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The Hon Tony Smith MP
Shadow Minister for Broadband, Communications & the Digital Economy 

Parliament House
Canberra     ACT     2600

Dear Mr Smith

Re: National Broadcasting Legislation Amendment Bill 2009 

Friends of the ABC (FABC) is writing to let you know of its strong support for the  National Broadcasting Legislation Amendment Bill 2009 and our disappointment at not having had the opportunity to discuss the Bill with you prior to the Coalition moving its amendments. 

No system can guarantee the independence of appointments to the ABC Board. That ultimately depends of the integrity of the government of the day. But FABC believes the Bill offers a substantial improvement on the present appointment process. 
The past practice of governments appointing their supporters to the ABC Board was in danger of spiralling out of control and damaging the public's trust in both the ABC's independence and the integrity of government. The Bill balances well the right of the minister to appoint (in keeping with the Westminster tradition of accountability), while encouraging the minister to appoint with the principle of merit.

Friends of the ABC would like to inform you of its views on the Coalition's two amendments to the Bill:

1.
The amendment to reduce the ineligibility of former politicians and senior staff for appointment to the boards of the public broadcasters to 18 months since the person left office.

FABC believes this amendment would negate the Bill's commendable intention of depoliticising appointments to the boards of the public broadcasters.


FABC is not opposed to the appointment of former politicians and senior political staff to the ABC Board if they are suitably qualified and would uphold the ABC's independence. Nevertheless, it views favourably the Bill's exclusion of all former politicians and senior political staff from appointment due to the difficulty of ensuring that all governments appoint board members on the basis of merit, and not to reward political colleagues or to influence the ABC Board.


Friends would not object to former politicians and senior political staff being considered for appointment to the ABC Board, but only if they are nominated on the Nomination Panel's formal short-list of recommended candidates and only if at least two years has lapsed between their leaving office and applying for a position on the Board.

2.
The amendment to omit the Bill's provision to restore the ABC Staff-elected Director.


FABC is a strong advocate for there to be a staff-elected member of the ABC Board, and accordingly, is opposed to the amendment advanced by the Coalition.


FABC regards the Staff-elected Director as an important and integral part of a new ABC Board appointment process. The Staff Director position ensures there is at least one member of the Board who understands public broadcasting in practice, and has current and intimate knowledge of the ABC's operations and usually its history. The staff director may be the sole board member who can be depended upon to be entirely independent of the government and have a strong interest in the ABC's healthy future. 

FABC's interest is to see bi-partisan support of the Labor Government and Liberal-National Opposition for the independence of the ABC, Australia's foremost cultural institution. We would be keen to meet with you at your electorate office at a mutually convenient time to discuss the Bill, including amendments which FABC believes could improve the legislation even further to achieve an assessment process that fosters independence, transparency, accountability and public confidence, and results in board members with the appropriate skills and commitment to public broadcasting.

Please contact Glenys Stradijot, FABC (Vic) Executive Officer/Campaign Manager directly on glest@bigpond.com or (03) 9525 5717 if you have any inquiries or to organise a meeting.

Yours sincerely

David Risstrom
President
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