in 2010 to 

$2.5 billion in 2021. The Department said that this was likely to continue: 

Revenues are projected to continue declining over at least the next four years, 

with the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbating these 

pressures.9 

1.9 The closure of local newspapers has left members of the public that 

previously relied on print media for their news feeling mistrust and 

unattached to their communities.10 Closures have also resulted in job losses 

in regional Australia, including editorial roles: 

Staff numbers for many digital natives have fallen recently as these companies 

grapple with similar financial challenges to those facing traditional media 

businesses. In January 2019, BuzzFeed Australia cut 11 of its 40 staff as part of 

an attempt to ‘reduce its overall news footprint’. This was part of a global 

round of job cuts that affected BuzzFeed and other digital natives including 

The Huffington Post.11 

1.10 The ACCC found that the rise of the digital platforms contributed to the 

continuing decline in advertising revenue. The impact of this reduction in 

advertising revenue is most evident in relation to local and regional news 

providers, which do not have the large potential audience of metropolitan 

and national titles. New digital-only publications have not replaced 

traditional news services and many news media businesses are still 

searching for a viable business model for the provision of journalism 

online.12 

1.11 In May 2021, RMIT and Deakin University released findings of a survey of 

4,200 Australian country newspaper readers. Of those who participated, 

71 per cent preferred to read their newspaper in print, and 86 per cent of 

respondents considered print copies of local newspapers an essential service 

for the community. In addition, 94 per cent of respondents wanted a larger 

 
9 The Department, Submission 29, p. 8. 

10 Park, S., Fisher, C., McGuinness, K., Lee, J. Y. and McCallum, K. (2021), Digital News Report: 

Australia, Canberra: News & Media Research Centre, University of Canberra, p. 12. 

11 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 293. 

12 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 1. 
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say in the government policies and decisions affecting the future of local 

newspapers.13 

1.12 This survey also expressed the strong demand for printed product in rural 

and regional Australia, with most of its audiences, which include younger 

generations preferring a printed newspaper. Country Press readers are 

‘2.6 times as likely to read their local paper in print than in digital format.’14 

1.13 In March 2021, the Australian Government implemented a mandatory code, 

the News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code, to 

support with the stability of public interest journalism in Australia by 

addressing bargaining power imbalances between digital platforms and 

Australian news businesses.15 

About the inquiry 

1.14 On 22 December 2021, the Minister for Communications, Urban 

Infrastructure, Cities and the Arts, the Hon. Paul Fletcher MP, referred the 

Inquiry into Australia’s regional newspapers to the Standing Committee on 

Communications and the Arts (the Committee). 

1.15 As part of the inquiry, the Committee considered: 

▪ The impact of decisions in a number of markets in regional and remote 

Australia by large publishers such as News Corp and Australian 

Community Media to suspend publication of print editions; 

▪ The extent to which there has been entry into these or other markets by 

new operators, particularly small businesses; 

▪ The impact of the News Media Bargaining Code for regional and remote 

newspapers; and 

 
13 Deakin University, Media Release, 7 May 2021: Australia's biggest local news survey reveals 

readers' passion for print, www.deakin.edu.au/about-deakin/news-and-media-

releases/articles/australias-biggest-local-news-survey-reveals-readers-passion-for-print, accessed 

24 February 2021. 

14 Deakin University, Media Release, 7 May 2021: Australia's biggest local news survey reveals 

readers' passion for print, www.deakin.edu.au/about-deakin/news-and-media-

releases/articles/australias-biggest-local-news-survey-reveals-readers-passion-for-print, accessed 

24 February 2021. 

15 Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA), News media bargaining code: 

About the code, www.acma.gov.au/news-media-bargaining-code#about-the-code, accessed 3 

February 2021. 
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▪ The degree to which there has been economic recovery in regional and 

remote markets from the impacts of COVID, and whether this has led to 

advertising revenue improving. 

Inquiry conduct 

1.16 A media release announcing the inquiry was issued on 24 December 2021, 

calling for submissions to be made by 28 January 2022. 

1.17 An online survey was launched on 17 January 2022 to seek views on how 

Australians living in regional, rural or remote areas accessed news. The 

closing date of the survey was 11 February 2022. 

1.18 The survey received 1,731 responses and included both free-text and 

multiple-choice questions. A survey summary is available at Appendix C. 

1.19 The Committee also invited submissions from over 300 national and 

regional news providers, agencies, academics, and individuals.  

1.20 The inquiry received 63 submissions which are listed at Appendix A. 

1.21 The Committee held two public hearings, and a list of witnesses and 

organisations may be found at Appendix B. 

Report structure 

1.22 Chapter 2 provides an overview of how regional news is defined and 

accessed, as well as the role that large publishers play in regional areas. The 

chapter also discusses the emergence of hyper-local news, the evolution of 

media in regional areas and how access to regional news is tracked and 

mapped. 

1.23 Chapter 3 considers how revenue sources for regional newspapers have 

changed as a result of the growth of digital platforms and the impacts of 

COVID-19, and potential future funding models to support regional papers. 

The chapter also considers current Australian Government initiatives to 

support regional newspapers and the growing role of philanthropy in 

ongoing funding models. 

1.24 Chapter 4 considers the growth of digital platforms and the impact on 

regional newspapers, as well as the development and impact of the News 

Media Bargaining Code. 
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2. The State of Regional Newspapers 

2.1 This chapter sets out an overview of defining and accessing regional news, 

the role that large publishers have had on regional newspapers; the decline 

of print newspapers in regional areas; the emergence of hyper-local news 

providers; evolution of media ownership in regional areas; and tracking and 

mapping access to regional news. 

Defining regional news  

2.2 A key issue in understanding the state of regional newspapers is defining a 

‘regional’ area and what can then be categorised a ‘regional newspaper.’  

2.3 In the existing definition in the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 (Cth) 

(Broadcasting Act), ‘regional’ is defined in relation to commercial radio 

broadcasting licence areas, and essentially includes any area outside of 

central Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth, Adelaide and Sydney’s Western 

Suburbs.1 This definition is currently used by the Australian 

Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) to maintain their 

Associated Newspaper Register.2 

2.4 When undertaking its Digital Platforms Inquiry,3 the Australian 

Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) did not specifically look at 

 
1 Broadcasting Services Act 1992 (Cth), s 6. The Act also allows for any Indigenous community to be 

classified as ‘remote’ in delegated legislation. 

2 Ms Cathy Rainsford, General Manager, Content and Consumer Division, Australian 

Communications and Media Authority (ACMA), Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, 

p. 40. 

3 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final 

Report), June 2019. 
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the definition of ‘regional’ or ‘metropolitan’, but ‘took the local government 

areas as broadly the basis of understanding the distinction between regional 

and metropolitan.’4 The ACMA also noted that for the purposes of the News 

Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code (the Code) there is 

no explicit definition of ‘regional news’ or ‘regional area’.5 Some submitters 

raised further concerns that the terms of reference did not define ‘regional 

newspaper’ for this inquiry.6 

2.5 Questions were raised regarding whether the existing criteria is fit for 

purpose and still relevant in an industry that has experienced major changes 

over the past decade—in particular, since the emergence of COVID-19 in 

2020. The Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development 

and Communications (the Department) has examined alternatives, and 

noted industry concerns around the use of the existing definition of 

‘regional’ under the Broadcasting Act for unrelated purposes, such as 

the Code: 

We’ve had some feedback from publishers saying: ‘Well, why are you using 

radio licence areas? We don’t operate radios.’ So we’re looking at alternatives 

at the moment, but it will be a ‘regional’ definition.7 

2.6 The Local News Innovation Project argued that there is a ‘need to return to 

definitions that align with geography more so than the idea of the local’, 

considering the idea of ‘local’ to be a ‘very slippery concept’.8 The lack of 

parameters around what can be considered ‘regional’ or ‘local’ news is 

further complicated by a lack of core sector data on Australian print media.  

2.7 Further, the Judith Neilson Institute for Journalism and Ideas (JNI) said that 

the sector requires support to define what the difference is between hyper-

local news media and regional news media. They highlighted a 

 
4 Ms Kate Reader, General Manager, Digital Platforms Branch, Australian Competition and 

Consumer Commission, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 43. 

5 Ms Cathy Rainsford, General Manager, Content and Consumer Division, ACMA, Committee 

Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 39. The News and Media Bargaining Code is discussed 

further in Chapter 4. 

6 Country Press NSW, Submission 14, p. 5. 

7 Mr Adam Carlon, Assistant Secretary, Media Industry and Sustainability, Department of 

Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications (the Department), 

Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 49. 

8 Dr Kristy Hess, Professor of Communication, Deakin University, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 

28 February 2022, p. 45. 
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disagreement in the industry in defining which category news organisations 

should fall into.9 

2.8 One difficulty in defining regional news and categorising regional news 

providers is a lack of data to inform these categories. Communications 

reports released by the ACMA in 2017-18 and 2018-19 gave an overview of 

communications and media in Australia, however when the statutory 

obligation for the ACMA to release this report ceased, publication of the 

report also ceased.10 The Department also noted issues with the collection of 

government data, commenting that ‘if someone is about to go out of 

business or if there is a new startup, they don't have to notify the 

government that this is happening.’11 

2.9 The Public Interest Journalism Initiative (PIJI) ‘strongly supports a better 

understanding of news production and availability across all regions of 

Australia’, noting that beyond existing government sources, ‘other databases 

exist but are also out of date or incomplete.’12 The challenge of tracking and 

mapping access to regional news is explored later in this Chapter. 

Accessing news in regional areas  

2.10 Regional newspapers are vital for regional and remote areas of Australia in 

providing not only up-to-date news but also valuable community-based 

information, and community connection. Newspaper closures have led to a 

decline in both information and a sense of belonging for local news 

consumers, particularly in smaller Local Government Areas (LGAs).13 

The Community Broadcasting Association of Australia (CBAA) said the loss 

of regional newspapers ‘means that important community issues are going 

unreported’.14 

2.11 Community radio broadcasting and television, along with news media in 

both print and digital are vital in providing localised news services to 

 
9 Judith Neilson Institute for Journalism and Ideas, Submission 15, p. 2. 

10 ACMA, Supplementary Submission 32.1, pp. 3-4. 

11 Ms Pauline Sullivan, First Assistant Secretary, Online Safety, Media and Platforms Division, the 

Department, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 48. 

12 Public Interest Journalism Initiative (PIJI), Submission 43, pp. 1, 15. 

13 News and Media Research Centre, University of Canberra (NMRC, UC), Submission 9, p. 3. 

14 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 4. 
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communities across Australia, particularly in regional and remote areas.15 

Local media provides a range of relevant information concerning access to 

social services, delivering weather warnings, and providing information 

about community developments.16 

2.12 Inquiry participants have highlighted the importance of advocating and 

supporting diversity within the sector. CBAA commented on the important 

role community broadcasters play in providing a voice for communities in 

regional and remote Australia and for first nations communities, culturally 

and linguistically diverse communities, faith based communities, youth and 

seniors communities, the LGBTQIA+ community, people with a disability, 

and diverse arts and music communities.17 

2.13 Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance (MEAA) commented that over the 

past two years the regional and rural job loss of the newspaper industry 

mostly occurred at News Corp Australia and Australian Community Media 

(ACM): 

…occurred at two companies: NewsCorp and Australian Community Media, 

although it is plainly the case that a range of longstanding independent news 

companies have also shed jobs and either rationalised or ceased production.18 

2.14 MEAA said that these closures have reduced access to information, 

especially for the broader community which has left areas without coverage 

of important news. Of the 182 contractions in the past two years (for 

example, mastheads or newsroom closures, suspension of services), 68 per 

cent were in regional Australia.19 

2.15 According to the University of Canberra’s News and Media Research Centre 

(NMRC, UC), the Local News Consumers report shows that one in five 

regional Australians have encountered a closure or merger of a news service 

in their area in the past five years.20 Those who experienced local news 

closures in their community reported a decrease in information about their 

community (46 per cent), and a reduced sense of belonging (23 per cent).21 

 
15 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 3. 

16 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 4. 

17 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 3. 

18 Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance, Submission 13, p. 4. 

19 Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance, Submission 13, p. 4. 

20 NMRC, UC, Submission 9, p. 11. 

21 NMRC, UC, Submission 9, p. 13. 
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2.16 The study also suggested there: 

…was a significant [difference] between those who did not experience news 

closure and those who did in their satisfaction of the quality and depth of 

news (81% vs 69%), which indicates the impact of news closures on the 

information quality that regional consumers have access to.22 

2.17 The Local News Consumers report suggested that newspaper closures had 

resulted in a decrease in information about their community: 

Closures of local news outlets have had a greater impact on smaller regional 

communities. Two-thirds (67%) of those who live in LGAs with populations 

less than 30,000 people said there was a decrease in information about the 

local community and 33% said they had fewer topics to share with friends. 

Losing a news outlet, where there are few news services will affect the 

community more, as they have fewer alternatives.23 

2.18 Dr Olav Muurlink, Publisher, Small Newspaper Company, Queensland said 

that the result of the loss of newspapers is also the loss of social capital. He 

suggested that news titles are what fill the gap in rural communities because 

they enable the advertising of events, births, deaths and marriages.24 

2.19 NMRC, UC’s study of regional journalists, Australian Regional Journalists: 

What they need and how they see the future, found that not only are regional 

communities experiencing the impact of the financial downturn in 

journalism but that reporters and editors are facing pressure with 

diminishing resources, increased production demands, and growing job 

insecurity: 

Between October 2019 and February 2020, we conducted a survey of 307 

regional journalists across all platforms and interviewed 31. Half of the 

respondents (51 per cent) said the pressure of commercial sustainability had 

got worse over the past five years, 20 per cent said it remained the same, and 

29 per cent said it had lessened. This was most keenly felt by print 

(51 per cent) and online (52 per cent) journalists compared to 47 per cent of TV 

and 38 per cent of radio.25 

 
22 NMRC, UC, Submission 9, p. 14. 

23 NMRC, UC, Submission 9, pp. 13-14. 

24 Dr Olav Muurlink, Publisher, Small Newspaper Company, Queensland, Submission 1, p. 2. 

25 NMRC, UC, Submission 9, p. 15. 
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2.20 Further NMRC, UC’s study of regional journalists found that communities 

also lose ‘local champions’ in its reporters that not only advocate for them 

but also ‘monitor and scrutinise political and business leaders’.26 

2.21 While regional newspaper print is decreasing, Journalism Education and 

Research Association of Australia (JERAA) commented that print is 

dominant in regional areas due to its accessibility and appeal to a wide 

audience: 

…[print] remains a dominant medium in regional areas, partly because of 

established buying habits, partly because newspapers retain currency for 

longer in news markets where they are printed weekly or bi-weekly rather 

than daily, and partly because they are accessible and/or appealing to a wide 

audience. For example, the generally older demographic mix in regional areas 

means that many people may not be comfortable operating in the online 

environment. And many areas of regional and remote Australia have limited – 

or very slow – internet access. Most importantly, audiences perceive a link 

between their local paper and a sense of community belonging.27 

2.22 The loss of newspapers has left people of the community without access to 

news. For some, the lack of available news in print forced them online, 

however those without access to technology or computer literacy left them 

with no news source.28 The Committee’s online survey indicated that 

approximately one quarter of respondents did not receive, or were unable to 

access, news that was important to their community.29 Today News Group 

said those that had experienced the worst effects were those without the 

resources to access online news.30 

2.23 Professor Sora Park from NRMC, UC said that interest in regional areas is 

declining: 

…and people are disengaging more with news than people in urban areas. 

That's possibly because regional consumers have less relevant news delivered 

to them. It's a vicious circle. You don't get high-quality, localised, relevant 

news, so you don't consume it, and therefore you're less likely to pay for it and 

 
26 NMRC, UC, Submission 9, p. 16. 

27 Journalism Education and Research Association of Australia, Submission 5, p. 3. 

28 Media innovation and the civic future of Australia’s country press, Local newspaper audience 

survey, National report 2021, p. 6. 

29 See Appendix C, p. 108. 

30 Today News Group, Submission 19, p. 1. 
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less likely to consume news. So, I think it's a vicious circle with quality and 

relevance.31 

2.24 The CBAA said there was strong need for local news and information, 

particularly in regional and remote communities: 

It is well documented that audiences feel they cannot receive localised or 

community-specific information from other media sources. Local community 

media provides content that caters to the needs and interests of local 

communities and is vital to the health and wellbeing of those communities.32 

2.25 NMRC, UC said in the absence of a strong local news source, regional 

consumers turn to social media to fill the gap. Those who experienced local 

news closures were much more likely to access news via social media sites 

(27 per cent) compared to those who had not experienced closures 

(16 per cent).33 

2.26 One of the concerns as expressed by Ms Keer Moriarty, Director of Scenic 

Rim Media was that community based social media pages are not being 

regulated. Accurate information and news were dependent on who the 

administrators are: 

The problem is that there aren't those checks and balances, there isn't the 

regulation with it, so it can also be a source of misinformation. It really just 

depends on who's running those pages.34 

2.27 However, Meta (Facebook) said that the shift from print to digital 

advertising has resulted in greater accessibility to audiences35 and that: 

…publishers have control over whether their content – mostly links back to 

their own websites – is available on our platform, and they can choose not to 

distribute content on Facebook if they believe these benefits are not 

sufficient.36 

 
31 Professor Sora Park, Professor, Communications, NMRC, UC, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 

Tuesday, 1 March 2022, p. 17. 

32 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 4. 

33 NMRC, UC, Submission 9, p. 12. 

34 Ms Keer Moriarty, Director, Scenic Rim Media, Committee Hansard, Canberra, Tuesday, 1 March 

2022, p. 17. 

35 Meta, Submission 62, p. 8. 

36 Meta, Submission 62, p. 13. 
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2.28 Mr Joe Italiano, Publisher of the Collie River Valley Bulletin said even where 

there is an online social media presence, the trusted source of news is still 

local news publications over television or radio.37 

2.29 Dr Kristy Hess, Professor of Communication at Deakin University said that 

results from a national survey of local newspaper audiences across Australia 

indicated that most audiences still prefer local newspapers. Audiences are 

five times more likely to go directly to a local news website for their local 

news than to Google or Facebook.38 

2.30 Dr Hess highlighted the importance of embracing the digital environment as 

a cultural transition that would occur over time. She said that the transition 

to the digital environment also emphasised issues of inequality, when it 

comes to older individuals and those with poor digital connectivity.39 

The role of large publishers in regional newspapers 

2.31 There were 435 regional and community newspapers operating in Australia 

in 2017-2018, many of which were under the ownership of three large 

commercial media companies: News Corp, ACM, and Seven West Media.40 

2.32 Prior to COVID-19, ACM owned 138 regional newspapers, more than half of 

which were suspended over the course of the pandemic. In 2021, ACM 

announced the closure of three of its four print sites.41 

2.33 News Corp Australia and ACM terminated printing to more than 100 local 

and regional newspapers.42 The Barcoo Independent said that terminating 

print services in regional areas meant that larger newspapers refused to 

 
37 Mr Joe Italiano, Publisher, Collie River Valley Bulletin, Committee Hansard, Monday, 28 February 

2022, p. 42. 

38 Dr Kristy Hess, Professor of Communication, Deakin University, Committee Hansard, Monday, 28 

February 2022, p. 44. 

39 Dr Kristy Hess, Professor of Communication, Deakin University, Committee Hansard, Monday, 28 

February 2022, p. 44. 

40 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Digital Platforms Inquiry: Final Report, June 

2019, p. 290, https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/Digital%20platforms%20inquiry%20-

%20final%20report.pdf, accessed 7 March 2022. 

41 Australian Associated Press, Submission 49, p. 9. 

42 Newman, N., Fletcher, R., Schulz, et al, Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, Reuters 

Institute Digital News Report 2021 (10th edition), p. 13, 

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2021, accessed 3 March 2022. See 

also Australian Associated Press, Submission 49, p. 9. 
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provide papers to smaller newsagents unless they paid additional costs, and 

these were not delivered on-time: 

Blackall for example, gets Sunday's paper on Monday. As to reading it on-line. 

We have 300 people aged over 60 in our community, most of who are not tech 

savvy and nor do they intend to be.43 

2.34 Further Gilgandra Newspapers, commented that they took advantage of the 

gaps left by ACM: 

We reached out to the Bogan Shire Council (Nyngan, NSW) an hour and half 

west of our head office. We put in a proposal for a new newspaper, one of four 

independent proposals, and were chosen by the council. We began publishing 

The Nyngan Weekly…the paper began as 12 pages and is now 16-20 pages 

depending on the week.44 

2.35 Cape York Weekly said they had access to News Corp based in Townsville 

for print services. They said that if ‘News Corp were to make cuts to the 

print editions…then all regional newspapers in North Queensland could 

suffer from the fallout.’45 

2.36 JERAA drew attention to the newly depleted areas known as ‘news deserts’, 

and expressed that they had been impacted with communities missing out 

on opportunities for local debate and deliberation. JERAA said that 

‘conventions that inform journalism, such as balance and fairness—may be 

absent’. Despite new media services—both newspaper and online—starting 

in regions, graduate journalists in regional Australia have fewer 

opportunities: 

They have led to lower standards of journalism, fewer news media staff, 

uniformity of content across regions and less specific and targeted content for 

towns and regions – where local news and information is available at all. This 

results in less informed communities, and has considerable impacts on 

citizens’ engagement with democracy.46 

 
43 The Barcoo Independent, Submission 3, p. 2. 

44 Gilgandra Newspapers Pty Ltd, Submission 10, p. 2. 

45 Cape York Weekly, Submission 12, p. 3. 

46 Journalism Education and Research Association of Australia Incorporated, Submission 5, p. 2. 
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2.37 The McPherson Media Group said that the main impact of decisions by large 

publishers in regional Australia was the loss of editorial staff to other 

publishers.47 

2.38 Several submitters said that they felt ACM and News Corp abandoned 

regional communities. Star News Group said that News Corp had 

‘dominated’ metropolitan areas and suggested that the committee consider 

‘the vital communities, especially the growth areas and the impact of no 

media available following News Corps decision to leave.’48 

2.39 The MEAA expressed concern regarding the scale of the closures made by 

these larger publishers and commented that there was ‘abundant public 

interest in the company revealing how it has shed resources in regional 

communities’.49 

2.40 ACM said they ‘did not decide to abandon communities…[but] decided to 

save [their] business.’ They said they have been ‘fighting to keep as many of 

their titles open as possible’.50 

2.41 Public Interest Publishers Alliance (PIPA) said ACM’s treatment of 

communities with the decline of local content and ceasing the local paper 

demonstrated ‘poor performance’: 

ACM was limiting community transparency into local council and the core 

issues communities were grappling with. Instead, ACM’s willingness to 

effectively pass on local council press releases was hindering community 

information, discussion and collaboration.51 

2.42 Mrs Robyn Lambley, Member for Araluen (Alice Springs), felt residents 

were ‘left in the dark’ and expressed that they felt there was a gaping hole in 

communication and dissemination of information.52 She said that people in 

Alice Springs were considering establishing a local printed newspaper, but 

because ‘bigger News Corp newspapers in Australia were subsidising the 

 
47 McPherson Media Group, Submission 17, p. 1. 

48 Star News Group Pty Ltd, Submission 6, p. 3. 

49 The Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance, Submission 13, p. 4 

50 Rural Press Pty Ltd trading as Australian Community Media, Submission 42, p. 2. 

51 Public Interest Publishers Alliance, Submission 50, p. 4. 

52 Mrs Robyn Lambley, Member for Araluen (Alice Springs), Submission 16, p. 46. 
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smaller, regional newspapers’, establishing a new publication would ‘not be 

viable without some assistance’.53 

2.43 Peninsula News said large publishers’ decisions in suspending publication 

of print editions has made ‘the aggregation of small community newspapers 

under group or national media ownership makes them susceptible to 

financial decisions that are not controlled by the local community’ and 

recommended that ‘limits should be placed on the numbers of small 

newspapers under the one ownership – in the same way that media 

ownership rules are in place for larger publications and outlets.’54 

2.44 The Herald Publishing Company (the Herald) expressed concern that Seven 

West Media holds on small businesses. Seven West Media own both of 

Western Australia’s major newspapers55 and 19 regional newspapers.56 

These include the West Australian and the Sunday Times, and it also owns 

some radio stations and WA’s dominant television channel.57 Mr Anthony 

De Ceglie, Editor-in-Chief, of West Australian Newspapers said that ‘West 

Australian Newspapers operates as a wholly owned consolidated entity of 

Seven West Media. Western Australian Newspapers’ (WAN) cross-platform 

reach, which is the measure of its print and online audience, is about 4.5 

million readers every month’.58 The Herald said that ‘the power 7West [sic] 

media has to cross promote over all its platforms is a powerful inducement 

for any number of advertisers against which we cannot compete.’59 

The decline of print newspapers in regional areas 

2.45 Print media across regional Australia has declined rapidly due to the 

impacts of COVID-19 but, as noted, this has been an acceleration of an 

ongoing trend.60 While regional Australia has been particularly affected, the 

 
53 Mrs Robyn Lambley, Member for Araluen (Alice Springs), Submission 16, p. 47. 

54 Peninsula News, Submission 53, p. 2. 

55 The Herald Publishing Company, Submission 44, p. 13. 

56 Mr Anthony De Ceglie, Editor-in-Chief, West Australian Newspapers, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 26. 

57 The Herald Publishing Company, Submission 44, p. 13. 

58 Mr Anthony De Ceglie, Editor-in-Chief, West Australian Newspapers, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 26. 

59 The Herald Publishing Company, Submission 44, p. 13. 

60 See Deakin University, Submission 21, p. 2; Mr Benjamin Cronshaw, Submission 4. 



18 
 

 

impact of COVID-19 is also being observed across the entire media industry 

in Australia.61 

2.46 Change in regional news media has impacted news accessibility as well as 

news production. The industry has experienced the widespread layoff of 

journalists, the discontinuation of regional print editions, and the 

consolidation of newsroom resources.62 In addition, there is a ‘trend towards 

digital delivery’, which added a layer of complication to news accessibility 

in regional Australia.63 PIJI commented that digital news access is 

particularly challenging for ‘vulnerable community members such as the 

elderly (digital literacy), disadvantaged (cost of tech access) and remote 

communities (where tech connectivity remains an issue).’64 

2.47 Paper and printing costs are also an additional strain on regional 

newspapers, and Country Press NSW suggested the issue required the 

cooperation of publishers and manufacturers.65 Gilgandra Newspapers said 

they had to source alternative printers following the closure of ACM 

mastheads and had to upgrade printing machinery, which was only 

partially funded by the Regional and Small Publishers’ Innovation Fund 

administered by ACMA.66 

2.48 A study of nearly 4,200 rural, regional and suburban newspaper readers 

found there was a clear link between a person’s age and a preference to 

access local newspaper in print. Only five per cent of younger audiences say 

they mostly used social media to find out about local news, while over 50 

per cent of audiences of all ages said they mostly accessed local news via 

print.67 

 
61 Star News Group, Submission 6, p. 3; see also PIJI, Submission 43, p. 2. 

62 The Department, Submission 29, p. 14. 

63 PIJI, Submission 43, p. 2; see also Locolee Pty Ltd, Submission 52. 

64 PIJI, Submission 43, p. 2; see also Today News Group, Submission 19, p. 1. 

65 Country Press NSW, Submission 14, p. 4. 

66 Gilgandra Newspapers Pty Ltd, Submission 10, p. 1. 

67 Hess, K., Waller, L., Blakston, A. and Lai, J. Media innovation and the civic future of Australia’s 

country press, Local newspaper audience survey: National report 2021, p. 8 
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Figure 2.1 Local newspaper readers by age 

 

Source: Hess, K., Waller, L., Blakston, A. and Lai, J., Media innovation and the civic future of Australia’s 

country press, Local newspaper audience survey: National report 2021, p. 8. 

2.49 The decline in the number of journalists in regional areas is an ongoing 

issue. Current estimates of journalism and editorial job losses across 

Australia over the past decade range from approximately 3,200 to up to 

5,000 positions.68 Several years’ worth of data by MEAA ‘indicates that there 

are now fewer than 10,000 recognised journalists serving Australians across 

all media platforms in regional and metropolitan areas’.69 MEAA estimated 

that rural and regional news outlets across all news media now have ‘no 

more than 1,500 journalists’, noting that regional newspaper journalists 

would represent an even smaller cohort within this number.70 

 
68 The Department, Submission 29, p. 11. See also, Dr Denis Muller, Submission 11: Senate Select 

Committee on the Future of Public Interest Journalism, 21 August 2017, p. 1; Media, Entertainment 

and Arts Alliance, Submission 26: Senate Standing Committee on Environment and Communications, 

2020, p. 3. 

69 Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance, Submission 13, p. 3. 

70 Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance, Submission 13, p. 3. 
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2.50 In addition to job losses, journalists were also choosing to leave the 

profession early in their careers. Dr Alexandra Wake from JERAA 

commented: 

…journalism is a young person's profession. People don't stay in journalism all 

that long, believe it or not, and it's particularly an issue for women. They drop 

out around the age of 34 in a way that's not seen in other countries. ...certainly, 

in terms of the number of publications that are out there, the number of actual 

journalists employed at each newspaper is down.71 

2.51 The lack of longevity is particularly concerning for regional newspapers, as 

noted by Dr Caroline Fisher from the NMRC, UC: 

…[journalists who work for print newspapers] see that they have this 

responsibility to be an advocate for their local community, as well as to hold to 

account the local powers that be—much more so than journalists who work 

for the local TV or radio station, for instance.72 

2.52 Compounding the issue of declining numbers of regional newspaper 

journalists, research by NMRC, UC indicates that ‘declining print newspaper 

readership in regional Australia has not led to an increase in regional online 

news use’.73 The push towards digitisation of news services, forced in part 

by COVID-19, has resulted in permanent changes for some regional 

newspapers. JERAA noted that: 

Even though some of these newspapers have recommenced publication, the 

impacts of change continue to be felt, with reduced staffing and resources, 

newsroom and masthead consolidation, greater use of shared news copy and 

an overall reduction in capacity to provide local news.74 

2.53 Inquiry participants highlighted that the loss of jobs and closures of 

newspapers have resulted in fewer outlets covering matters of public 

interest and significance.75 

 
71 Dr Alexandra Wake, RMIT University, Journalism Education and Research Association of 

Australia, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 21. 

72 Dr Caroline Fisher, Associate Professor, Journalism, Faculty of Arts and Design, University of 

Canberra, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, pp. 21-22. 

73 NMRC, UC, Submission 9, p. 3. 

74 Journalism Education and Research Association of Australia, Submission 5, p. 2. 

75 Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance, Submission 13, p. 4. 
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2.54 JERAA noted that major publishers – such as News Corp Australia and 

ACM – have terminated printing to more than 100 local and regional 

newspapers to: 

…shift them to digital-only platforms, consolidate mastheads or close them 

altogether [which] has resulted in fewer journalists and a lack of diversity in 

media, contributing to what are known as ‘news deserts’.76 

2.55 Further information on news deserts can be found later in this chapter. 

2.56 A report by the Reuters Institute in the United Kingdom (UK) used the 

example of News Corp Australia. The report described the impact of layoffs 

and closures by News Corp following the emergence of COVID-19 as 

‘reducing the ability to inform citizens at a time of greatest need’.77 

2.57 To address the decline in the number of regional journalists, Country Press 

Australia (CPA) recommended re-instating the Small Publishers Cadetship 

Program from the original Regional and Small Publishers Jobs and 

Innovation Package, which is discussed further in Chapter 3.78 Deakin 

University recommended broader ‘support to promote, recruit, educate and 

retain journalists working for rural and regional Australian newsrooms’.79 

2.58 Following the Small Publishers Cadetship Program and later the PING 

program in 2020-21, the Department announced a $10 million Journalist 

Fund over two years ‘to support eligible regional media organisations to hire 

cadet journalists and to upskill existing journalists’.80 Announced in 

February 2022, $8 million of the total was dedicated to the cadetship stream, 

with the remaining $2 million dedicated to a training stream.81 

2.59 Submitters suggested that the original cadetship program could be 

expanded to include internships and traineeships which cover other 

 
76 Journalism Education and Research Association of Australia, Submission 5, p 2. 

77 Newman, N., Fletcher, R., Schulz, et al, Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, Reuters 

Institute Digital News Report 2021 (10th edition), p. 13, 

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2021, accessed 3 March 2022. 

78 Country Press Australia, Submission 38, p. 8. 

79 Deakin University, Submission 21, p. 7. 

80 The Department, Media Policy Statement: Green Paper Response and Next Steps, February 2022, 

https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/media-policy-statement.pdf, 

pp. 31-32. 

81 Mr Adam Carlon, Assistant Secretary, Media Industry and Sustainability, the Department, 

Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 49. 
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industry areas such as graphic design and printing.82 Inquiry participants 

also suggested that the eligibility criteria used for the cadetship program 

and PING limited the involvement of small businesses.83 ACM highlighted 

broader issues in regional print media which may not be addressed by the 

existing funds and grants: 

We think that having some cadets and juniors coming in is fantastic, and it's 

great for the business, but the road to then becoming an editor is five, six, 10 

years, and whether those publications will be around for them to have that 

career path is more an issue, to be honest. So, again, we welcome that initiative 

and we love getting young people into the business, but at the moment our 

challenges are far more broader and longer term than that.84 

2.60 The Department noted that feedback received for the Cadetship Program 

included concerns that the program’s criteria and implementation may have 

excluded small publishers.85 Further, CPA said that government funding 

should be targeted towards sustainability rather than growth: 

…what we now call on the government to do is to follow the 

recommendations of the ACCC and continue a PING-type fund that is more 

targeted and more specific to where it needs to go. That fund probably needs 

to be around sustainability firstly and then around startups and growth of 

new media on the second hand.86 

 
82 Country Press NSW, Submission 14, p. 4; Locolee Pty Ltd, Submission 18, p. 8. 

83 Ms Anita McInnes, Regional Rural Media Spokesperson, Public Interest Publishers Alliance, 

Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 30. 

84 Mr Tony Kendall, Managing Director, Australian Community Media, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 4. 

85 Mr Adam Carlon, Assistant Secretary, Media Industry and Sustainability, the Department, 

Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 49.  

86 Mr Paul Thomas, Director, Country Press Australia, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 February 

2022, p. 23. 
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2.61 Deakin University elaborated by suggesting a focus on ‘human resources 

and place-based learning’ rather than concentrating grants or subsidies on 

transitioning to digital platforms and education for aspiring journalists.87 

CPA commented on the recent announcement of $10 million of Government 

funding for a cadetship program, reinforcing Deakin University’s concerns 

that cadetships alone are not the whole solution: 

Is it enough? I might bring up the point that it is good for the cadet part of it, 

but we did actually ask for other funds which would help run in tandem with 

that. There are other issues with our industry and our business, and giving us 

some funding for untrained, unskilled youngsters is a start, but there's a lot to 

be done as well.88 

2.62 Further, the impact of this cadetship program on regional newspapers and 

organisations such as CPA is not yet known as the criteria for eligibility is 

due for release by the Minister for Communications, Urban Infrastructure, 

Cities and the Arts in April 2022.89 

The emergence of hyper-local news providers 

2.63 CBAA defined hyper-local as community-focused, ‘independently owned 

and original’ news outlets which are either print or online publishers that 

focus on: 

…public interest news and issues of local importance, and most likely working 

within a particular local geography. The locality served by a hyper-local news 

organisation might be either regional or metropolitan.90 

2.64 CBAA added that hyper-local media is important to regional and remote 

communities in Australia: 

Hyperlocal journalism provides a platform for targeted news, community 

information, and emergency warnings. It tells the stories that matter to local 

 
87 Deakin University, Submission 21, p. 7. 

88 Mr Andrew Manuel, President, Country Press Australia, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 

28 February 2022, p. 24. 

89 Mr Paul Thomas, Director, Country Press Australia, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 February 

2022, pp. 23-24.; see also the Department, ‘New grant program: Journalist Fund’, 

https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/factsheet-5-journalist-fund.pdf, 

accessed 5 March 2022. 

90 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 8. 
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communities, advocates for them and contributes to social and community 

cohesiveness.91 

2.65 CBAA added that hyper-local organisations have filled the gap by 

traditional news outlets.92 

2.66 Over the past five years radio stations have evolved through not only 

‘saving, reviving or creating local publications but also teaming up with 

emerging hyper-local publishers’:93 

…local features, event listings, sports scores and photos are already being 

deployed with a range of other regional newspapers to reduce costs but also to 

create a sense of ownership by the community…Collaboration needs to be 

invested in and mechanisms to encourage and support these community-

based opportunities need to be explored.94 

2.67 JNI said that large publishers were returning to local and regional news 

markets and had opened roles in areas of community interest such as sports, 

regional and hyper-local news. In addition, new media models and 

technology were being launched by smaller publishers which included both 

new local and regional organisations.95 

2.68 CBAA said that at least 74 new local, regional and remote online and print 

news outlets had been launched since 2020 by independent or small to 

medium sized enterprise (SME) publishers. CBAA has partnered with JNI to 

develop the Local & Independent News Association (LINA). LINA is an 

Australian hyper-local media association formed to create a thriving hyper-

local news industry and to support new publishers by providing training, 

networking and access to critical third-party services for hyper-local media 

organisations.96 

2.69 In addition to issues with the definition of regional news discussed above, 

JNI suggested that the sector would benefit from clarification on the 

difference between hyper-local news media and regional news media.97 

 
91 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 3. 

92 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 8. 

93 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 3. 

94 Mr James Cocking, Submission 22, p. 5. 

95 Judith Neilson Institute for Journalism and Ideas, Submission 15, p. 3. 

96 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 8. 

97 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 2. 
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2.70 JNI said the local and hyper-local sector has far from disappeared, with over 

500 organisations currently operating regional and local news publishing 

across Australia.98 JNI recently conducted a survey of 100 local news 

organisations that met their definition of hyper-local publisher and received 

43 responses. Results indicated that the majority of respondents were 

interested in the establishment of an industry association to support their 

work: 

88 per cent of respondents were interested in an industry association to 

support hyperlocal news and media organisations and the same number were 

interested in conferences, events and other content relevant to hyperlocal news 

and media organisations…[it also] identified that the most common reasons 

identified by individuals for founding and working in these organisations 

were about filling gaps in local news coverage, and having a passion for local 

news.99 

2.71 Mr Jon Bisset, Chief Executive Office of the CBAA said that it would be a 

challenge to help support the building of media organisations while also 

raising revenue and believed that one way the ‘government could help is 

with ways to build those business models to support local journalism.’100 

2.72 JNI provided more than AU$260,000 worth of grants to small local and 

hyper-local publishers during the initial stages of COVID-19. ‘However it 

became clear that this was not a long-term strategy to remedy the wider 

issues with the market’.101 

Evolution of media ownership in regional areas  

2.73 As suggested above, there has been an increase in the variety of ownership 

structures and business models since the pandemic, with at least 74 new 

local regional newspapers established by independent publishers, either 

online or in print.102 

2.74 CBAA noted that radio stations have had to adapt to online streaming 

models and the growth of app services. They also said that ‘most stations 

 
98 Judith Neilson Institute for Journalism and Ideas, Submission 15, p. 3. 

99 Judith Neilson Institute for Journalism and Ideas, Submission 15, p. 5. 

100 Mr Jon Bisset, Chief Executive Officer, Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, 

Committee Hansard, Canberra, Monday, 28 February 2022, p. 49. 

101 Judith Neilson Institute for Journalism and Ideas, Submission 15, p. 3. 

102 Judith Neilson Institute for Journalism and Ideas, Submission 15, p. 3. 
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have an online presence and the majority of stations also maintain and create 

content for websites and social media accounts. These pages are often 

already avenues for the sharing of local news and information and are 

beginning to function like online newspapers.’103 

2.75 Centre for Media Transition said that an example of the evolution of print 

offerings was Galah magazine, which offered a higher cover price but 

engaged online in a variety of ways:  

…a higher cover price with direct-to-consumer distribution and claims to have 

an engaged audience on Instagram. It offers some stories free online, carries no 

advertising and also publishes largely via newsletter and podcast. It has 

received Google assistance and is currently seeking further funding.104 

2.76 ACM said the Broadcasting Act was constrained by a 20th century model of 

print, television and radio and that does not ‘mention websites, social media, 

digital platform, smartphones, streaming services, digital-only startups or 

international media companies with Australian operations.’105 

2.77 The CBAA said ‘Community radio relies on journalists embedded in 

community to innovate, through a trusted voice.’106 

2.78 CBAA said the Western Herald in Bourke and the Torres News are examples 

of how community broadcasting can support regional newspapers: 

At the time the paper was threatened with closure, community radio station 

2WEB in Bourke purchased the paper. Not only have the local jobs been 

retained, the paid editorial and journalistic staff have grown from 1.5 to 5 

journalists.107 

Box 2.1  Case Study: Torres Strait Islanders Media Association’s 

4MW gifted to Torres News 

On 27 May 2021, Cape & Torres News ran its final edition. For the 

Thursday Island and Outer Island communities this marked the end of a 

long history of Torres Strait local newspapers. The paper had been in 

operation since 2015, when Cape York News and Torres News were 

 
103 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 7. 

104 Centre for Media Transition, Submission 41, p. 4. 

105 Australian Community Media, Submission 42, p. 12. 

106 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 4. 
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forced to merge to cut costs and allowed Cape & Torres News to continue 

operating as one publication. 

With the movement of people from the region to the mainland less people 

are speaking the Torres Strait Creole language and with less people living 

in the community advertising revenue has also declined. When COVID-19 

hit in 2020, the paper was losing money and would have closed without 

the support of JobKeeper. In 2021 when their main writer retired and there 

was no one to take his place, the paper could no longer find a way to 

continue operating. 

The Torres Strait Islanders Media Association (TSIMA) saw an 

opportunity to return a regional newspaper to the area by sharing 

resources with its community radio station, 4MW. The paper was gifted to 

4MW and relaunched as Torres News. 

The newspaper journalists work in conjunction with 4MW journalists, 

covering stories from Thursday Island and the 14 other communities in 

the Outer Islands. The service provides community grassroots 

storytelling, information, profiling, and good news stories. It bolsters 

other work that TSIMA is undertaking outside of radio operation such as 

film, music, and events. 

Published weekly, the newspaper is available online and in print, with 

online subscript ions available across the country. It is printed in both 

English and Torres Strait Creole, providing a valued in-language 

publication for Torres Strait Creole-speakers and keeping the language 

alive for the next generation.108 

2.79 ACM said that the media ownership provisions of the Broadcasting Act 

were no longer fit-for-purpose. They suggested that amendments to the Act 

meant that they were unable to adapt to the changing media environment 

and have a blended online, broadcast and print news model.  

2.80 ACM said that regional areas were more affected by this policy than 

metropolitan areas and recommended that the ACMA ‘be given 

discretionary powers to assess the number and quality of voices in a market, 

instead of being required to make a binary decision and force a sale’.109 

 
108  Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 5. 
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2.81 ACM said that the media ownership laws had prevented them from 

establishing a multi-platform media company with Prime Television: 

This plan put us in breach of the antiquated federal Broadcasting Services Act 

1992, which requires each regional radio licence area to have at least four 

independent “media operators”, or “voices”. To proceed, ACM would have 

been forced to sell two of our respected daily newspapers, The Daily 

Advertiser in Wagga Wagga and The Advertiser in Bendigo.110 

2.82 However, Ms Clare Gill from Seven West Media said:  

…had it not been for changing the 75 per cent reach rule, Seven wouldn't have 

been able to merge or take over Prime's television assets…[and that] due to the 

trigger events that were put into the legislation in 2017, there will be more 

journalism provided in local areas in WA due to the merger of Prime and 

Seven.111 

2.83 MEAA said that survey results concluded that ‘journalists had formed a 

view that the main outcome of relaxed media ownership laws are 

rationalisations within the newly merged companies, critical service cuts 

and their colleagues finding themselves without a job’.112 

2.84 In relation to the potential of the ACMA being given discretionary powers to 

assess the number of quality voices in the market, the ACMA said that they 

administer the media control diversity rules set out by the Broadcasting Act, 

which require a minimum of independent ‘voices’ in a market.  

2.85 ACMA’s recent research paper, News in Australia: diversity and localism 

included a detailed framework for measuring diversity where the number of 

‘independent’ voices is just one factor to be considered. The elements of the 

framework are described by the following framing questions: 

▪ How many sources of news and opinion are available to Australians? 

▪ How many journalists contribute to the production of local news? 

▪ How many people exercise control over Australia’s most influential 

sources of news? 

▪ How much variety [in news topics are] present in Australia’s news 

media market? 

▪ How many viewpoints are presented in Australia’s news media market? 

 
110 Rural Press Pty Ltd trading as Australian Community Media, Submission 42, p. 11. 

111 Ms Clare Gill, Head of Regulatory and Government Affairs, Seven West Media, Committee 

Hansard, Canberra, Monday, 28 February 2022, p. 30. 

112 Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance (MEAA), Submission 13, p. 7.  
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▪ To what extent does local news cover matters of local significance? 

▪ What are the most consumed sources of news in Australia? 

▪ What are the most impactful sources of news in Australia?113 

2.86 Sauce Communications Pty Ltd have welcomed independent publications in 

the wake of closures114 while others have concerns about the durability and 

sustainability of new news providers.115 

Partnerships 

2.87 The Committee received submissions suggesting the establishment of local 

news partnerships between regional news and businesses and the Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), based on the BBC’s Local News Partnership 

model (BBC Partnerships).116 The BBC Partnerships: 

Support established media outlets of all sizes to provide an ongoing 

commitment to the production of public interest journalism for local or 

regional audiences.117 

2.88 Mr Hugh Martin, Head, Regional, Rural and Emergency, ABC said that:  

…there is a good deal of interest and appetite within the ABC to partner in a 

useful and meaningful way with the smaller publishers, and we've been 

looking for ways to do that… [and] there is definitely a will and an interest in 

helping to be a part of the solution for regional media…and the ABC would 

like to be part of the solution.118 

2.89 Further, Mr David Washington, Editorial Director, Solstice Media 

commented on the potential development of an Australian version of BBC 

Partnerships and said that there were many benefits to closer relationships 

between public broadcasters and smaller news providers: 

…there are lots of areas in local journalism that could benefit from a closer 

relationship. One of the things that's hard in smaller newsrooms is providing 

professional development opportunities for your reporters to build their skills. 

 
113 ACMA, News in Australia: diversity and localism (Research paper, December 2020), p. 7.  

114 Sauce Communications Pty Ltd, Submission 26, p. 2. 

115 Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance, Submission 13, p. 9.  

116 See NMRC, UC, Submission 9, p. 4.; Mr Hugh Martin, Head, Regional, Rural and Emergency, 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 48. 

117 BBC, Local News Partnerships, https://www.bbc.com/lnp/partners/, accessed 8 March 2022. 

118 Mr Hugh Martin, Head, Regional, Rural and Emergency, Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 

Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 48. 
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The resources of the ABC are obviously significant in relation to training and 

development, and to be able to access that in some way would be very useful. 

I don't see why they should see the independent sector as a competitor in any 

meaningful way, so I think there are lots of opportunities there that should be 

explored in that sort of model.119 

Tracking and mapping access to regional news  

2.90 While existing data shows ongoing trends in the change of availability and 

access to regional newspapers, the sector lacks complete data to examine 

these developments.  

2.91 Collecting data is vital in identifying and addressing the emergence of news 

deserts in regional Australia. The United States of America (US) merging 

News Deserts project (News Desert project) by the University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill defines a ‘news desert’ as: 

…a community, either rural or urban, with limited access to the sort of 

credible and comprehensive news and information that feeds democracy at 

the grassroots level.120 

2.92 PIJI pointed to the News Desert project as the most high-profile example of a 

comprehensive study of core sector data.121 PIJI said that longitudinal data 

would help inform policy to support public interest journalism: 

…core longitudinal data is needed to fully inform policy decisions, not only on 

the types and levels of support for public interest journalism but, as we 

examine community needs across the country, it is needed to determine policy 

effectiveness in delivering the desired policy outcomes.122 

2.93 Existing sources of publicly accessible data on regional news access in 

Australia range from government sources, to academia, to even the media 

itself. For example, in May 2020, the ABC published a list of regional areas 

 
119 Mr David Washington, Editorial Director, Solstice Media, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 
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that would be affected by the closure of their local News Corp mastheads, 

and how those closures impacted their news access.123 

2.94 The ACMA maintained the Associated Newspaper Register, developed for 

the purposes of the Code which at the time of the Committee’s inquiry lists 

31 newspapers.124 PIJI said that this register forms an incomplete picture: 

Our mapping of local news production across Australia currently has 800 

outlets in it, so that would suggest that not all news outlets are registering 

under the terms of the code.125 

2.95 PIJI was concerned that the data maintained by the ACMA is not user-

friendly and that the criteria for the Code means that the relevant database 

of local newspaper providers ‘exclude[s] some parts of the community sector 

(ie. those not incorporated), startups and smaller commercial businesses.’126 

2.96 Ms Anna Draffin, Chief Executive Officer of PIJI said that a notable 

deterrent, particularly when using such Government registers to track small 

and regional newspaper providers, is the administrative burden of 

applying.127 

2.97 Sharing data between projects and between government agencies may assist, 

however the ACMA identified there were practical challenges with this 

approach: 

The Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) has a 

memorandum of understanding with the ACCC that facilitates the sharing of 

information and data, subject to other legal obligations of each Agency 

regarding the collection, use and disclosure of information, imposed by statute 

or otherwise. 

The ACMA understands that the mechanism which the data referred to in the 

question [relating to the News Media Bargaining Code] was collected 

 
123 ABC News, ‘News Corp cuts: Will your local newspaper be affected?’, 28 May 2020, 
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prohibits it being shared with the ACMA due to other legal obligations 

limiting the disclosure thereof.128 

2.98 Further challenges related to the timeliness and relevance of industry data. 

PIJI suggested that the data collected by the ACCC’s digital platforms 

inquiry, for example, was likely to be both incomplete and out-of-date. PIJI 

reasoned that this was due to a relatively small sample size, confidentiality 

agreements impacting the release of data, and the data being collected prior 

to COVID-19 and its associated impacts.129 

2.99 The Department noted the lack of a comprehensive, centralised national 

database of regional news publishers: 

Part of the issue about collecting data around publishers—once again, online 

or print—is there is no central database and there's no requirement for them to 

report…The issue is around how you develop a dataset that is comprehensive, 

which is one of the issues we’ve been talking to PIJI about.130 

2.100 PIJI said that this data was needed to enable the identification of regions and 

communities that have a lack of public interest news coverage or a lack of 

diversity in local media. In addition, analysis of this data could ‘inform 

discussion on the minimum provision of news coverage that is acceptable to 

promote a working democracy and support resilient communities.’131 

2.101 The Committee also undertook a public survey during this inquiry, which 

provided further insight into the state of regional news media in Australia.132 

Of the 1,731 individuals who responded in the inquiry survey, over 1,000 

(62.33 per cent) were aged 55 or older.133 As depicted in Figure 2.2, over 

60 per cent of respondents considered ‘local’ news their highest priority over 

consuming national or global news.134 However, a similar proportion, just 
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over 55 per cent, did not subscribe to any local news services, suggesting 

that they would be unwilling to pay for their local news content.135 

2.102 Figure 2.2 demonstrates the significant demand for ‘local’ content by people 

who are consuming news. However, a study undertaken by the Local News 

Innovation Project found that most people surveyed who did not regularly 

access local news ‘were not aware of a local newspaper serving their area 

(38%)’, predominantly relying on Facebook for such information instead.136 

Figure 2.2 Inquiry survey results: What is more of a priority for you when 

consuming news? 

 

Source: See Appendix C, p. 107.  

2.103 PIJI recommended that the Australian Government make a ‘long term 

investment in core sector data’, including print, digital, radio and television, 

to ‘monitor the health of public interest journalism’ throughout Australia.137 

PIJI’s submission elaborated their concerns regarding the long-term impacts 

of a lack of data, and any reliance on non-government sources to fill the 

gaps: 

It is concerning, when this data is integral to transparency around news 

production, that PIJI, a small non-profit with a limited shelf life and no public 
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funding, has become a vital source of core industry data. Much more needs to 

be done to support public interest journalism at all levels—local, hyperlocal, 

regional and national—and to measure and monitor policy effectiveness in 

meeting community needs.138 

US Emerging News Deserts project 

2.104 The US News Desert project by the University of North Carolina at Chapel 

Hill collected and analysed data to form ‘the basis for groundbreaking 

research on the changing local news landscape’.139 The News Desert project 

website included interactive maps of all US States, broken down by state or 

county based on the data available. Members of the public could see which 

counties have one or no local newspapers,140 as well as counties that have 

lost weekly or daily publications.141 It also included other accessible sections 

with media ownership breakdown by investment group, private company 

or publicly traded chains,142 and racial or cultural diversity in media 

ownership.143 

2.105 In addition to these functions, the News Desert project released reports and 

publications on the sustainability of local news, and the ongoing issue of 

news deserts and ‘ghost newspapers’—formerly productive and award-

winning local papers ‘with depleted newsrooms that are only a shadow of 

their former selves’.144 
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2.106 The survey undertaken for this inquiry asked respondents where they found 

their local community or issues that are important to their local community 

represented most. Just over 46 per cent answered with their regional news 

service (print or digital). The next highest response was social media, with 

27.3 per cent of respondents.145 

2.107 Submitters also voiced concerns about the need for a comprehensive study 

of Australia’s regional media, and the news environment in general. In 

relation to the Code and its implementation, NMRC at UC recommended: 

Urgent research is needed to monitor the longer-term impact of the voluntary 

content agreements with regional and rural newspapers on the signatory 

companies, those who have not become signatories, and the wider regional 

and rural news environment.146 

2.108 While PIJI said it would be making further publications of data in 2022 to 

‘provide the first-ever, comprehensive picture of the changing nature of 

news production, availability and media ownership in the Australian 

landscape’,147 they noted that the present method of their data collection 

‘flattens the complexity’ of the changes being recorded. For example, if a 

newspaper goes through multiple positive and negative changes, PIJI would 

record ‘only the most serious (and, secondly, most recent)’ of those changes 

in the database.148 PIJI noted that: 

Ongoing support will enable a repurposed PIJI to consolidate its role as an 

independent data centre that delivers longitudinal open-source, qualitative 

and quantitative data on news media production and availability.149 

2.109 As noted above, the Australian Government has ‘no central database’ for 

news publishers,150 and the Government mainly relies on the definition of 

‘regional’ under the Broadcasting Act.151 PIJI noted research relating to a 
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‘Public Interest Journalism Tax Rebate’, which provides guidance on the 

definition of ‘public interest journalism’ and registration criteria for such a 

rebate.152 

Box 2.2  News, disinformation and misinformation 

The expression ‘fake news’ has been employed in recent years as a blanket 

term, however due to politicisation of this term, the threat is often referred 

to as ‘disinformation’ or ‘misinformation’.153 The Department of Home 

Affairs defines disinformation and misinformation as: 

Disinformation: False information designed to deliberately mislead and 

influence public opinion or obscure the truth for malicious or deceptive 

purposes. Disinformation can be intended for financial gain (such as clickbait 

stories), but have an incidental effect on public opinion or debate. 

Misinformation: False information that is spread due to ignorance, by error or 

mistake with good intentions/without the intent to deceive.154 

ACCC’s digital platforms report offered explicit definitions relating to the 

production of news: 

News: information and commentary on contemporary affairs that may or may 

not be produced and presented by journalists. 

Journalism: the activity of discovering, gathering, assessing, producing, and 

publicly presenting the reporting, analysis, and commentary on news. It is a 

process undertaken by journalists acting in accordance with their 

interpretations of professional ethics.155 

2.110 The NMRC, UC described poor journalism, facts being spun to push an 

agenda, and misleading headlines disguising advertisements as some forms 
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of misinformation.156 Disinformation, however, involves deliberate 

deception. Research by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute revealed ‘the 

dissemination of disinformation is one of the most powerful forces 

undermining the integrity of the electoral process’:157 

The power of cyberspace to influence the democratic process lies in much 

more than just the nuts and bolts of the election infrastructure. Every vote cast 

on election day is the product of the information ecosystem of the preceding 

months. Shaping the nature and volume of information available to the public 

in the lead-up to an election is a sophisticated way of influencing voter 

decision-making and election outcomes.158 

2.111 Digital platforms in particular have the potential to be used to spread ‘toxic’ 

debate—i.e. involving disinformation and misinformation—alongside news 

media sources.159 

2.112 The above definition of ‘journalism’ developed by ACCC refers to 

‘journalists acting in accordance with their interpretations of professional 

ethics’.160 The ACMA’s eligibility guidelines for the Code includes a range of 

standards for testing whether a publisher could be considered a legitimate 

news business, including the: 

▪ Professional standards test; 

▪ Editorial independence; 

▪ Content test; and 
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▪ Australian audiences test.161 

2.113 The ‘professional standards test’ is laid out in detail in the Code’s enabling 

legislation.162 Under this legislation, a news business meets the requirements 

of the test if a news source is subject to the rules of specified industry codes 

such as: 

▪ Australian Press Council Standards of Practice; 

▪ Independent Media Council Code of Conduct; 

▪ Commercial Television Industry Code of Practice; 

▪ Commercial Radio Code of Practice; 

▪ Subscription Broadcast Television Codes of Practice; 

▪ Codes of practice developed by the ABC and Special Broadcasting 

Service (SBS);163 and 

▪ Their own internal editorial standards of a similar nature to those listed 

above, or ‘to the extent that they relate to the provision of quality 

journalism’.164 

2.114 In its recent research paper, News in Australia: diversity and localism, the 

ACMA said that ‘professional’ news organisations may be any outlet that: 

▪ maintains independence from those it covers; 

▪ demonstrates a commitment to accuracy, transparency and journalistic 

ethics; 

▪ is devoted primarily to reporting and publishing timely, originally 

produced news or informed opinion about people, places, issues and 

events.165 

2.115 The legislation also requires that every news source covered by this criteria 

‘has editorial independence from the subjects of its news coverage’.166 
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163 See Australian Broadcasting Corporation Act 1983 (Cth), s 8(1)(e); Special Broadcasting Service 

Act 1991 (Cth), s 10(1)(j). 

164 Treasury Laws Amendment (News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code) Act 2021 

(Cth), s 52P. 

165 ACMA, News in Australia: diversity and localism (Research paper, December 2020), p. 23. 

166 Treasury Laws Amendment (News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code) Act 2021 

(Cth), s 52P(1)(b). 
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Committee comment 

2.116 The Committee extends its appreciation to those who participated in the 

inquiry, particularly to those who took the time to provide their submissions 

in a short timeframe, appear at public hearings, and participate in the 

Committee’s survey on this important issue.  

2.117 The Committee also recognises the valuable contribution of large publishers 

like ACM and digital platforms like Google Australia to the inquiry. The 

Committee notes its regret that News Corp Australia was not able to 

contribute to the inquiry by providing a submission or appearing at public 

hearings, especially noting the significance of News Corp’s role in 

Australia’s media landscape. 

2.118 The Committee appreciates the complexity and challenges that Australia’s 

news sector has experienced, between the transition of print to online 

advertising and closures of newspapers across Australia. However, the 

Committee considers there is a lack of sufficient data to understand them in 

detail. 

2.119 The Committee noted that federal Government funding for cadetship and 

journalism programs is a welcome source of support for small and regional 

newspaper providers. However, the Committee noted that there are core 

challenges associated with increasing operational costs, financial 

sustainability, and attracting and retaining journalists in regional areas 

which should be addressed in conjunction with cadetship program funding. 

2.120 The Committee noted that the Treasury commenced a statutory review of 

the Code on 2 March 2022. While this review is important in addressing 

concerns around power imbalances in news media bargaining, discussed 

further in Chapter 4, the issues affecting regional news media are broader 

than the Code itself. The Committee also notes that the statutory review will 

not consider the policy outcomes underpinning the code. 

2.121 While the Committee welcomes the commencement of the review into the 

Code, it is of the view that the broad nature of the issues affecting regional 

newspapers requires a more comprehensive review into Australia’s regional 

newspapers to ensure that the regional news media sector, and Australian 

media more broadly, are sustainable in the long term. 

2.122 The Committee undertook this inquiry within a short reporting time frame, 

and so was not able to fully explore the breadth of issues relating to the 

long-term sustainability of regional newspapers. The Committee therefore 
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recommends that the Australian Government undertakes a comprehensive 

review of Australia’s regional newspapers, with a two-year reporting time 

frame. 

2.123 The Committee recommends that this review include the development of a 

clear definition of ‘regional’ and ‘rural’ news providers to ensure news 

organisations are being categorised effectively. The Committee noted further 

evidence strongly arguing for a revision of the categories of ‘local’ and 

‘regional’ to better reflect the diversity and complexity of media in Australia.  

2.124 The Committee also noted with concern the evidence provided by 

submitters that poor journalism can lead to the spread of misinformation. 

With no criteria for a ‘news provider’ in regional media, the Committee 

noted that misinformation may be spread by publications not held to an 

appropriate standard of professional ethics. 

2.125 For these reasons, the Committee recommends that the criteria for defining 

regional and other news providers should include a reference to professional 

ethics, particularly in relation to the prevention of disinformation and 

misinformation in the media more broadly. 

Recommendation 1 

2.126 The Committee recommends that the Australian Government undertake a 

comprehensive review of the viability of regional newspapers in 

Australia, reporting its findings to the Committee within two years.  

2.127 The Committee notes that the definition of regional news in the 

Broadcasting Act was established when the rise of digital platforms and the 

shift to online news had not yet been contemplated. The Committee also 

notes the evidence that the ability of news organisations to adapt to 

technology and technological advancement has been hampered by this 

antiquated definition and similar elements in the legislation. 

2.128 While the Committee expects the issues around the definitions in the 

Broadcasting Act will receive appropriate attention in the comprehensive 

review outlined above, the Committee recognises there are some changes 

that could be made immediately to improve access to local newspapers in 

regional areas.  

2.129 The Committee noted evidence that the legislative criteria that provides a 

points-based system disproportionately affects regional areas and it should 

be amended to provide discretionary powers to the ACMA to consider both 

the number and quality of voices in the market.  
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2.130 The Committee notes the work that the ACMA has already completed in this 

space to quantify the factors that contribute to diversity in local news, and 

considers that the Broadcasting Act should be amended to enable the ACMA 

to consider a range of factors, such as those outlined in the framework in the 

News in Australia: diversity and localism research paper, in determining 

whether an unacceptable media diversity situation would exist.  

Recommendation 2 

2.131 The Committee recommends the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 be 

amended to enable the Australian Communications and Media Authority 

to consider the factors outlined in the News in Australia: diversity and 

localism research paper in determining whether an unacceptable media 

diversity situation exists. 

2.132 The Committee appreciates the complexity and challenge of trying to track 

an industry as large and diverse as regional Australian media. As the issues 

are intricate and evolve over time, it is necessary to focus on data collection 

on this issue in the long term. 

2.133 The Committee noted evidence that suggested core longitudinal data needs 

to be consistently collected to inform decisions affecting regional 

newspapers and the regional media in Australia. In particular, the 

Committee noted the need for a central database to measure and monitor 

policy effectiveness, and to inform further research relating to the regional 

media sector.  

2.134 Long term analysis may be undertaken by an agency such as ACMA, which 

conducts research projects like the Annual Consumer Survey, an annual 

report which considers the use of the internet to access news and current 

affairs.167 If there is not an appropriate agency, the appropriate body should 

be determined by the comprehensive review undertaken by the Australian 

Government. 

Recommendation 3 

2.135 The Committee recommends that the Australian Government consider the 

funding and development of a project to gather and analyse core 

longitudinal data on regional newspapers in Australia over a minimum 

10-year period.  

 
167 ACMA, Supplementary Submission 32.1, p. 3. 
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2.136 The Committee noted evidence that existing agreements may facilitate the 

sharing of information and data between Government agencies such as the 

ACMA and the ACCC. However, legal restrictions on data use may have the 

potential to prevent any sharing at all. The Committee did not receive 

adequate assurance that data could be shared freely.  

2.137 The Committee received a significant amount of evidence that access to 

comprehensive and up-to-date data is essential for policy development. For 

the avoidance of doubt, the Committee recommends that relevant legislation 

be amended to allow for the sharing of vital industry data between 

Government agencies. 

Recommendation 4 

2.138 The Committee recommends that the Australian Government consider 

legislative amendments which would allow the sharing of industry data 

on regional newspaper providers between relevant Government agencies. 

2.139 There is no consistent news register in Australia. Research conducted by 

academic groups like PIJI and JNI—neither of which receive public 

funding—would understandably find it challenging to cover or contain all of 

the available news providers in Australia. 

2.140 The Committee notes that a significant number of regional Australians who 

do not access their news through newspapers, were unaware that they even 

had a local newspaper. Therefore, it is appropriate to develop a national and 

publicly available register of regional news providers. 

2.141 The Committee found that the US News Desert project was useful for 

providing citizens with a range of detailed information on their local news 

providers in an accessible format. This included regional data broken down 

to display the loss or lack of local public interest journalism, ethnic 

representation in media ownership, ownership information relating to the 

independence of newspapers, and the presence of news deserts at the state 

and county level. 

2.142 The Committee therefore recommends that the Government develop a 

national, public and accessible register of regional news providers modelled 

on the US News Desert project by the University of North Carolina at 

Chapel Hill. 



43 
 

 

Recommendation 5 

2.143 The Committee recommends that the Government create and maintain a 

national, publicly available register of regional news providers (both print 

and digital), using the US News Desert project by the University of North 

Carolina as a model. 

2.144 The Committee sees merit in the UK based Local News Partnership model, 

which allows for an ongoing commitment to the production of public 

interest journalism for local and regional areas. The Committee believes this 

type of model would suit Australia.  

2.145 It is clear to the Committee that access to news for communities and towns 

in regional Australia is concerning, particularly during times of crisis and 

the everyday challenges that Australians face such as bush fires, floods and 

ongoing drought. The recent global COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the 

importance of accessing news and its function in keeping communities 

connected.  

2.146 The Committee agrees that supporting diversity in regional media is 

important, particularly the presence of Indigenous voices. The Committee 

notes the importance of preserving language and culture and providing 

grassroots and community storytelling for Indigenous audiences. The 

Committee notes the SBS has mature capabilities in this area.  

2.147 The Committee notes the role that Australia’s public broadcasting 

corporations could have in facilitating a partnership program. The 

Committee recommends that the Department work with the ABC and the 

SBS, including facilitating any necessary legislative change, to enable 

partnerships with small regional publishers and broadcasters, modelled on 

the BBC Local Partnerships program. 

Recommendation 6 

2.148 The Committee recommends that the Department of Infrastructure, 

Transport, Regional Development and Communications work with the 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation and the Special Broadcasting Service 

to facilitate partnerships with small regional publishers and broadcasters, 

modelled on the BBC Local News Partnerships program. 
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3. Funding Regional Newspapers 

3.1 Historically, newspapers derived a majority of their revenue from 

advertising. The rise of the digital world has meant that this business model 

has been disrupted and become less viable, and many regional newspapers 

have closed or are struggling to stay afloat. 

3.2 This chapter will consider how revenue sources for regional newspapers 

have changed due to the growth of the digital world and the impacts of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and whether there are more suitable revenue models 

for contemporary Australia.  

3.3 The chapter also examines current Australian Government initiatives to 

support regional newspapers, such as grants, programs and advertising, and 

the role of philanthropy in supporting small and independent regional 

newspapers. 

Revenue sources for regional newspapers 

3.4 Almost two decades ago, classified advertising for products and services 

such as employment, real estate and motor vehicles accounted for 

approximately 48 per cent of advertising revenue for newspapers. However, 

the rapid growth of digital platforms in the past decade has resulted in 

much of this advertising moving to dedicated websites such as Seek, 

Gumtree and Realestate.com.au and social media. This has in turn led to a 
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significant fall in revenue for newspapers.1 Australian Community Media 

(ACM) explained that this shift ‘decimated’ its classified revenues.2 

3.5 The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), in its 

Digital platforms inquiry – final report stated that classified advertising 

revenue declined from $2 billion in 2001 to $200 million in 2016.3 In addition, 

AlphaBeta Australia, in its 2020 report commissioned by Google, stated that 

‘the loss of classifieds accounts for 92% of the overall newspaper revenue 

decline’ between 2002 and 2018.4 

3.6 The Committee heard from a number of inquiry participants that, as a 

consequence of declining revenue, regional newspapers have had to adapt 

their revenue structure, cease operation or discontinue their print edition, 

even before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has also 

significantly impacted regional newspapers. These issues are discussed 

below. 

Advertising 

3.7 In its submission, Meta (Facebook) submitted that ‘digital platforms have 

increased competition in the advertising sector’, adding that ‘the Australian 

advertising market now has a larger number of players, better quality (more 

effective) ad placement opportunities and lower prices’.5 

3.8 ACM told the Committee that its traditional revenue mix was 

‘approximately 80 per cent from advertising (driven by once-healthy 

classified categories such as jobs and cars) and 20 per cent from circulation 

(cover prices)’ but this revenue is now ‘drying up fast’.6 Mr Tony Kendall 

from ACM described that the three top sectors in advertising for newspapers 

is retail, government and real estate.7 

 
1 Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications (the 

Department), Submission 29, p. 8.  

2 Mr Tony Kendall, Managing Director, Australian Community Media, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 1. 

3 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 17. 

4 AlphaBeta Australia (part of Accenture), Australian Media Landscape Trends, September 2020, p. 8.  

5 Meta, Submission 62, pp. 7-8. 

6 Australian Community Media, Submission 42, p. 5. 

7 Mr Tony Kendall, Managing Director, Australian Community Media, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 6. 
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3.9 West Australian Newspapers explained that from 2016 to 2021, its regional 

newspaper annual revenue declined by 52 per cent (from $32 million to $15 

million) per annum because of the shift ‘from traditional media and into 

digital platforms’. It stated that: 

…the sad reality is that these regional newspapers are far less profitable than 

they once were and without assistance we will have to raise cover prices, 

reduce the level of content provided and eventually close mastheads.8 

3.10 The Public Interest Journalism Initiative (PIJI) also stated that: 

Where advertising traditionally subsidised the high costs of producing public 

interest news, these dollars have now shifted to digital platforms (81c in every 

$1 of advertising).9 

3.11 Some small and independent regional publishers told the Committee that 

they solely rely on advertising revenue to run their papers. For example, 

Freemantle Herald said that all its revenue is ‘derived solely from 

advertising’ as it does not charge a cover price, ‘believing instead in the right 

to free access to news’.10 It added that advertising revenue covers all its 

costs: ‘wages, superannuation, taxes, rent, bills, equipment, printing, and 

distribution’.11 It explained that about 10 per cent of its advertising comes 

from the Australian and state governments, while the remainder are 

received from small businesses, sitting MPs and local councils.12 

3.12 Similarly, the Public Interest Publishers Alliance (PIPA) submitted that some 

of its small publishers, such as the Hills to Hawkesbury Community News, 

covers all its costs for staff, production, printing and distribution from 

advertising income as its ‘printed newspapers and online news are provided 

free of charge’. The Hills to Hawkesbury Community News stated that ‘this 

model has worked very well for many years, but as we all know with the 

ever-increasing presence of Facebook and Google, our advertising income 

has been reducing’.13 

 
8 Anthony De Ceglie, Editor-in-Chief, West Australian Newspapers, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 

28 February 2022, p. 25. 

9 Public Interest Journalism Initiative (PIJI), Submission 43, p. 13. 

10 Freemantle Herald, Submission 44, pp. 9-10. 

11 Freemantle Herald, Submission 44, pp. 9-10. 

12 Freemantle Herald, Submission 44, pp. 9-10. 

13 Public Interest Publishers Alliance (PIPA), Submission 50, p. 6. 
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3.13 The Condobolin Argus also explained that its advertising revenues have 

declined over the last 10 years:  

This was exacerbated in 17 -19 due to the extreme drought conditions across 

regional Australia which saw very limited advertising and then the advent of 

Covid in 20 and 21 has seen events cancelled that would normally advertise.14 

3.14 Some submitters said that advertising revenue will grow once again, due to 

locals preferring to read regional newspapers locally in print rather than 

going online. For example, The Bugle, a free fortnightly newspaper servicing 

the Kiama Local Government Area (LGA) in NSW, told the Committee that 

although there ‘are more challenges to selling advertising, with the lure of 

social media’, its print advertising ‘continues to grow as businesses know 

people love reading the local news’.15 

3.15 In addition, Today News Group said that: 

…as awareness grows about our unique ability to reach regional Australians 

with a trusted and independent source of news, newspaper sales and 

advertising revenue will continue to grow. 

Regional newspapers reach many Australians with regulated and trusted 

news that digital news does not.16 

Cover sales and online subscriptions 

3.16 As a result of falling advertising revenue, newspapers have increasingly 

turned to reader revenue models such as cover sales, subscriptions and 

memberships for both print and online newspapers.17 However, some 

inquiry participants expressed concern that locals can be reluctant to pay for 

a newspaper that they are accustomed to being free and that locals are 

unwilling or unable to go online to find their local news. 

3.17 For example, in the Committee’s online survey—which sought views on 

how Australians living in regional, rural or remote areas accessed news—

4.93 per cent of the respondents stated that they were reluctant to pay for a 

 
14 The Condobolin Argus, Submission 46, p. 2. 

15 The Bugle, Submission 23, p. 3.  

16 Today News Group, Submission 19, p. 2. 

17 The Department, Submission 29, p. 8.  
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subscription to view online news as their newspapers are usually delivered 

for free.18 

3.18 Data provided by the News and Media Research Centre at the University of 

Canberra also showed that Australians are among the least likely to pay for 

online news, stating that ‘this has consistently been the case for the last five 

years’.19 

3.19 The North Western Courier Pty Ltd, an independent, family owned 

newspaper company located in Narrabri NSW, emphasised that country 

communities want printed newspapers, explaining that ‘for many, the 

internet is unreliable and there are still many people in regional and remote 

Australia without computers, tablets or mobile phones’.20 

3.20 Similarly, the Barcoo Independent highlighted that:  

…we're still in those two areas where you've got to appeal to young people 

and you've got to appeal to the elderly. And we don't have good connectivity 

out here.21 

3.21 The Freemantle Herald commented that ‘local independent newspapers 

implementing cover prices and pay-walls erodes relationships with 

readers’.22 

3.22 The Barcoo Independent and the Collie River Valley Bulletin said that 

smaller newspapers are reluctant to move their news online because the 

bulk of their revenue comes from traditional methods such as cover sales.23 

3.23 Mr Joe Italiano, Publisher at the Collie River Valley Bulletin told the 

Committee that while he sees a requirement to increase the online presence 

of the Bulletin, their business model ‘relies very, very heavily on cover price 

 
18 See Appendix C, p. 111.  

19 News & Media Research Centre, University of Canberra, Submission 9, p. 9. 

20 The North Western Courier Pty Ltd, Submission 40, pp. 2-3. 

21 Ms Bernice Ann (Ann) Kirby, Editor, Barcoo Independent, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 35. 

22 Freemantle Herald, Submission 44, p. 12. 

23 Ms Bernice Ann (Ann) Kirby, Editor, Barcoo Independent, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 35; Mr Joe Italiano, Publisher, Collie River Valley Bulletin, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 36. 
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and newspaper sales’ and stated that ‘there's not a lot of money to be made 

out of online publishing’.24 

3.24 Larger newspapers, such as West Australian Newspapers, also reported that 

the revenue created from printed newspapers ‘far outstrips what we can 

make off digital subscriptions and digital page views’, telling the Committee 

that ‘it's still the newspapers that are paying for the vast majority of the 

journalists that we hire’.25 

3.25 Elliott Newspaper Group explained that ‘digital revenue is still very 

challenging. We'd be lucky if it's five to 10 per cent of our overall gross 

revenue, compared to selling our newspapers’. As such, it has provided 

options for its readers to be both online and in print.26 

3.26 Elliott Newspaper Group also emphasised that smaller publications cannot 

be as successful in having a large online readership as bigger papers: 

…the people who have been successful in the digital sphere as far as 

subscribers go would seem to be the New York Times, the Washington Post, the 

Financial Review—the bigger papers that cover a wide range of issues outside 

their circulation area—whereas smaller publications like ourselves … we 

really only have the sphere of our local area plus a few people who either live 

there or have interest in a specific area—it might be sport; it might be births, 

deaths and marriages. … It's difficult for us to grow. Even the people at Swan 

Hill aren't particularly interested in what's happening in Mildura, apart from 

the area you're in with federal politics. But, outside those areas, football results 

in Mildura don't mean much to the people that are reading the digital paper in 

Swan Hill.27 

Impact of COVID-19 on regional newspaper revenue 

3.27 The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on many regional 

newspapers. The Committee heard accounts of closures, restrictions on trade 

and moves from print to digital news due to declines in revenue. 

 
24 Mr Joe Italiano, Publisher, Collie River Valley Bulletin, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 36. 

25 Mr Anthony De Ceglie, Editor-in-Chief, West Australian Newspapers, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 25. 

26 Mr Glenn Robinson, General Manager, Sunraysia Daily, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 34. 

27 Mr Ross Lanyon, Managing Director, Elliott Newspaper Group, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 34. 
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3.28 In August and November 2021, the Victorian Country Press Association, a 

regional news media industry body for 95 Victorian members, conducted 

two surveys of its members to assess the impact of the pandemic. It found 

that ‘members experienced a sharp reduction in turnover in 2021 when 

compared to a more normal year in 2019’: 

It also highlights that members maintained levels of public interest journalism 

and news page numbers despite the dramatic decrease in advertising revenue. 

This is not a sustainable news media business model but VCPA member 

publishers clearly made the decision to invest in their communities during this 

time.  

The November 2021 results show an improvement in revenue but it is still 

17.60% down on 2019 levels and in a low margin industry this deficit could see 

many publications cease if current trading conditions continue.28 

3.29 The Victorian Country Press Association added that: 

COVID not only shut the doors and restricted the trade of many of the local 

businesses who previously advertised in our member publications, it has also 

had other long-term flow on effects. Stock supply shortages in the areas of 

new and used motor vehicles, motorcycles, farm machinery, building products 

including steel and timber, regional residential established homes and land for 

domestic building, furniture and electrical goods have left many businesses 

unable to advertise as demand exceeds supply.29 

3.30 Country Press Australia (CPA), an industry body representing more than 

190 independent regional and local newspapers across Australia, similarly 

highlighted this issue and said that: 

Advertising clients, particularly in the commercial space, are reluctant to 

commit to medium to long term campaigns due to a lack of confidence and 

uncertainties around COVID.30 

3.31 CPA said that ‘continued decline in advertising revenue for newspapers due 

to COVID has not been confined to local businesses; it extends to national 

advertisers’.31 This has led to large national advertisers such as Harvey 

 
28 Victorian Country Press Association Ltd, Submission 8, p. 3. 

29 Victorian Country Press Association Ltd, Submission 8, p. 4. 

30 Country Press Australia, Submission 38, p. 6. 

31 Mr Andrew Manuel, President, Country Press Australia, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 20. 
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Norman withdrawing press advertising from regional and local 

newspapers.32 

3.32 Freemantle Herald also submitted that in response to the pandemic in 2020 

with a ‘struggling small business advertising base’ it had to cut its 

advertising prices ‘by 50 per cent’ while continuing to print ‘close to 50,000 

newspapers every week’.33 

3.33 The Committee also heard that COVID-19 has had negative impacts on the 

costs of producing journalism. The Victorian Country Press Association, 

among others,34 submitted that:  

…newsprint price increases of up to 30%, press plate price increases of 15% 

and black ink price increases of up to 60% have seen printing prices increase 

by, on average, 15% overnight which adds a further challenge to the industry. 

The price of freight, driven by high fuel prices, is also increasing overheads in 

our member publications. There has also been a rationalisation of newspaper 

printers in recent years meaning many papers are printed large distances from 

their distribution/circulation area resulting in higher freight costs.35 

Is revenue recovering from the impact of COVID-19? 

3.34 Some smaller newspapers have not recovered from the initial impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, with some submitters stating that revenue continues 

to be impacted when local events are cancelled due to restrictions in place or 

the spread of the virus.36 

3.35 Today News Group stated that the local agricultural shows which ‘usually 

bring good revenue to our early papers each year when things are a [sic] 

typically quiet’ were cancelled due to a new variant of COVID-19, meaning 

that it has seen lower revenue in January 2022 than in 2021.37 

3.36 Similarly, Locolee Pty Ltd, a small independent publisher based in regional 

New South Wales, stated that: 

 
32 Country Press Australia, Submission 38, p. 6. 

33 Freemantle Herald, Submission 44, p. 1. 

34 See, for example: Sunshine Coast Publishing, Submission 45, p. 3; Today News Group, Submission 

19, p. 3. 

35 Victorian Country Press Association Ltd, Submission 8, pp. 3-4.  

36 See, for example: Locolee Pty Ltd, Submission 18, p. 8; Monaro Media Group Pty Ltd, Submission 

24, p. 2; Loddon Herald, Submission 27, p. 2.  

37 Today News Group, Submission 19, p. 3. 
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…full recovery is still far off due to the ongoing cancellations of local events 

and the continued business downturn in some key sectors ([especially] retail 

and hospitality) as residents and visitors stay home to protect their families 

and businesses continue to struggle with an ongoing workforce shortage made 

worse by covid.38 

3.37 Monaro Media Group, an independently owned media company covering 

the Snowy Monaro and South Coast areas of NSW, also said that due to 

regional events being cancelled, ‘there has been limited recovery’ from the 

impacts of COVID-19. It added that its ‘advertising revenue is still at least 35 

per cent down on the last “normal” year, while our fixed costs are 

increasing’.39 

3.38 ACM reported that it is ‘not optimistic’ around ‘any likely recovery of the 

advertising market’: 

Local advertising has been worst-affected, and specifically the retail and 

hospitality sectors which are struggling for stock and staff respectively. We are 

seeing some uplift from COVID-related federal government spending but not 

enough to give us any confidence about a future recovery.40 

3.39 The Committee received some evidence that advertising and cover sale 

revenues had improved. For example, The Bugle stated that it has seen 

advertising increase over the last couple of years:  

While different sectors, particularly hospitality, had to drop [advertising] 

back, others replaced them. In talking to other small publishers, they largely 

had the same experience as we did.41 

Government support to regional newspapers 

3.40 In addition to commercial advertising, government public notice 

expenditure, public awareness campaigns, election spending and grants are 

major sources of revenue for regional newspapers.42 

3.41 The Committee received a range of evidence about how the withdrawal of 

government advertising from regional newspapers has affected small, 

 
38 Locolee Pty Ltd, Submission 18, p. 8. 

39 Monaro Media Group Pty Ltd, Submission 24, p. 2. 

40 Australian Community Media, Submission 42, p. 10. 

41 The Bugle, Submission 23, p. 3.  

42 Deakin University, Submission 21, p. 4. 
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independent publishers. Inquiry participants also provided feedback on 

some of the Australian Government’s support packages in this space, with 

some submitters suggesting that a more targeted program specifically for 

regional newspapers should be considered. 

Federal and state government advertising 

3.42 As discussed earlier in this chapter, there has been a significant fall in 

advertising revenue for newspapers. Contributing to this fall has been a 

reduction in government advertising and public notices in regional 

newspapers, with these moving either online or to larger, metropolitan 

papers. Representatives of a number of small and independent newspapers 

expressed their concern with this, and in their submissions called for greater 

and more targeted government funding through advertisements.43 

3.43 Deakin University stated that its research has found that government 

advertising spend has ‘fallen dramatically in the past five years across 

country newspapers’ and that government advertising funds are ‘often 

redirected to social media’.44 

3.44 The North Western Courier and Cape York Weekly (an independent 

newspaper in Far North Queensland) both warned the Committee that the 

biggest threat to independent local newspapers is the lack of government 

support through advertising.45 

3.45 Similarly, CPA submitted that ongoing government support in print ‘is 

critical to the economic recovery, post-covid’: 

…online-generated advertising is not profitable enough to sustain the business 

model, and likely never will be on its own. Put simply, the audience in 

regional and rural Australia is not sufficient to grow online returns, as it is in 

metropolitan Australia. 

Without Federal, and indeed State, Government advertising support in the 

long-term, regional media will continue to struggle to survive, and to provide 

 
43 See, for example: Blackall Newspaper Company Inc. trading as The Barcoo Independent, 

Submission 3, p. 3; The North Western Courier Pty Ltd, Submission 40, p. 3; Cape York Weekly, 

Submission 12, p. 1. 

44 Deakin University, Submission 21, p. 4. 

45 The North Western Courier Pty Ltd, Submission 40, p. 3; Cape York Weekly, Submission 12, p. 1.  
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the critical need for community interest journalism, and through it, a 

contribution to community health and well-being.46 

3.46 The Condobolin Argus also shared that its advertising revenues have 

declined over the last 10 years due to federal, state and local governments 

pulling their advertising from local papers.47 

3.47 Mr Ross Lanyon the Managing Director of the Elliott Newspaper Group in 

regional Victoria told the Committee that local, state and federal 

governments advertising combined makes up 20 per cent of its paid 

advertising revenues.48 

3.48 On the other hand, Ms Ann Kirby Editor of the Barcoo Independent in 

regional QLD said that the newspaper gets ‘one page a week’ from local 

government, ‘one ad a month’ from the federal government member but has 

not seen a federal government advertisement in her newspaper since she 

began with the Barcoo Independent in September 2020.49 

3.49 Some submitters provided the Committee with suggestions to assist regional 

newspapers in this regard.50 ACM recommended that the federal 

government should ‘guarantee a minimum annual advertising spend across 

Australia’s regional newspapers’: 

…ensuring equitable access to essential public information for the 36 per cent 

of Australians who live outside metropolitan cities.51 

3.50 Anthony De Ceglie, Editor-in-Chief of West Australian Newspapers said 

that ‘mandated advertising in regional publications is a very good idea’:  

This not only ensures wide distribution in a trusted local news source but 

maintains an important revenue stream for these local publications.52 

 
46 Country Press Australia, Submission 38, p. 7. 

47 The Condobolin Argus, Submission 46, p. 2. 

48 Mr Ross Lanyon, Managing Director, Elliott Newspaper Group, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 39. 

49 Ms Bernice Ann (Ann) Kirby, Editor, Barcoo Independent Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 39. 

50 See, for example: Australian Community Media, Submission 42, p. 14; Mr Anthony De Ceglie, 

Editor-in-Chief, West Australian Newspapers, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 February 2022, 

p. 26; The Small Newspaper Company, Submission 1, p. 3. 

51 Australian Community Media, Submission 42, p. 14. 
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3.51 The Small Newspaper Company, a newspaper publisher in Warwick, 

Queensland stated that ‘there is relatively poor discrimination’ in how 

federal and state government advertising funding is spent. As such, it 

suggested the development of a ‘register of newspapers that conform to 

minimum standards of news delivery’.53 

3.52 In April 2020, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Victorian 

Government announced a $4.7 million advertising support package ‘to help 

regional print media survive’. The Victorian Government stated that it will: 

…book one page of print advertising and digital advertising in more than 100 

regional outlets each week for six months. 

The immediate and reliable source of income will help these businesses – 

which are the public record of towns and regions throughout Victoria – get 

through the worst of the crisis and rebuild.54 

3.53 In its survey of local newspaper audiences, Deakin University heard that 

this package by the Victorian Government ‘was a key factor’ for the survival 

of regional newspapers during COVID-19, ‘with one describing it as a 

“lifesaver” for his newspaper’. It added that ‘think-tanks and PhD research, 

conducted as part of our research, indicate that government advertising 

revenue is vital to sustainability’.55 

Funding grants 

3.54 The Committee received some evidence on the Australian Government’s 

funding grant packages for newspapers, with some submitters expressing 

concerns that the packages were not sufficiently targeted to smaller, regional 

newspapers which needed the funding more than larger media companies 

such as ACM and the Australian Associated Press (AAP) which received a 

majority of the funding.  

 
52 Mr Anthony De Ceglie, Editor-in-Chief, West Australian Newspapers, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 26. 

53 The Small Newspaper Company, Submission 1, p. 3.  

54 The Hon Daniel Andrews, Premier of Victoria, ‘Emergency Support To Help Regional Papers 

Survive’, Media Release, 21 April 2020. 

55 Deakin University, Submission 21, pp. 5-6. 
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Regional and Small Publishers Jobs and Innovation Package 

3.55 Established in 2017, the Regional and Small Publishers Jobs and Innovation 

Package consisted of three programs worth $60.4 million over three years 

designed to ‘assist small newspaper publishers adapt to the challenges of the 

contemporary media environment, generate new employment opportunities 

for cadet journalists, and support regional students to gain an education in 

journalism’.56 

3.56 Two of the programs were administered by the Department of 

Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications (the 

Department)—the Regional Journalism Scholarships Program and the 

Regional and Small Publishers Cadetship Program—and one was 

administered by the Australian Communications and Media Authority—the 

Regional and Small Publishers Innovation Fund.57 

3.57 The Department submitted that across three years the Regional and Small 

Publishers Jobs and Innovation Package ‘allocated $21.5 million of its $60.4 

million allocation’.58 

3.58 The Bugle suggested an investigation was required into why the dedicated 

$60.4 million were not completely distributed, stating that ‘the system for 

distributing the money seems to have been flawed’.59 

3.59 In its Digital platforms inquiry – final report, the ACCC stated that it had also 

received concerns from publishers that ‘the application and assessment 

process was too complex and not suitably targeted to small and regional 

publishers without the organisational expertise and resources to successfully 

apply’; and that the grants did not focus on ‘securing the sustainability of 

struggling small and regional publishers’.60 

 
56 The Department, Submission 29, p. 16. 

57 The Department, Submission 29, p. 16. 

58 The Department, Submission 29, p. 17. 

59 The Bugle, Submission 23, p. 4. 

60 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 332. 
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3.60 CPA, among other submitters, encouraged the consideration of 

recommendation 10 of the Digital platforms inquiry – final report61 which 

provided that: 

The Regional and Small Publishers Jobs and Innovation Package should be 

replaced with a targeted grants program that supports the production of 

original local and regional journalism, including that related to local 

government and local courts. 

The program should be platform-neutral and administered at arm’s length 

from Government, with eligibility criteria designed by an independent expert 

advisory panel. Due to its broader scope than the Regional and Small 

Publishers Jobs and Innovation Package, which provided AU$20 million per 

year, the program should provide a greater amount of funding – totalling in 

the order of AU$50 million a year. 

The Government should review this program after three years of operation to 

assess its effectiveness and to determine whether it should be expanded to 

other areas of public interest journalism at risk of under-provision by the 

Australian commercial media market.62 

3.61 The Department explained that grantees in all 3 rounds of the Innovation 

Fund reported a range of benefits including: 

▪ new revenue streams through the introduction of a subscription model 

▪ increased digital presence and an expansion of service offerings such as 

videos, podcasts, increased reader engagement 

▪ new employment opportunities within the businesses 

▪ expansion of public interest journalism into new markets and audiences 

including younger audiences.63 

3.62 It added that it will conduct a formal evaluation of the Regional and Small 

Publishers Jobs and Innovation package and the Public Interest News 

Gathering (PING) program (discussed below) in 2022: 

This will commence in March and is expected to be completed by the end of 

June 2022. This evaluation will inform future policy and program 

development in public interest journalism.64 

 
61 Country Press Australia, Submission 38, p. 9. 

62 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 334. 

63 The Department, Supplementary Submission 29.1 Answer to questions on notice, p. 2. 

64 The Department, Supplementary Submission 29.1 Answer to questions on notice, p. 3. 
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Public Interest News Gathering Program 

3.63 During the COVID-19 pandemic, the government announced a $50 million 

Public Interest News Gathering (PING) program to ‘support public interest 

journalism delivered by commercial television, newspaper, and radio 

businesses in regional Australia’.65 

3.64 The Department submitted that the PING Program ‘consisted of $13.4 

million of new money as well as $36.6 million in unallocated funds from the 

Regional and Small Publishers Jobs and Innovation Package’.66 

3.65 On 29 June 2020, the Minister for Communications, Urban Infrastructure, 

Cities and the Arts, the Hon. Paul Fletcher MP announced that 107 regional 

publishers and broadcasters who applied under the PING program would 

receive a share of the funding. 

3.66 Evidence to the Committee suggested that while the PING program was 

helpful, the funding was not targeted specifically for smaller, independent 

publishers and should have been directed to local publications that maintain 

local offices and employ local journalists.  

3.67 For example, the Victorian Press Association told the Committee that the 

PING program was ‘efficiently organised and distributed and assisted local 

news media businesses greatly’, however: 

…a large component of the funding went to large media businesses including 

ACM who subsequently abandoned some of the communities they previously 

served and AAP, a producer of syndicated news, received two significant 

payments.67 

3.68 It recommended that any future fund ‘should be targeted only at smaller 

local community news media businesses in regional and metro regions who 

publish non-syndicated news.’68 CPA similarly stated that ‘funding should 

be based on the resources applied to produce public interest journalism and 

not revenue based criteria’.69 

 
65 The Department, ‘Relief for Australian media during COVID-19’, 

www.infrastructure.gov.au/media-technology-communications/television/relief-australian-

media-during-covid-19, accessed 3 March 2022.  

66 The Department, Submission 29, p. 17. 

67 Victorian Country Press Association Ltd, Submission 8, p. 4. 

68 Victorian Country Press Association Ltd, Submission 8, p. 5. 

69 Country Press Australia, Submission 38, p. 8. 
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3.69 Mr Ross Lanyon from the Elliott Newspaper Group said that ‘we were very 

disappointed with how PING happened … we were disappointed with what 

we received’.70 

3.70 The Department stated that it determined funding amounts by assessing 

organisations’ revenue as it was the ‘fastest and most efficient way to 

determine funding amounts for eligible applicants’. It added that ‘higher 

reach results in higher revenue but also higher production and distribution 

costs associated with public interest journalism’.71 

3.71 Accordingly, the Department provided that ACM received $10.48 million 

(almost two-thirds of the funding granted to regional publishers) from the 

PING program.72 The AAP received $5 million,73 while many regional 

publishers received $10,000 or missed out completely.74 Table 3.1 displays 

the top 10 recipients of PING grants—amounting to approximately 87 per 

cent of the total package. 

Table 3.1 Top 10 PING grant recipients 

Organisation name Funds delivered 

Rural Press Pty Limited trading as ACM $10.48 million 

Southern Cross Austereo Pty Ltd $10.27 million 

The AAP $5.0 million 

Prime Media Group Limited $4.7 million 

WIN Corporation Pty Ltd $4.2 million 

Nine Entertainment Co. Pty Ltd $4.03 million 

Grant Broadcasters Pty Limited $3.32 million 

Channel Seven Queensland Pty Limited $1.87 million 

 
70 Mr Ross Lanyon, Managing Director, Elliott Newspaper Group, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 32. 

71 The Department, Supplementary submission 29.1 Answer to questions on notice, pp. 2-3. 

72 The Department, Supplementary Submission 29.1 Answer to questions on notice, p. 6. 

73 The Hon. Paul Fletcher MP, Minister for Communications, Urban Infrastructure, Cities and the 

Arts, ‘$5 million support for AAP Newswire’, Media Release, 18 September 2020.  

74 The Department, Supplementary Submission 29.1 Answer to questions on notice, pp. 5-8. 
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Ace Radio Broadcasters Pty Limited $1.01 million 

Broadcast Operations Pty Ltd $1.03 million 

Source: Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications, 

Supplementary Submission 29.1 Answer to questions on notice, pp. 5-8. 

3.72 Cape York Weekly suggested that the PING program should provide 

newspapers with freight subsidies, stating that ‘Cape York Weekly flies its 

newspapers to all corners of the Far North at a significant annual cost. Road 

transport simply is not an option’.75 It added that: 

The federal and state governments should be looking at options to support 

regional newspapers in small ways that will make a difference. A $5000 grant 

for equipment upgrades would make a big difference in most newsrooms.76 

3.73 The Collie River Valley Bulletin explained that it struggled to receive any 

funding as it had only just launched its business. It highlighted that: 

I think that the government's funding endeavours have been commendable, 

but we found it very ironic that, at a time when we were endeavouring to start 

a business and to employ people, there was just no money available to us … 

We did contact Minister Fletcher's office and were told at the time that only 

registered publications with an ABN at that stage would be considered. 

Unfortunately, we were just launching so we didn't have a track record. 

Effectively, it was a recipe to keep people out of the market as much as to keep 

people in the market, if you know what I mean. Perhaps that's something 

which could be looked at: where there's no local publication and someone 

endeavours to start one they could be looked at a little more favourably …77 

3.74 Deakin University similarly stated that new independent start-ups were put 

at an ‘immediate disadvantage’ as the PING program was ‘only available for 

existing and established media outlets such as ACM (which shuttered many 

of its mastheads during COVID)’. It recommended that ‘more targeted and 

ongoing support for new independent newspapers should be considered’.78 

 
75 Cape York Weekly, Submission 12, p. 2. 

76 Cape York Weekly, Submission 12, p. 2. 

77 Mr Joe Italiano, Publisher, Collie River Valley Bulletin, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 37. 

78 Deakin University, Submission 21, p. 6. 
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3.75 Ms Anna Draffin from PIJI told the Committee that ‘grants in any industry 

provide valuable revenue injection’ and funding grants programs should 

have a ‘central trust to enable arm's length funding’: 

For example, the digital platforms at the minute are very much determining 

direction of their commercial deals to a certain extent. So, a central trust would 

help alleviate some of those concerns and, equally, putting strong governance 

in and around the public reporting of the direction of the funds, the conditions 

under which the funds have been granted and the reporting of the public 

interest outcomes that result. It is probably that latter part at the moment that 

we're still in the early stages of waiting on the outcomes, for example, on the 

PING Trust and the former innovation fund which will be made available, I 

gather, later this year.79 

Other programs to support regional newspapers 

3.76 Meta submitted that it has made ‘investments in the Australian news 

ecosystem to support innovation by local publishers’ through its ANZ Local 

News Accelerator program. Meta stated that in 2019, it: 

…invested more than $1.5 million to bring 11 regional and smaller publishers 

together with industry experts from around the globe to help them develop 

strategies encouraging revenue growth, including encouraging readers to 

subscribe and donate. As part of this investment we provided funding of 

$100,000 to participating publishers to support reader revenue projects. This 

first cohort included News Corp, Australian Community Media, The 

Guardian, The Conversation, Crikey, The West Australian, Solstice Media, 

Schwartz Media.80 

3.77 In 2020, all participating publishers in the Accelerator program were paid 

‘an unencumbered top-up fee of $80,000 as part of the COVID-19 relief 

fund’.81 

The role of philanthropy in regional newspapers 

3.78 The Committee heard that philanthropy is an increasingly important source 

of funding for journalism in Australia and that philanthropists have notably 

stepped up at critical moments, such as the rescue of the AAP in 2020. Some 

 
79 Ms Anna Draffin, Chief Executive Officer, Public Interest Journalism Initiative, Committee 

Hansard, Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 18. 

80 Meta, Submission 62, p. 17. 

81 Meta, Submission 62, p. 18. 
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submitters to the inquiry called for the Australian Government to increase 

incentives for philanthropic giving to the sector.  

3.79 The University of Technology Sydney (UTS) Centre for Media Transition 

(CMT) submitted that ‘as a result of philanthropic interventions, some long-

established publications that were experiencing serious financial difficulty 

have been spurred on to continue publishing’. However, it stated that 

philanthropic support is ‘usually designed as a short-term boost’ as it ‘rarely 

offers a sustainable or even short-term reliable revenue stream’.82 

3.80 In 2021, PIJI considered the ‘mechanical barriers for funders and news 

organisations, and the motivational factors that may affect the philanthropic 

sector’s appetite to fund public interest journalism’. Its key findings 

included that: 

▪ Philanthropy can contribute key, but limited, investment, and there is 

already a small but growing philanthropic market supporting news in its 

role as a public good, as important community infrastructure, or to further 

another cause they care about 

▪ Current charity and taxation laws are a key constraint 

▪ By addressing regulatory constraints, there is potential to grow 

philanthropic support for a not-for-profit journalism sector.83 

3.81 Mr Italiano from the Collie River Valley Bulletin told the Committee that the 

newspaper had been ‘very fortunate’ to receive support from local 

businesses: 

If it hadn't been for the local community, we certainly wouldn't have started, 

and we wouldn't be here today. But we've been very fortunate to get the 

support of the local community bank, who tipped a few dollars in early on to 

cover our printing costs and the likes for a while. And that was greatly 

appreciated. We received support from service clubs, and moral support from 

all over the place. But we haven't received any government money.84 

Deductible gift recipient (DGR) status 

3.82 Another key recommendation from the ACCC’s Digital platforms inquiry – 

final report was that ‘tax settings should be amended to establish new 

categories of charitable purpose and deductible gift recipient (DGR) status 

 
82 University of Technology Sydney Centre for Media Transition, Submission 41, p. 5.  

83 PIJI, Submission 43, p. 14. 

84 Mr Joe Italiano, Publisher, Collie River Valley Bulletin, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 33. 
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for not-for-profit organisations’ (recommendation 11).85 Organisations with 

DGR status are able to receive donations that are tax deductible, which can 

provide an important incentive for donors.  

3.83 In its response to the final report, the Australian Government did not 

support this recommendation, stating that its ‘current focus is implementing 

previously announced DGR reforms before considering further changes, 

including changes to eligibility’.86 

3.84 Ms Emma Cowdroy from the AAP told the Committee that DGR status is 

‘really critical to be able to attract philanthropy’ as ‘a number of foundations 

… can't give unless there's DGR’. She stated that the AAP was granted DGR 

status for the next five years.87 The AAP’s philanthropic support for the 2021 

financial year was 21 per cent of total revenue.88 

3.85 PIJI however told the Committee that DGR status ‘is more burdensome and 

usually beyond the reach of very small organisations’.89 

3.86 Submitters to the inquiry advocated for DGR status, with Peninsula News 

suggesting that it would like the ‘eligibility to register as a charity … and for 

DGR status to encourage donations’.90 

3.87 Croakey Health Media, a not-for-profit public interest journalism 

organisation, also expressed concerns that there is ‘not a clear, equitable, 

transparent pathway for setting up as a non profit public interest journalism 

organisation’ and that it has been unable to obtain DGR status, stating that it 

would ‘greatly help our precarious financial situation’. It suggests the 

development of a ‘peak body representing the sector’ to assist smaller public 

interest journalism organisations to obtain DGR status.91 

 
85 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 338. 

86 The Department of the Treasury, Regulating in the digital age: Government Response and 

Implementation Roadmap for the Digital Platforms Inquiry, 12 December 2019.  

87 Ms Emma Cowdroy, General Counsel, Australian Associated Press, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 11. 

88 Australian Associated Press, Supplementary Submission 49.2, p. 2. 

89 Ms Anna Draffin, Chief Executive Officer, Public Interest Journalism Initiative, Committee 
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90 Peninsula News, Submission 53, p. 4. 
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Future funding models to support regional news  

3.88 Evidence to the inquiry has highlighted that there is no ‘one size fits all’ 

solution to support regional newspapers, and in particular to fill the 

classified advertising gap that newspapers are now seeing. The Committee 

received a range of suggestions, and academics in the field are 

recommending that future funding models are designed to contain a mix of 

different funding solutions and policy responses.  

3.89 Professor Sora Park from the News & Media Research Centre at the 

University of Canberra (NMRC, UC) highlighted that ‘news companies must 

now shift to experimenting with different business models and subsidy 

models to make it viable’: 

…small publishers are especially vulnerable because they don't have a big 

package of different products to offer. I think this is a very critical moment in 

news history where we need to really think about how we can sustain news 

businesses, because it was always a packaged product. Standalone news can 

never be a product on its own. So what do we package it with? We're still 

figuring it out. There have been lots of successful models, like crowdfunding, 

donations, philanthropy and sponsorship, and we're still in the early stages.92 

3.90 The Journalism Education & Research Association of Australia (JERAA) also 

noted the different types of business models: 

…ownership models range from a community “hybrid” form of journalism, 

with both not-for-profit and sponsored approaches, to those fitting the 

traditions of regional media related to business models and staffing. The 

hybrid models have tended to focus on elements such as community cohesion, 

positive news, and social news, in contrast to the traditional end of the 

newspaper spectrum with its breaking news and watchdog-style reporting. 

One of the issues associated with hybrid and non-standard news production 

models is that audiences with limited information literacy might not be able to 

critically consider the information that is being provided, and the business or 

political agendas that may inform it.93 

3.91 The Committee heard from the Community Broadcasting Association of 

Australia (CBAA) and the Judith Neilson Institute for Journalism and Ideas 

(JNI) about the launch of their collaboration—the Local & Independent 

 
92 Professor Sora Park, Professor, Communications, News and Media Research Centre, University 
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News Association (LINA), which was established to find ways to ‘build 

business models that are sustainable’. Mr Jon Bisset, Chief Executive Officer 

of CBAA told the Committee that: 

We're very much focused on capability building, helping hyperlocal 

publishers build their business models and become sustainable and not reliant 

on philanthropic or government money just to operate day to day.94 

3.92 JNI found that although direct grants are helpful to small local and 

hyper-local publishers, ‘it became clear that this was not a long-term 

strategy to remedy the wider issues with the market’. JNI identified the 

following common issues and challenges faced by hyper-local news 

organisations: 

▪ Sourcing varied skills and capabilities required to perform the governance, 

administrative and editorial functions of the news organisation, and staff 

with the flexible, entrepreneurial mindset needed to continually experiment 

and adapt to keep the organisation growing. 

▪ Implementing a sustainable business model, achieved through a diverse 

range of revenue streams that might include advertising, audience generated 

income, services and e-commerce. 

▪ Implementation of effective technology to reach their target audience and 

monetise outputs.95 

3.93 As such, JNI and CBAA considered that an association that is ‘focused on 

capacity building and shared services’ such as LINA, ‘will respond to these 

challenges as well as other opportunities to support a healthy local news 

ecosystem in Australia’.96 

3.94 CBAA also told the Committee that LINA will be identifying ‘news deserts’ 

in Australia and ‘help facilitate the growth of a hyper-local publication or 

help a community radio station that's already in those areas evolve their 

business model’ to fill the gap.97 In its submission, CBAA called for an 

 
94 Mr Jon Bisset, Chief Executive Officer, Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, 
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increase in its funding to ‘increase station operational ability and increase 

the amount of local news reaching regional communities’.98 

3.95 Inquiry participants also considered that the News Media and Digital 

Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code (the Code) (discussed further in 

Chapter 4) is a valuable first step to address the bargaining imbalance, but 

more needs to be done to sustain regional newspapers. The Committee 

received some evidence advocating for tax rebates for small news 

organisations that are engaged in news gathering for public interest 

journalism.  

3.96 For example, PIJI suggested a research and development (R&D)-style tax 

rebate, specific to public interest journalism as a ‘complementary solution’ to 

the Code. It stated that a rebate of this kind is:  

…an attractive, public policy response as it incentivises news media 

businesses of all sizes – including new entrants - to invest while providing 

direct public outcomes.99 

3.97 PIJI added that a tax rebate ‘creates an elegant policy solution in terms of 

driving more investment, not just doing remedial handouts as a response or 

reaction’.100 

3.98 ACM also advocated for a tax rebate for regional small business operators 

that advertise in their local newspaper. It highlighted that: 

The added incentive of a full tax break for a business supporting their local 

newspaper through a minimum advertising spend would contribute to the 

provision of public interest journalism in that community, help the small 

businesses tell their local community who they are and what they do and 

encourage the community to in turn support the business and the 

newspaper.101 

3.99 Refundable tax rebates were also considered by the ACCC in its Digital 

Platforms Inquiry specifically for expenditure incurred in employing 

journalists. It concluded, however that ‘the introduction of a tax rebate 

 
98 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, Submission 47, p. 8. 
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would not be a preferred policy to stimulate production of public interest 

journalism either on a continuing basis or as a transitional measure’.102 

3.100 Some inquiry participants reflected on international models that have 

addressed regional news funding needs. For example, the AAP advocated 

for the Canadian model that provides tax rebates to Canadian publishers as 

‘one mechanism that could be helpful, particularly to smaller media 

organisations’.103 

3.101 Known as the ‘Canadian journalism labour tax credit’, the AAP stated that: 

…it has been done quite carefully so that it only provides a tax rebate if you 

can establish that it is for somebody who is specifically engaged in news 

gathering, so it benefits, often, smaller publishers. They don't have the large 

overheads and sales teams and other corporate expenses that some of the 

larger media companies have.104 

3.102 The Government of Canada’s website explained that: 

The Canadian journalism labour tax credit is a refundable tax credit that is 

available at a rate of 25% of the total qualifying labour expenditures for a 

taxation year, in respect of eligible newsroom employees of a qualifying 

journalism organisation …105 

3.103 Some submitters observed that news media organisations in the United 

States have increasingly shifted their business models into not-for-profit 

status to rely on donations and grants to sustain their business. 

3.104 Croakey Health Media submitted that consideration should be taken of ‘the 

potential for supporting the development of non-profit journalism models’, 

like in the United States. It stated that it encourages engagement with the 

‘literature around non-profit journalism and how it is supported in other 

countries’.106 

 
102 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 331. 
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www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/businesses/topics/corporations/business-tax-

credits/canadian-journalism-labour-tax-credit/guidance.html#h_3, accessed 4 March 2022. 
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3.105 CBAA stated that it had looked at LION Publishers, a professional 

journalism association for independent news publishers in the United States 

and Canada, but emphasised that we ‘have to remember that we are in a 

unique environment’.107 

Committee comment 

3.106 From evidence to the inquiry, it is clear to the Committee that newspapers in 

regional Australia have not been immune from the challenges of 

transitioning between print and online advertising. Indeed, many 

newspapers in regional and remote Australia, which have relied solely or 

primarily on revenue from advertising, have closed or are struggling to 

survive.  

3.107 The Committee was concerned to hear that government advertising and 

public notices have also been largely withdrawn from regional newspapers 

in favour of online outlets or larger metropolitan newspapers, further 

exacerbating the decline in revenue. 

3.108 The ongoing viability of regional newspapers, the ability of these 

newspapers to support vital public-interest journalism, and the wider 

implications of newspapers closing for the communities and towns in 

regional Australia are concerning. 

3.109 The Committee appreciates, however, that there is no ‘one size fits all’ 

solution in providing support for regional newspapers, noting the breadth 

and diversity of the sector and the regions it serves.  

3.110 As such, the Committee suggests a multipronged approach that reviews the 

specific issues facing the sector, while at the same time begins to address 

these issues. 

3.111 To support the viability of regional newspapers, the Committee sees merit in 

the Australian Government conducting a review of its advertising 

expenditure and current legislation around public notice dissemination, 

with an aim to identify opportunities to support regional newspapers such 

as a guaranteed spend across Australia’s regional newspapers. 

 
107 Mr Jon Bisset, Chief Executive Officer, Community Broadcasting Association of Australia, 
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Recommendation 7 

3.112 The Committee recommends the Australian Government review 

government advertising expenditure across all departments and agencies 

with a view to ensuring a minimum of 20 per cent of government print 

advertising is placed in regional newspapers.  

 

This should be part of long term advertising contracts that provide 

certainty of income for regional publications.  

 

The Committee expects this measure to be cost neutral and able to be 

implemented within 12 months. 

 

An independent process should be established to select the newspaper 

outlets eligible to participate in the print advertising program. 

3.113 The Committee notes that representatives from small and independent 

regional newspapers were not satisfied with the rollout of the Regional and 

Small Publishers Jobs and Innovation Package in 2017 and the PING 

program in 2020 as the packages were not targeted enough for smaller 

newspapers.  

3.114 The Committee heard that almost 87 per cent of the funding from PING 

went to larger players such as ACM and Southern Cross Austereo (which 

received a fifth of the funding each), and the AAP (which received $5 

million), rather than small newspapers that struggled the most during the 

pandemic. Most independent regional newspapers selected under PING 

received only $10,000 of funding or missed out completely. 

3.115 While the Department reported some benefits from the packages such as 

new employment opportunities, new revenue streams and increased digital 

presence, small publishers expressed their disappointment that the funding 

was based on revenue (that is, the higher the revenue, the more funding 

received) and therefore new independent start-ups and small newspapers 

were immediately disadvantaged.  

3.116 The Committee considers that the Australian Government should develop a 

targeted grants program for small, independent newspapers based in 

regional and remote Australian communities. In particular, the grants 

program should prioritise those newspapers that maintain local offices and 

employ local journalists, and should give consideration for supporting new 

independent newspapers. 
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Recommendation 8 

3.117 The Committee recommends that the Australian Government develop a 

targeted grants program aimed at small, independent newspapers based in 

regional and remote Australian communities. 

3.118 In addition to providing support through government advertising and 

grants, the Committee considers that there is an important role for the 

Australian Government to assist regional newspapers to identify alternative, 

sustainable funding models and approaches.  

3.119 There are currently two organisations that provide support to hyper-local 

and regional media organisations to identify and build business models that 

are not reliant on philanthropic or government funding, expand their 

business models and innovate news production for both radio and 

newspapers — LINA and the CBAA. 

3.120 The Committee is of the view that these models are a good way of assisting 

local publishers and recommends that funding should be allocated to 

research, programs and initiatives aimed at identifying and implementing 

alternative, sustainable business models. 

Recommendation 9 

3.121 The Committee recommends that the Australian Government provides 

funding for research, programs and initiatives to assist local publishers, 

including regional newspapers to: 

▪ identify and implement alternative, sustainable business models, 

achieved through a diverse range of revenue streams that might 

include advertising, audience generated income, services and e-

commerce; 

▪ increase capabilities required to perform the governance, 

administrative and editorial functions of the news organisation; and 

▪ implement effective technology to reach their target audience and 

monetise outputs. 

3.122 Some submitters to this inquiry advocated for tax rebates for regional 

businesses that support their local newspaper through a minimum 

advertising spend, and for regional newspapers that produce public interest 
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journalism and employ local journalists. The Committee notes that the latter 

has been a model implemented internationally and would encourage 

philanthropy and support in the sector. 

3.123 However, the Committee is cognisant that the ACCC in its Digital platforms 

inquiry – final report considered that a tax rebate would not be a preferred 

policy to stimulate production of public interest journalism.  

3.124 While the Committee did not receive sufficient evidence to recommend one 

particular taxation model in its inquiry, the Committee considers there is 

merit in the Australian Government considering the viability of a tax rebate 

model as part of its review recommended at Recommendation 1.  

Recommendation 10 

3.125 The Committee recommends that, as part of the review recommended at 

Recommendation 1, the Australian Government also considers the 

viability of a tax rebate for regional businesses that support their local 

newspaper through a minimum advertising spend, and for regional 

newspapers that produce public interest journalism and employ local 

journalists. 



 

73 
 

4. Development and Impact of the 

News Media Bargaining Code 

4.1 This chapter discusses the growth of digital platforms, the impact on 

regional newspapers as a result of this growth and the development of the 

News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code (the Code). 

Digital platforms and regional newspapers 

4.2 As outlined in Chapter 3, the transition from a print to online platform has 

resulted in significant challenges for regional newspapers to continue to 

attract advertising revenue in the face of an increasing shift online. 

4.3 Meta (Facebook) suggested that the challenge on the shift online may have 

been exacerbated for regional newspapers due to scale: 

This challenge may be exacerbated for rural and regional news publishers who 

may not have the same scale of audience that metro publishers have to 

navigate structural industry changes.1 

4.4 The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) described 

digital platforms as ‘applications that serve multiple groups of users at once, 

providing value to each group based on the presence of other users’2 and 

consist of groups or individuals who can use the services of the same 

application for different purposes.3 

 
1 Meta (Facebook), Submission 62, p. 2. 

2 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final 

Report, June 2019), p. 45. 

3 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 45. 
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4.5 Some of the most significant digital platforms used in Australia include 

Google Search, Meta, YouTube, and Instagram.4 The ACCC said that users 

spend a significant amount of time on these digital platforms each day: 

Not only are these digital platforms used daily, they are used for significant 

amounts of time each day. Facebook’s 17 million Australian monthly users 

spend an average of 31 minutes a day on Facebook. Australian Instagram 

users spend an average of seven minutes a day and Australian Google users 

(excluding YouTube) spend an average of 23 minutes a day on these 

respective platforms.5 

4.6 Google Australia said that it had a strong interest in supporting diverse, 

sustainable and quality news providers: 

Since 1998, Google’s mission has been to make the world’s information 

universally accessible and useful. Tools such as Google Search enable people 

to find diverse sources of news and information from a range of sources on the 

web. That is why we have a strong interest in supporting a diverse and 

sustainable ecosystem of quality news providers.6 

4.7 Meta said that news publishers derived significant commercial value by 

sharing content on Facebook, in turn ‘driving traffic to their owned-and-

operated websites, and from the monetisation opportunities we provide for 

the content they choose to share’: 

This includes: free publication and opportunities for potential distribution, 

customised commercialisation products, and a variety of nonmonetarydata 

insights that enable further refinement of their publishing strategy. All 

evidence indicates that the value exchange from the content that publishers 

choose to share on our services favours publishers.7 

4.8 The News & Media Research Centre at the University of Canberra (NMRC, 

UC) found that Australians find their way to online news through a number 

of pathways, including directly to the website or app of the news 

organisation, through Google and other search engines or via social media.8 

 
4 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 48. 

5 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 48. 

6 Google Australia, Submission 20, p. 2. 

7 Meta, Submission 62, p. 13. 

8 Park, S., Fisher, C., McGuinness, K., Lee, J. Y. and McCallum, K. (2021). Digital News Report: 

Australia 2021. Canberra: News & Media Research Centre, University of Canberra, p. 58. 
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4.9 NMRC, UC said that of those who indicated they accessed news regularly, 

which comprised 88 per cent of respondents, 23 per cent accessed local social 

media sites to access local news. An additional 47 per cent said they had 

joined a social media group to get local news.9 

4.10 Of those that participated in the Committee’s online survey, 55.32 per cent of 

participants indicated that they had accessed news through social media in 

the past seven days.10 In addition, 27.30 per cent of respondents indicated 

that social media was where they found issues of importance to their local 

community represented most.11 

4.11 In the Australian Communications and Media Authority’s (ACMA) 2021 

report Communications and media in Australia: How we use the internet, 99 per 

cent of regional Australians accessed the internet – an increase of 11 per cent 

compared to 2019 data – and 81 per cent of respondents indicated they had 

accessed news online in 2021.12 

4.12 In its Digital News Report: Australia 2021, NMRC, UC found that a number of 

older Australians were moving towards accessing their news through social 

media rather than more traditional news sources, which was due in part to 

growth in the use of mobile phones to access news; in 2021, 45 per cent of 

Australians used their mobile phone for this purpose.13 

4.13 As outlined in Chapter 3, advertising is one of the dominant forms of income 

for news organisations, and the shift to online advertising has been 

particularly damaging. The ACCC suggested that the business users of 

Google and Meta were also their competitors, which brought into question 

whether Google and Meta could give themselves advantages by ‘favouring 

their own products.’14 

 
9 News & Media Research Centre, University of Canberra (NMRC, UC), Submission 9, p. 12. 

10 Survey Summary, Appendix C, p. 106. 

11 Survey Summary, Appendix C, p. 108. 

12 Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA), Communications and media in 

Australia: How we use the internet (Interactive Report, December 2021). 

13 Park, S., Fisher, C., McGuinness, K., Lee, J. Y. and McCallum, K. (2021). Digital News Report: 

Australia 2021. Canberra: News & Media Research Centre, University of Canberra, p. 61. 

14 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 6. 
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4.14 The ACCC said news media businesses benefited from the reproduction of 

news content, but that news media relied on digital platforms leading to 

accepting less favourable terms to ensure their content was available: 

The ACCC’s Digital Platforms Inquiry final report recognised that news media 

businesses, consumers and digital platforms all benefited from the 

reproduction of news content in snippets. However, the report concluded that 

individual news media businesses needed and relied upon digital platform 

referrals more than the platforms needed and individual news media 

businesses content. This power imbalance meant news media businesses of all 

sizes accepted considerably less favourable commercial terms than they 

otherwise might accept relating to the availability of their content on each of 

these platforms.15 

Establishment of the News Media Bargaining Code 

4.15 One of the key conclusions of the ACCC’s inquiry into digital platforms 

centred around the inherent power imbalance between news companies and 

digital platforms like Google and Meta. The ACCC was directed to work 

with digital platforms and Australian news businesses to implement a 

voluntary code of conduct.16 

4.16 In its progress update in May 2020, the ACCC noted that while discussions 

had taken place, progress on a voluntary code had been limited and it was 

unlikely an agreement would be reached.17 In April 2020 the ACCC was 

directed to develop a mandatory code of conduct.18 

4.17 In March 2021, the Treasury Laws Amendment (News Media and Digital 

Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code) Act 2021 (the Act) came into effect 

which established a mandatory code of conduct enabling news businesses to 

bargain individually or collectively with digital platforms for the inclusion 

of news on platforms and services.19 

 
15 ACCC, Submission 31, p. 2. 

16 Treasury Laws Amendment (News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code) 

Bill 2021, Revised Explanatory Memorandum, p. 9. 

17 Treasury Laws Amendment (News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code) 

Bill 2021, Revised Explanatory Memorandum, p. 9. 

18 Treasury Laws Amendment (News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code) 

Bill 2021, Revised Explanatory Memorandum, p. 10. 

19 Treasury Laws Amendment (News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code) 

Bill 2021, Revised Explanatory Memorandum, p. 10. 
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4.18 Through amendments to the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth), the 

Treasurer was given the power to designate Meta and Google20 to comply 

with the Code where it was determined that there was a significant 

bargaining power imbalance between Australian news businesses and the 

relevant digital platform.21 

4.19 In order to be eligible to participate in the Code, a news business is required 

to register with the ACMA as long as certain criteria is met.22 The tests that 

must be satisfied include: 

▪ the annual revenue of the news organiation must be above $150,000 for 

the most recent year and for at least three of the five most recent years;23 

▪ the corporation must have the primary purpose of creating and 

publishing core news content;24 

▪ the corporation operates predominately in Australia for the dominant 

purpose of providing news services to Australians; and25 

▪ the news services provided by the business must be covered by 

professional standards and have editorial independence from the subject 

of its news coverage.26 

4.20 The ACMA said that 28 news organisations had been assessed and 

registered under the provisions of the Code: 

…as at 25 February this year we'd received 41 applications to register news 

media bargaining businesses. We'd completed our assessment on 35 of those. 

From them, 28 were found eligible and have been registered and seven of 

those were found to be ineligible against the criteria set out in the legislation. 

The remaining six are still under assessment at the moment.27 

 
20 This can also include other digital platforms set out in legislative instruments as provided by 

s52E of the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth). 

21 Treasury Laws Amendment (News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code) 

Bill 2021, Revised Explanatory Memorandum, p. 11. 

22 Treasury Laws Amendment (News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code) 

Bill 2021, Revised Explanatory Memorandum, p. 11. 

23 Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth), s 52M. 

24 Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth), s 52N. 

25 Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth), s 52O. 

26 Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth), s 52P. 

27 Ms Cathy Rainsford, General Manager, Content and Consumer Division, Australian 

Communications and Media Authority, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 40. 
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4.21 Where a digital platform is designated, it must participate in the Code. The 

Code provides that news providers may undertake bargaining to reach an 

agreement,28 participate in mediation if an agreement has not been reached 

within 3 months,29 or enter into arbitration.30 

4.22 Evidence to the inquiry suggested that being registered as an eligible 

business under the Code does not provide any weight when small providers 

attempt to negotiate with digital platforms like Meta and Google. For 

example, Croakey Health Media said that despite meeting the legislative 

criteria, Meta and Google would not negotiate with them: 

We are listed on the ACMA register as an eligible business under the Code; 

however, we do not expect it will result in any revenue. On 21 December 2021, 

Meta (Facebook) executives directly advised us they would not enter into a 

contract with us under the Code. Google has not officially replied to our 

correspondence, but we have heard indirectly that they do not intend to enter 

into a deal with us.31 

4.23 No digital platforms had been designated at the time of the Committee’s 

inquiry. The ACMA confirmed that the obligation to negotiate was only 

enacted at the time a digital platform was designated: 

To date, no digital platform has been designated under the Bargaining Code. 

As a result, the Code’s obligations do not currently apply to any digital 

platform or news business. Businesses are still able to register with the ACMA 

for participation in the Bargaining Code prior to the Treasurer making a 

designation.32 

4.24 The ACCC considered that the voluntary agreements reached demonstrated 

the Code was having the appropriate effect: 

Following the passing of the legislation and the introduction of the Code, and 

because of this, Google and Facebook have reached voluntary commercial 

deals with a significant number of news media organisations. While the 

Treasurer has not designated any digital platforms or services to date, the 

 
28 Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth), Div. 6. 

29 Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth), s 52ZIA. 

30 Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth), Div. 7. 

31 Croakey Health Media, Submission 39, p. 9. 

32 ACMA, Submission 32, p. 4. 
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existence of the Code and the threat of designation is having the appropriate 

impact.33 

4.25 Several submitters suggested it was difficult to assess the effectiveness of the 

Code due to the confidential nature of the voluntary agreements reached.34 

The ACCC indicated that transparency would be improved if the Code had 

operated as originally intended: 

Had someone been designated under the code—for example, Meta—and had 

they engaged in arbitration, the ACCC would have participated in the 

arbitration process. We could make submissions to the arbitrators. We could 

see the offers that were being made as part of that process, so we would be 

able to contribute. We would be able to see a broad range of deals and 

contribute to that arbitration process in terms of determining its outcome. 

Obviously, that hasn't happened, because no-one's been designated and we 

don't have any visibility of the commercial deals. So what was envisaged 

under the legislation hasn't eventuated.35 

4.26 On 28 February 2022, the Government announced that the operation of the 

Code would be reviewed in line with the statutory provisions of the Act.36 

Impact of the News Media Bargaining Code 

Initiatives introduced by digital platforms 

4.27 In response to the introduction of the Code, both Google and Meta have 

entered into commercial agreements with a range of news media businesses 

– discussed further below. The details of the agreements are confidential and 

the conditions agreed are unknown.37 

 
33 ACCC, Submission 31, p. 2. 

34 See NMRC, UC, Submission 9, p. 17; Deakin University, Submission 21, p. 7; Croakey Health 

Media, Submission 39, pp. 9-10; Centre for Media Transition – University of Technology Sydney, 

Submission 41, p. 10. 

35 Ms Kate Reader, General Manager, Digital Platforms Branch, ACCC, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 46. 

36 The Hon. Josh Frydenberg MP, ‘Review of the News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory 

Bargaining Code’, https://ministers.treasury.gov.au/ministers/josh-frydenberg-2018/media-

releases/review-news-media-and-digital-platforms-mandatory, accessed 5 March 2022. 

37 Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications, 

Submission 29, p. 18. 
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4.28 Prior to the introduction of the Code, in 2017, the Meta Journalism Project 

was launched, which was described as a tool to establish stronger ties 

between Meta and news organisations: 

We will be collaborating with news organisations to develop products, 

learning from journalists about ways we can be a better partner, and working 

with publishers and educators on how we can equip people with the 

knowledge they need to be informed readers in the digital age.38 

4.29 The Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and 

Communications (the Department) described the project as an umbrella 

initiative incorporating a series of programs, tools and partnerships: 

Individual components of the project include: 

▪ a global accelerator program incorporating training and grant funding 

elements; 

▪ a grant funding program to support local news, offered in partnership with 

the Lenfest Institute for Journalism; 

▪ a grant funding program intended to support journalists during the COVID-

19 pandemic; 

▪ a placement program for journalism students; 

▪ a third-party fact-checking program; 

▪ partnerships with news organisations; and 

▪ tailored guidance and tools for journalists and news businesses.39 

4.30 As part of this initiative, Meta announced a $15 million Facebook Australian 

News Fund which provided funding for two grant programs over three 

years facilitated with the Walkley Foundation; the Newsroom Sustainability 

Fund and the Public Interest Journalism Fund: 

▪ The Newsroom Sustainability Fund will allocate AU$2.5 million per year 

over three years, in grants of up to AU$250,000 to fund regional newsrooms 

and digital-first publications. Funding will go towards innovation and 

revenue-generating projects, such as subscription paywalls and membership 

program development. 

 
38 Fidji Simo, ‘Introducing the Facebook Journalism Project’ Meta Journalism Project, 

https://www.facebook.com/journalismproject/introducing-facebook-journalism-project, accessed 

5 March 2022. 

39 Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications, 

Submission 29, p. 19. 
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▪ The Public Interest Journalism Fund will also allocate AU$2.5 million per 

year over three years, providing grants of up to AU$120,000, to small, 

regional publishers and independent journalists to fund news projects of 

public interest value and to encourage media diversity. We are particularly 

focused on how the fund could provide support for underserved 

communities – such as Indigenous Australians, LGBTQI+ community, youth 

and women’s issues, rural affairs and local civic journalism.40 

4.31 Applications for the first year of grants closed on 26 November 2021 and a 

list of recipients was published in March 2022, with 54 publishers receiving 

funding.41 

4.32 Meta has also conducted additional joint initiatives with the Walkley 

Foundation since 2019: 

Over the past two years, joint initiatives between the Walkley Foundation and 

Facebook have supported more than 30 Australian newsrooms through 

programs such as the reader revenue Accelerator, the AU$1 million COVID-19 

relief fund and the most recent Accelerator alumni grants, awarded in August 

this year.42 

4.33 Meta also indicated they had developed a three-year innovation fund in 

collaboration with Country Press Australia (CPA): 

▪ Country Press Australia Newsroom Sustainability and Digital 

Transformation Fund: 

− A three-year innovation fund to support newsroom sustainability and 

digital transformation as part of which CPA distributes the funds 

annually to its members as grants based on applications by those 

members.43 

4.34 The Google News Initiative was launched in 2018, and as part of the 

program Google has worked with smaller publishers to transform the way 

they do business: 

We have worked with smaller publishers on digital transformation, built data 

maturity programs for larger news organisations, and partnered with 

 
40 Meta, Submission 62, p. 17. 

41 Meta, Submission 62, p. 17. 

42 Andrew Hunter, ‘Apply now: Applications open for the AU$15 million Facebook Australian 

News Fund’ Meta Journalism Project, https://www.facebook.com/journalismproject/applications-

open-for-the-au15-million-facebook-australian-news-

fund?locale=en_US&draft=275621584382073, accessed 5 March 2022. 

43 Meta, Submission 62, p. 16. 
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journalists to fight the spread of misinformation across the region, with a 

special focus on first-time, mobile-first users. These programs were built from 

the ground-up in partnership with journalists, news organisations and 

industry associations -those who best understand the challenges and 

opportunities for news in [the Asia-Pacific region].44 

4.35 As part of the Google News Initiative, Google developed the following 

programs: 

▪ a business model research project in partnership with the Walkley 

Foundation to build strategic plans for their digital future and boost 

their online profile;45 

▪ a program to accelerate the digital transformation of existing regional 

news publishers through digital publishing best practice and 

implementing technology to drive revenue through advertising and 

reader subscriptions; and46 

▪ a training program on areas like audience measurement and reader 

revenue.47  

4.36 Google Australia said that its Google News Showcase launched in February 

2021, which involved paying publishers to produce editorially curated 

content for ‘limited free user access to paywalled content’.48 Google 

Australia said that it had provided opportunities to a number of regional 

publishers both directly and through CPA: 

Some of our partnerships have been developed directly with regional 

publishers, including the deal we struck with the Times News Group that 

involved seven of its small regional newspapers in Victoria coming into News 

Showcase. We also negotiated an in-principle agreement with Country Press 

Australia enabling us to collectively bargain with their regional publisher 

members.49 

4.37 Google Australia has also launched a Digital News Academy with News 

Corp Australia to begin in the first quarter of 2022, which will incorporate 

online tutorials, formal education, an annual conference and a United States 

 
44 Google Australia, Submission 20, p. 3.  

45 Google Australia, Submission 20, pp. 3-4. 

46 Google Australia, Submission 20, p. 4. 

47 Google Australia, Submission 20, p. 4. 

48 Google Australia, Submission 20, p. 5. 

49 Google Australia, Submission 20, p.  
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study tour.50 Google Australia said that the Digital News Academy would 

create new opportunities for emerging journalists: 

…the Academy will also create opportunities for young journalists, funding 60 

new 12-month journalism traineeships in regional Australia over the next 

three years. In total, the initial roll out will see 750 local and regional news 

professionals take part over the next three years. The trainees will be drawn 

from News Corp Australia and a range of small and regional publishers, 

including Australian Community Media and National Indigenous Times. 

Smaller publishers from across Australia will be invited to participate. Google 

has made it a priority to ensure that the Academy will include smaller local 

and regional organisations.51 

Benefits to larger newspapers with a regional news presence 

4.38 Of the printed news services operating in regional Australia, three 

companies have been cited as owning high proportion of news services; 

News Corp, Australian Community Media (ACM), and Seven West Media.52 

4.39 Providers such as ACM have already negotiated agreements with Google 

and Meta and are beginning to see benefits.53 However, ACM noted that 

compensation received does not comprise a significant component of total 

annual revenue: 

The compensation from the platforms is significant and a vital part of our 

revenue mix. It should be noted, however, that it is far short of the amount of 

revenue lost to our newspapers through digital disruption, the migration of 

key advertising categories such as cars and jobs, and the dominance of the 

platforms themselves. 

The details of the agreements are confidential, however, the total is less than 

five per cent of our total annual revenue.54 

4.40 The ACCC suggested that the Code has resulted in new forms of investment 

for News Corp and Seven West Media: 

News Corp has reportedly re-invested in its local news strategy, including the 

announcement of additional roles in regions and communities. Seven has also 

 
50 Google Australia, Submission 20, p. 4. 

51 Google Australia, Submission 20, p. 4. 

52 ACCC, Digital Platforms Inquiry (Final Report, June 2019), p. 290.  

53 Australian Community Media (ACM), Submission 42, p. 9. 

54 ACM, Submission 42, p. 9. 
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reported the money used from its deal would be invested in journalism, 

particularly commenting on their continued investment in regional and 

community newspapers and sustainability.55 

4.41 Ms Clare Gill, Head of Regulatory and Government Affairs, Seven West 

Media said that Seven West Media was the first to make a deal with Google 

after the Code was introduced: 

The terms of it are highly confidential, so I can't go into the spread. But I can 

say that we have agreements with both Facebook and Google, and that Seven 

West Media was the first to strike a deal with Google under the looming news 

media bargaining code. But I do want to stress that it wouldn't have happened 

without the government intervention.56 

4.42 However, the NMRC, UC said that deals made under the Code had not 

prevented the closure of titles by larger publishers:  

On the face of it, this appears to be a good thing, but these deals cover only a 

fraction of the hundreds of regional and rural newspapers across Australia. 

However, in the case of News Corp and ACM, there have been 

announcements of reductions in print services and staff losses from regional 

mastheads despite having signed deals with one of the digital platforms.57 

4.43 Mr Hugh Martin, Head, Regional, Rural and Emergency at the Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), said that the deal made as a result of the 

introduction of the Code would allow a significant number of new roles in 

regional Australia: 

In general terms, we are adding something in the order of 50 new roles in 

regional Australia, with a focus on public interest journalism, as a result of the 

income that the ABC has received through this news media bargaining deal. 

They're direct, new roles added to the reporting efforts that we have under 

way in regional Australia. Some of those roles have been added to some of our 

smaller bureaus—for example, Burnie in northern Tasmania and Horsham in 

western Victoria—but many of those roles are going into new locations where 

we've previously never had ABC reporting.58 

 
55 ACCC, Submission 31, p. 3. 

56 Ms Clare Gill, Head of Regulatory and Government Affairs, Seven West Media, Committee 

Hansard, Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 28. 

57 NMRC, UC, Submission 9, p. 18. 

58 Mr Hugh Martin, Head, Regional, Rural and Emergency, Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 

Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 2. 
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4.44 While the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) has been able secure a 

commercial deal with Google, the Public Interest Journalism Initiative (PIJI) 

said that Meta has declined to negotiate with SBS: 

…with the legislation currently dormant, the digital platforms can elect which 

news media to negotiate with, as seen by Facebook's lack of engagement with 

SBS—one of the most trusted news sources and producers of public interest 

journalism.59 

4.45 Dr Alexandra Wake, President of the Journalism Education and Research 

Association of Australia (JERAA), said that while the additional jobs flowing 

out of funding from digital platforms to the ABC and News Corp was a 

positive outcome of the Code, it wasn’t enough to address the needs of 

regional Australia and local communities.60 

4.46 The PIJI said that the limited information available about deals made 

following the introduction of the Code indicated that the majority of deals 

seemed to favour well-established, large or medium news businesses.61 

The experience of smaller news services 

4.47 The NMRC, UC said that based on public announcements, a number of 

deals had been negotiated by regional newspaper companies with Google 

and Facebook: 

For example, Google has struck deals with Country Press Australia (70 

regional mastheads), the Victorian-based Times News Group (Surf Coast 

Times, Bellarine Times, Armstrong Creek Times, Ballarat Times, Golden Plains 

Times, Geelong Times, and Bendigo Times); and News Corp (which will 

reportedly be used to fund 20 regional positions and the trial of three regional 

print editions for Sunshine Coast Daily and Mackay’s Daily Mercury). 

Facebook has negotiated deals with Australian Community Media (40+ 

regional, rural, and suburban mastheads including the Newcastle Herald, 

Canberra Times, Bendigo Advertiser, The Advocate, Katherine Times, 

Illawarra Mercury).62 

 
59 Professor Alan Fels AO, Chair, Public Interest Journalism Initiative, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 28 February 2022, p. 13. 

60 Dr Alexandra Wake, President, Journalism Education and Research Association of Australia, 

Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 17. 

61 Public Interest Journalism Initiative, Submission 43, p. 12. See also Professor Sora Park, Processor, 

Communications, News and Media Research Centre, University of Canberra, Committee Hansard, 

Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 19. 

62 NMRC, UC, Submission 9, pp. 17-18.  
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4.48 CPA received approval to negotiate on behalf of almost 180 regional 

newspapers in August 202163 and has secured deals with both Google and 

Meta where all but one member has opted-in: 

We have agreements with both Facebook and Google. We initially had every 

member, except one, opt in with Google, and that one member that didn't opt 

in had done their own agreement. We've had some members opt out since, 

and that's mainly around some of the requirements that are built into those 

agreements by the digital platforms. I think we had every member opt in to 

the agreement with Facebook.64 

4.49 Country Press NSW said that the deals negotiated by CPA would ‘go some 

way to helping qualifying publishers recoup the costs of producing extra 

content for online’ but noted that the deals had ‘mostly yet to be completely 

finalised’.65 

4.50 Gilgandra Newspapers said the Gilgandra Weekly was part of the deal 

agreed by CPA and said that it has required them to increase normal weekly 

output to meet online content criteria: 

One of these deals has only recently commenced, so it is hard to comment on 

the success at this early stage. It does, however, have an implication on 

staffing and content production, as the deal requires us to increase our normal 

weekly output of content to provide a certain daily number of articles for 

online. This may lead to a new employment opportunity to manage the digital 

content production.66 

4.51 Country Press NSW said that many small publications would not qualify for 

some deals with tech companies due to the quantity of online publishing 

required.67 The Bugle said that it had investigated options offered by digital 

platforms but did not consider that the additional revenue would offset the 

expectations from digital platforms to participate in the programs.68 

 
63 ACCC, ‘Country Press Australia can collectively bargain with Google and Facebook’, 

https://www.accc.gov.au/media-release/country-press-australia-can-collectively-bargain-with-

google-and-facebook, accessed 5 March 2022. 

64 Mr Paul Thomas, Director, Country Press Australia, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 February 

2022, p. 21. 

65 Country Press New South Wales, Submission 14, p. 2. 

66 Gilgandra Newspapers Pty Ltd, Submission 10, p. 2. 

67 Country Press New South Wales, Submission 14, p. 3. 

68 The Bugle, Submission 23, p. 3. 
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4.52 The McPherson Media Group said that if the agreements with the digital 

platforms are fully implemented they would expect the revenue to fund 25-

30 per cent of their editorial wages.69 

4.53 Mr Damian Morgan, Director, Today News Group said that funding 

received through the Code had made a significant difference, but that there 

was more work to be done: 

It's only very early days, so there are still some pieces to work through. But it 

gives us great encouragement, and the revenue that promises to come will be 

very helpful, yes. It's not a silver bullet, it's not a model on which you're going 

to sustain a business, but it is one of those many things that I've just alluded to 

that need to happen in a changing environment to increase our ability to be 

viable and successful.70 

4.54 Following the commencement of the Code, the Public Interest Publishers 

Alliance (PIPA) formed to collectively bargain with Google and Meta. PIPA 

said Google Australia had been engaged in the process, but Meta had 

directed them to grants programs that had closed: 

Google’s Australian representatives have been very engaged in the process 

from the outset and we are having meaningful discussions with them – 

collectively and in some cases individually. It is fair to say that – at the time of 

writing this submission – although it is very much on their terms, progress is 

being made. 

… 

Facebook, on the other hand, directed us to their Australian News Fund, 

comprised of the Newsroom Sustainability Fund and the Public Interest 

Journalism Fund, both of which are managed by the Walkley Foundation. 

Applications closed at the end of the week they directed us there – and the 

next round of applications won’t open again until later this year. These grants, 

which are only available on a one-off basis, can only be spent on third party 

digital focused vendors and cannot be used for the operational expenses of 

operating a small publishing business.71 

 
69 McPherson Media Group, Submission 17, p. 2. 

70 Mr Damian Morgan, Director, Today News Group, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, 

p. 12. 

71 Public Interest Publishers Alliance, Submission 50, pp. 2-3. 
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4.55 The Herald Publishing Company said it was not reasonable to expect small 

publishers to commit the same resources to address the requirements of the 

Code as larger publishers: 

Due to the current economic climate, the Herald has no capacity to commit 

staff hours to non-core business… It is not feasible to expect small, 

independent businesses, to be able to commit the same resources to 

implementing the Code as the media giants like News Corp and 7West Media 

did with the tech giants Google and Facebook (assisted of course by the 

federal government’s threat to the digitals of harsh compliance legislation and 

penalties).72 

4.56 Mr Ross Lanyon, Managing Director of the Elliott Newspaper Group said 

that the collective bargaining process allowed them to negotiate more 

effectively: 

That was an excellent agreement between Country Press Australia and the 

federal government and the ACCC, and that's allowed us to play on such a big 

scale with the ability to punch, I would say, well above our weight. We were 

very lucky to have some pretty knowledgeable people from a number of 

newspapers throughout Australia who volunteered their time, working on our 

behalf, to be able to deal with Facebook and Google on a basis that gave us 

equal footing when we were sitting in a room with them. So I think that will 

end up being a great result, hopefully for all independent newspapers across 

Australia.73 

4.57 PIPA said that 50 per cent of their members had successfully registered, but 

they were concerned this did not influence Google and Meta in their 

engagement with them: 

The registration process is time consuming, and some of us simply don’t have 

the resources to make the application, produce public interest journalism 

every day and run our small businesses. 

… 

It is unclear what the purpose of the ACMA register is if Google and Facebook 

do not accept that businesses on the list are Public Interest Publishers and are 

in no way compelled to negotiate with accredited publishers.74 

 
72 The Herald Publishing Company, Submission 44, p. 15.  

73 Mr Ross Lanyon, Managing Director, Elliott Newspaper Group, Committee Hansard, Canberra, 28 

February 2022, p. 34. 

74 PIPA, Submission 50, p. 3. 
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4.58 NMRC, UC said that the $150,000 annual income rule needed to be 

evaluated because it excludes small regional and rural news outlets from 

negotiations.75 The Murray Bridge News suggested that a revenue threshold 

of $75,000 per year – in line with the current threshold for goods and 

services tax (GST) – would be more appropriate.76 

4.59 The Star News Group said that deals under the Code come with significant 

additional costs: 

The monies being provided by the Digital Platforms have been commercial 

agreements and require added resources and costs. The deals are not simply 

payments for existing content using existing infrastructure. We have added 

numerous journalism resources, infrastructure and software development to 

be compliant with the requirements of the agreements.77 

4.60 The JERAA suggested that research was needed on the impact of the Code 

on regional media: 

Further, research needs to be done on how the code has affected the viability 

of regional media in Australia’s news ecology, including what types of 

regional and rural publishers have failed to benefit from negotiations and 

why, and how the exclusion of some publishers who have an important 

regional role (e.g. SBS, small independent titles) will affect their capacity to 

respond to regional community needs. It is also crucial to analyse whether 

deals under the code have had any impact on either the scale of reporting of 

critical local news e.g. councils and state govt, rural land and water planning, 

health and industry development, or the scope of regional media diversity 

(e.g. publishers, news sources, diversity of reporters).78 

4.61 CPA said ongoing commitments were needed by digital platforms to ensure 

the ‘full monetary commitment is provided to reflect the time and effort 

required by publishers’.79 

 
75 NMRC, UC, Submission 9, p. 18. See also PIPA, Submission 50, p. 3. 

76 Murray Bridge News, Submission 25, p. 4. 

77 Star News Group, Submission 6, p. 4. 

78 Journalism Education & Research Association of Australia (JERAA), Submission 5, p. 4. 

79 Country Press Australia, Submission 38, p. 4. 
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4.62 The University of Technology Sydney (UTS) Centre for Media Transition 

(CMT) said that weighting needed to be devised for small and regional 

publishers and the content produced, and further transparency was needed 

to ensure funds were being used for the production of journalism: 

Before the final form of the News Media Bargaining Code was decided, CMT 

had concluded that some weighting needed to be devised for small and 

regional publishers taking into account public affairs content, localism, 

originality, ownership and organisational capacity, in order to create - if not a 

level playing field - then some semblance of fairness. 

Given the non-transparent nature of the deals negotiated with news media 

organisations or their umbrella associations, it is impossible to know whether 

revenue is being expended on the maintenance or expansion of regional 

services, and how much is being allocated to the production of actual 

journalism.80 

Developments in digital platforms and news media 

bargaining 

4.63 The Code has been in place since March 2021, and as mentioned above a 

review of the Code was announced on 28 February 2022. The terms of 

reference for the review provide that the Department of the Treasury will: 

▪  assess the extent to which the Code, during its first year of operation, has 

delivered outcomes consistent with its policy objective; and 

▪ identify potential improvements to the Code. 

The review will not revisit the policy objectives of the Code. 

Initially, and subject to the results of consultation, the review will assess the 

extent to which: 

▪ commercial agreements between digital platforms and Australian news 

businesses; 

▪ the designation provisions in Division 2 of the Code; and 

▪ the registration provisions in Division 3 of the Code; 

 
80 University of Technology Sydney (UTS) Centre for Media Transition, Submission 41, p. 10. 
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have delivered outcomes consistent with the policy objectives of the Code.81 

4.64 The ACCC said that information around the voluntary agreements could be 

obtained by the Department of the Treasury as part of the review: 

It will be Treasury's review, so obviously it will be up to Treasury. But we 

know that quite a large number of deals have been struck, including those 

Country Press association deals. Treasury will hopefully be able to garner 

information about where that money is going and how much money is going, 

and that will be able to inform its review. We agree that things are not 

transparent at the moment, and hopefully the Treasury will throw a degree of 

transparency over what's happened over the last 12 months, since the 

legislation kicked off.82 

4.65 In the Committee’s online survey—which sought views on how Australians 

living in regional, rural or remote areas accessed news—the majority of 

respondents (82.55 per cent) to the Committee’s survey said they were not 

aware of the Code. Of those who were aware of the Code, the majority of 

respondents (48.5 per cent) said the code had not impacted regional news, 

while some respondents said it was too early to tell.83 

4.66 The role of digital platforms and news media has also been considered 

internationally as well. The European Council announced amendments to 

copyright laws within the European Union in June 2019 that required 

services like Google and Facebook to negotiate licences with news outlets in 

order to put snippets and links in published articles.84 

4.67 As a consequence of this change, France negotiated a five year deal with 

Google to secure payment for its Agence France-Presse to produce and 

distribute multimedia content in six languages around the world. 

 
81 Department of the Treasury, ‘Terms of Reference’, Review of the News Media and Digital Platforms 

Bargaining Code, https://treasury.gov.au/review/news-media-digital-platforms-mandatory-

bargaining-code/tor, accessed 5 March 2022. 

82 Mr Tom Leuner, Executive General Manager, Mergers, Exemptions and Digital, ACCC, 

Committee Hansard, Canberra, 1 March 2022, p. 45. 

83 Survey Summary, Appendix C, p. 110. 

84 Senate Standing Committee on Economics, Parliament of Australia, Treasury Laws Amendment 

(News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code) Bill 2020, February 2021, p. 5. 
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Additionally, Facebook announced in October 2021 that it had made an 

agreement with French news media to use their content.85 

4.68 At the time of the Committee’s inquiry, legislation comparable to Australia’s 

News Media Bargaining Code had not been introduced. However, several 

countries were considering how comparable models could be implemented. 

4.69 In January 2020, the Broadcasting and Telecommunications Legislative 

Review Panel in Canada released a report that considered the role of digital 

platforms and the ongoing viability of news media services.86 The report 

recommended that the ‘relationship between social media platforms that 

share news content and news content creators be regulated to endure that 

news producers are treated fairly when there is an imbalance in negotiating 

power.’87 

4.70 Similarly, a review by the United Kingdom in 2019 considered that the 

relationship between online platforms and news publishers was unbalanced 

and recommended that new codes of conduct be developed to ‘rebalance the 

relationship between online platforms and publishers.’88 

Committee comment 

4.71 The Committee notes that the digital environment has evolved significantly 

over the past decade, and that the way in which Australians access the 

internet to undertake a range of activities, including accessing news, 

continues to change and shift. 

4.72 The introduction of the Code has been welcomed by many as an effective 

means to ensure that digital platforms engage in good faith bargaining, 

particularly with smaller publishers that do not have the resources to 

continue to provide news services to their local community and compete for 

visibility online.  

 
85 ‘Google agrees to 5-year deal to pay AFP for online content: executives’ France 24, 

france24.com/en/live-news/20211117-google-agrees-5-year-deal-to-pay-afp-for-online-content-

executives, accessed 3 March 2022. 

86 Broadcasting and Telecommunications Legislative Review Panel, Canada’s Communications 

Future: Time to Act (Final Report, January 2020), pp. 152-155.  

87 Broadcasting and Telecommunications Legislative Review Panel, Canada’s Communications 

Future: Time to Act (Final Report, January 2020), p. 158. 

88 Frances Cairncross, The Cairncross Review: A Sustainable Future for Journalism (Final Report, 

February 2019), p. 91. 
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4.73 The Committee notes that at the time of its inquiry, no digital platform had 

been designated under the Code. The Committee was therefore confined to 

reviewing anecdotal evidence provided by academia and the limited 

evidence that could be provided by those who had reached confidential 

commercial agreements with Google and Meta.  

4.74 The Committee welcomes the statutory review into the provisions of the 

Code and acknowledges the evidence provided by the Australian Consumer 

and Competition Commission – and the terms of reference for the review – 

that details of those confidential commercial agreements will be sought as 

part of the review. 

4.75 However, the Committee is concerned that a statutory review is the only 

impetus for the sharing of this information, noting that the confidential 

nature of the agreements does not allow ongoing assessment of whether the 

provisions are appropriately addressing the power imbalance between 

digital platforms and news providers. Therefore, the Committee 

recommends that the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional 

Development, and Communications and the ACMA work with Meta, 

Google and news providers to encourage more transparency in commercial 

deals. 

Recommendation 11 

4.76 The Committee recommends that the Department of Infrastructure, 

Transport, Regional Development, and Communications and the 

Australian Communications and Media Authority work with relevant 

digital platforms and news providers to ensure appropriate transparency 

in voluntary commercial deals. 

4.77 The Committee notes that news providers continue to register with ACMA 

to participate in the Code in the event it is necessary to designate digital 

platforms in the future. The Committee was concerned that smaller news 

publishers have met the criteria to be considered news media, however 

digital platforms have refused to negotiate.  

4.78 The Committee expects this issue will receive appropriate attention during 

the Department of the Treasury’s statutory review of the Code. 

4.79 In addition, the Committee was concerned by evidence received from 

smaller publishers that the revenue threshold was the only factor preventing 

them from registering under the Code. While the Committee notes that 

lowering the threshold would create a higher burden for digital platforms to 
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be required to negotiate in the event of designation, the Committee 

considers that the value provided by small regional newspapers, and the 

impact that digital platforms have on their ongoing viability warrants the 

review of the revenue threshold to ensure news providers are not being 

unnecessarily precluded. This is especially true when the impact of COVID-

19 and the subsequent loss in advertising revenue is considered, as 

discussed earlier in this report. 

4.80 The Committee was persuaded by evidence received from submitters that 

lowering the threshold would encourage a higher degree of participation by 

news media in the Code. As such, the Committee recommends that the 

revenue threshold in section 52M of the Consumer and Competition Act 2010 

(Cth) be lowered to $75,000 per annum to encourage news media 

participation. 

Recommendation 12 

4.81 The Committee recommends that the Consumer and Competition Act 2010 

be amended to require that news media organisations must have revenue 

of $75,000 for the most recent year and for at least 3 of the 5 most recent 

years to register for the News Media and Digital Platforms Bargaining 

Code. 

4.82 The Committee acknowledges the ongoing work being undertaken by 

Australia and other countries to address the growth of digital platforms and 

to ensure that organisations can adapt to new technology and continue to 

provide services to their communities. The Committee recognises the 

anticipated positive outcomes of the Code in establishing a more balanced 

negotiation platform and will study the outcomes of the statutory review 

with interest. 

 

 

Dr Anne Webster MP 

Chair 
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B. Public hearings and witnesses 

Monday, 28 February 2022 

Parliament House 

Canberra 

Australian Community Media 

▪ Mr Anthony Kendall, Managing Director (via teleconference) 

Australian Associated Press 

▪ Ms Lisa Davies, Chief Executive Officer (via videoconference) 

▪ Ms Emma Cowdroy, General Counsel & Company Secretary (via 

videoconference) 

Public Interest Journalism Initiative 

▪ Ms Anna Draffin, Chief Executive Officer 

▪ Professor Allan Fels, Chair (via videoconference) 

Country Press Australia 

▪ Mr Andrew Manuel, President 

▪ Mr Paul Thomas, Director 

Seven West Media / West Australian Newspapers 

▪ Mr Anthony De Ceglie, Editor-In-Chief, West Australian Newspapers 

(via videoconference) 

▪ Mr Alexander Beer, Head of Investment & Commercial Development, 

Western Australian Newspapers (via videoconference) 

▪ Ms Clare Gill, Head of Regulatory & Government Affairs (via 

videoconference) 
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The Barcoo Independent 

▪ Ms Ann Kirby, Editor (via videoconference) 

Collie River Valley Bulletin 

▪ Mr Joe Italiano, Publisher (via videoconference) 

Sunraysia Daily 

▪ Mr Glenn Robinson, General Manager (via videoconference) 

▪ Mr Ross Lanyon, Managing Director (via videoconference) 

▪ Mr Jamie Lanyon, Director (via videoconference) 

Deakin University 

▪ Dr Kristy Hess, Professor (via videoconference) 

▪ Professor Matthew Ricketson, Professor of Communications (via 

videoconference) 

Community Broadcasting Association of Australia 

▪ Mr Jon Bisset, Chief Executive Officer, Community Broadcasting 

Association of Australia (via videoconference) 

▪ Mr Ian Cole, Chairman of the WREB Co-op, Community Broadcasting 

Association of Australia (via videoconference) 

▪ Ms Holly Friedlander Liddicoat, Head of Advocacy & Communications, 

Community Broadcasting Association of Australia (via videoconference) 

Tuesday, 1 March 2022 

Parliament House 

Canberra 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) 

▪ Mr Hugh Martin, Head, Regional, Rural & Emergency (via 

videoconference) 

Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) 

▪ Ms Rhanna Collins, Head of INACA (via videoconference) 

▪ Ms Clare O'Neil, Director, Corporate Affairs (via videoconference) 

▪ Ms Mandi Wicks, Director, News & Current Affairs (via 

videoconference) 



101 
 

 

InDaily 

▪ Mr David Washington, Editorial Director (via videoconference) 

The Canungra Times 

▪ Ms Keer Moriarty, Director (via videoconference) 

Today News Group 

▪ Mr Damian Morgan, Director (via videoconference) 

Journalism Education and Research Association of Australia  

▪ Dr Peter English, Vice-president (via videoconference) 

▪ Dr Alexandra Wake, President (via videoconference) 

University of Canberra 

▪ Dr Caroline Fisher, Associate Professor, Journalism 

▪ Dr Kerry McCallum, Director, News and Media Research Centre 

▪ Dr Sora Park, Professor, News and Media Research Centre 

East Arnhem Regional Local Council  

▪ Mr Dale Keehne, Chief Executive Officer (via videoconference) 

Public Interest Publishers Alliance 

▪ Mr Lawrence Gibbons, Co-Chair 

▪ Mr Anita McInnes, Spokeswoman 

Free TV Australia and WIN Corporation 

▪ Ms Bridget Fair, Chief Executive Officer, Free TV (via videoconference) 

▪ Ms Natasha Eves, Regulatory Affairs Manager, Free TV (via 

videoconference) 

▪ Mr Ross Mitchell, Director of Broadcasting Policy, Free TV (via 

videoconference) 

▪ Mr Stevan Djokic, General Manager Broadcast Operations, WIN 

Corporation (via videoconference) 

Australian Communications and Media Authority 

▪ Ms Cathy Rainsford, General Manager, Content & Consumer Division 

▪ Ms Rochelle Zurnamer, Executive Manager, Content Safeguards Branch 

(via videoconference) 
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Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 

▪ Ms Kate Reader, General Manager, Digital Platform Branch (via 

videoconference) 

▪ Mr Tom Leuner, Executive General Manager, Mergers Exemptions and 

Digital (via videoconference) 

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications 

▪ Ms Pauline Sullivan, First Assistant Secretary, Online Safety, Media & 

Platforms Division 

▪ Ms Adam Carlon, Assistant Secretary, Media Industry & Sustainability 

▪ Mr James Penprase, Assistant Secretary, Media Reform Branch 

▪ Ms Kerstin Wijeyewardene, Assistant Secretary, Platforms & News 

Branch 
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C. Survey summary 

Background 

The Committee undertook a survey as the first stage of its inquiry into Australia’s 

regional newspapers. The survey launched on 17 January 2022 and consisted of 13 

questions.  

The survey was also promoted via Facebook and Twitter.  

The survey closed on 11 February 2022 and received 1,731 responses.  

 

Question 1: What Australian state or territory do you live in?  

While all states and territories were represented, 1,146 of all respondents (66.21%) 

were from NSW or Queensland. The breakdown by state/territory is as follows: 

▪ Victoria – 15.83% 

▪ NSW – 35.82% 

▪ Queensland – 30.39% 

▪ Western Australia – 5.03% 

▪ South Australia – 2.66% 

▪ Australian Capital Territory – 2.25% 

▪ Tasmania – 4.27% 

▪ Northern Territory – 3.76% 
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Question 2: Do you live in a metropolitan or regional area?  

Almost 1,600 of all respondents (92.03%) live in a regional area. The breakdown by 

location is as follows:  

▪ Metropolitan – 7.97% 

▪ Regional – 92.03% 

 

Question 3: What is your age?  

Over 1,000 of all respondents (62.33%) were aged 55 or older. The breakdown by 

age is as follows: 

▪ Under 18 years – 0.23% 

▪ 18 – 24 years – 2.54% 

▪ 25 – 34 – 6.87% 

▪ 35 – 44 – 12.07% 

▪ 45 – 54 – 15.94% 

▪ 55 – 64 – 24.73% 

▪ 65 – 74 – 27.09% 

▪ 75 or more years – 10.51% 

 

Question 4: In the past 7 days, how did you access your news? 

(select all that apply) 

Almost 1,200 of the respondents selected regional news service (print or digital) 

(68.81%), while 55.32% chose television.  

▪ Regional news service (print or digital) – 68.81% 

▪ Metropolitan news service (print or digital) – 41.20% 

▪ Television – 62.69% 

▪ Radio – 48.61% 

▪ Social media – 55.32% 

▪ Other (please specify) – 11.28% 

 

Respondents who selected ‘Other’ largely cited that they accessed their 

news from the ABC website or the ABC news mobile application (34 

respondents, 17.35%).  

▪ “ABC local radio 783 is only reliable news source in the area.” (#88) 
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24 respondents (12.31%) cited that they had accessed their news in the 

past 7 days through word of mouth, and friends and family. 

 

Question 5: Has the way you access news changed in the past 12 

months?  

While 766 of the respondents replied ‘yes’, over 960 respondents said that the way 

they accessed news hadn’t changed in the past 12 months. The breakdown is as 

follows: 

▪ Yes – 44.25% 

▪ No – 55.75% 

 

Question 6: What is more of a priority for you when consuming 

news?  

Almost 1,100 respondents opted for ‘local’ news, while 419 respondents chose 

‘national/global’ news as a priority. The breakdown is as follows: 

▪ Local – 62.10% 

▪ National/Global – 24.21% 

▪ Other (please specify) – 13.69% 

 

180 of the 237 respondents who selected ‘Other’ cited that both local and 

national/global news are of equal priority (75.95%).  

Other respondents stated that it depends on what is relevant to them and 

the topic or story. 

 

Question 7: Do you access local news websites for your news?  

The majority of the respondents (958) said yes. The breakdown is as follows: 

▪ Yes – 55.34% 

▪ No – 44.66% 
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Question 8: Do you subscribe to any local news services?  

Most respondents (961) said they don’t subscribe to local news services. The 

breakdown is as follows: 

▪ Print – 19.82% 

▪ Digital – 24.67% 

▪ No – 55.52% 

 

Question 9: Where do you find your local community and/or issues 

that are important to your local community represented most?  

While 794 of the respondents (46.03%) chose regional news services (print or 

digital), 471 chose ‘social media’ as the second most popular option. The 

breakdown is as follows: 

▪ Regional news service (print or digital) – 46.03% 

▪ Social Media – 27.30% 

▪ Radio – 8.64% 

▪ Television – 5.22% 

▪ Metropolitan news service (print or digital) – 2.26% 

▪ Other (please specify) – 10.55% 

 

Analysis of the 182 free text responses in ‘other’ indicated the following 

common themes: 

▪ Local newspaper, newsletters, local online news (28 responses)  

▪ Word of mouth/friends/family (28 responses) 

▪ Community radio, community newsletter/bulletin board (16 responses) 

▪ ABC news, radio and ABC’s social media (11 responses) 

▪ Local council (10 responses) 

 

Approximately one quarter (46) of the free text responses said that the 

respondent does not receive or is unable to access news that is important 

to their local community. 
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Question 10: Are you aware of any initiatives in your community to 

support regional news services?  

Just over 360 of the respondents mentioned the name of an initiative while 1,326 

responded with ‘no’ or did not respond. 43 respondents wrote ‘yes’ but did not 

name an initiative in their response. 

Initiatives cited that support regional news services in the community 

include: 

▪ Local newspapers that have started as a community initiative (64 

respondents) 

▪ Local council distributing local information and news (28 respondents) 

▪ Social media to advertise when the local paper is available or share the 

local news (26 respondents) 

▪ Community radio/events (25 respondents) 

▪ Independent publications (24 respondents) 

 

69 respondents indicated 'local newspaper' or purchasing their local 

newspaper as an initiative to support regional news services. 

20 respondents mentioned the ABC, speaking of its coverage and support 

of regional news: 

▪ “In the past 10 years we have seen all our local newspapers close and the 

apps that have sprung up are vastly inadequate. The ABC is the only 

decent local news service.” (#1012) 

▪ “ABC radio is also a good source of news and info. They struggle getting 

enough funding though. In times of crisis they are essential, so they 

should be supported.” (#392) 

 

Additionally, some of the free text comments included: 

▪ “A group of local community members formed a syndicate and 

commenced a new local weekly newspaper called the Esperance 

Weekender. This provides excellent local news content. Another free 

local monthly newsletter called the Esperance Tide covers local lifestyle 

news.” (#548) 

▪ “Our local newspaper was abolished, so the community got together 

and now we have a new local paper once a week. Better than a 
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paragraph in the big city papers.” (#266) 

▪ “Local Council has taken on the task of distributing a monthly 

newspaper after the local newspaper owner closed the doors due to 

being unable to sell the business. The community advised council that 

having a news outlet was of vital importance to their ageing population 

and thus a monthly newspaper version was produced.” (#10) 

▪ “A group of former local paper employees, including three editors, put 

together a newspaper on a voluntary basis with some support from the 

local Rotary club and the Bendigo community bank. Within three 

months, opened an office in CBD and employed 2 people, now 

employing 5 (three volunteers still contributing). It is a tough slog, but 

worth it.” (#45) 

 

Question 11: In the last two years have you advertised in a regional 

newspaper? 

While 1,343 of the respondents (77.59%) said ‘no’, more than 180 (10.46%) replied 

1-2 times. The breakdown of the responses is as follows: 

▪ 1-2 times – 10.46% 

▪ 3-4 times – 5.20% 

▪ 5-6 times – 1.79% 

▪ 7+ times – 4.97% 

▪ No – 77.59% 

 

Question 12: Are you aware of the News Media Bargaining Code? 

The majority of the respondents said ‘no’ they were not aware of the News Media 

Bargaining Code. The breakdown of the responses is as follows: 

▪ No – 82.55% 

▪ Yes – 11.55% 

▪ If yes, do you think it has had an impact on regional news services? 200 

free text responses. 

 

Of the 200 free text responses: 

▪ 97 (48.5%) said no, the Code has not had an impact on regional news 

services 
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▪ 53 (26.5%) said yes, the Code has had an impact on regional news 

services 

▪ 18 (9%) said that they don’t know 

▪ Some respondents stated that it is too early to tell whether the Code has 

impacted regional news services. 

 

Some of the respondents who cited ‘no’ it has not had an impact, stated 

that the reason was due to not having any local papers or the local papers 

did not have the budget or the ability to make agreements through the 

code: 

▪ “Sounds like more of the pie for the big guys” (#173) 

▪ “Our local papers were scrapped so it’s not had any impact here” (#103) 

▪ “Small news organisations have less ability to negotiate with tech 

giants” (#74) 

 

Question 13: What do you think are the issues affecting regional 

news services?  

While 230 respondents left the response blank, 492 of those who responded 

(32.78%) said that financial constraints, funding cuts and/or lack of government 

support were major issues affecting regional news services.  

The breakdown of responses is as follows: 

▪ Financial constraints, funding cuts, lack of government support – 32.78% 

▪ Lack of coverage/reporters, lack of local information/local newspapers, 

lack of quality journalism – 21.25% 

▪ Social media/Facebook – 14.39% 

▪ Advertising revenue declining – 13.66% 

▪ Big media monopolies/concentrated ownership/lack of diversity in 

ownership – 5.19% 

▪ Local residents not wanting to subscribe to view online news that is 

usually delivered for free/paywalls – 4.93% 

▪ Closures of local media offices/small newspapers – 3.26% 
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Issues cited by respondents that are affecting regional news services 

include: 

▪ “Regional news services are battling a lack of funding and a lack of staff 

to cover all of the important issues in our community. They need more 

support so regional areas can stay informed...” (#1381) 

▪ “Lack of coverage. Lack of reporters. Local newspapers are very generic 

with only a small amount of local news. And because papers only come 

out every few days the news is out of date.” (#836) 

▪ “Lack of local journalists to actually pursue the local area for items of 

interest.” (#406) 

▪ “Facebook pages on social media have usurped the role previously 

dominated by local newspapers…” (#1297) 

▪ “Social media and digitising of news has had a terrible impact on local 

newspapers which are struggling to survive.” (#805) 

▪ “Concentration of ownership and using consolidated newsrooms to 

cover multiple areas, diluting original news reporting.” (#1203) 

 


