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From Dark Victory to faint hope – letting go of the spin

By Rick Snell

This small essay started as an editorial for the magazine FoI Review and was sparked by a series of recent books I have read whose theme is about media manipulation or the emasculation of the media. Often, as I read, many points of similarity with the position of the Tasmanian media would spring to mind. When my attention was drawn to the threat of legal action against The Tasmanian Times for reproducing a Le Figaro article I felt inclined to express my outrage and concern at this heavy handed attempt at censorship and media management.

Yet why would I bother? There was nothing new in this episode except an iconoclastic journalist prepared to draw a line in the sand and the flexibility of the web that allows a drama to unfold in real time. How often and under what circumstances should an increasing disillusioned academic sally forth on his mule to tilt at the careful media artifices of a government prepared, according to whispers, to mark your card? What audience would be interested and what forum to publish? Over the last two years, unless my writing coincided with a Mercury campaign – the Solicitors Funds saga being a case in point - the best I could hope for was a heavy handed cut and splice that placed several words in quotation marks and left the other 750 words and their meaning in the rubbish bin. 

So here is my first small essay  for a website that “exists to be a forum of discussion and dissent – a cheeky, irreverent challenge to the mass media's obsession with popularity, superficiality and celebrity.“
I have just finished reading Dark Victory by David Marr and Marian Wilkinson, published by Allen & Unwin, that examines the Tampa rescue, the Children Overboard Affair and SIEV X in the context of the 2001 election campaign. This book is a strong testimony to Matthew Ricketson’s plea in “Freedom of Information and authors: an unsung treasure trove,” in 94 FoI Review for a greater use of FOI by journalists producing books. The authors of Dark Victory have made extensive use of material collected under the Commonwealth Freedom of Information Act. However Wilkinson reported, in the Sydney Morning Herald on the 28 October 2002, that this use of FOI had been a long drawn out and fairly costly exercise. Dark Victory is a disturbing book in terms of how information management and governance at a federal level in Australia is more than ever hooked into the political needs of the governing party.

The themes and episodes outlined in Dark Victory resonate with the same ideas and arguments presented in two other books I have recently read.  These books are Nicholas Jones, The Control Freaks: How New Labour Gets Its Own Way, Politico’s, 2002 and George Pitcher, The Death of Spin, Wiley and Sons, 2003. Nicholas Jones argues at page 7  that “Downing Street has exercised unprecedented authority over the flow of information to the news media from across Whitehall; this level of control, combined with a deep-seated urge within New Labour to control and manipulate what is said on the party’s behalf, raises important ethical and constitutional questions, which need to be addressed.” Pitcher, on the other hand, takes spin-culture and looks at it in a context beyond politics and argues that it has infected the way we do business and how the media and our institutions operate. Pitcher sees spin-culture as a “triumph of presentation over content, that values how we are perceived rather than how we behave or what we believe.” [inside fly leaf].

The paradox of the last decade in countries like Great Britain, Canada and Australia is the extent to which FOI (or codes of access in Great Britain) has failed to offset the concentration and cynical manipulation of public information. How have the ethics and values of the public service been consumed and reforged to create such zealous followers of spin-culture? The stage management of public information, depicted in Dark Victory during the Australian 2001 federal election campaign, would impress even Tony Blair’s spin masters. The challenge for supporters and users of FOI is to demonstrate how presentation and perception can be reigned in to support values and content in public life and discourse.

Changes in news management, production and techniques have compounded the difficulties faced by those in the media in dealing with a more sophisticated, co-ordinated and attentive government media team. In the terms depicted by Terrill in his article “individualism and freedom of information legislation,” FoI Review 87, governments have extended their structural advantage over an increasingly under-resourced, under pressure and inexperienced media. The pursuit of a story that is independent of the favoured government line is harder in terms of finding alternative voices and reliable information, free from spin and control, from within the government’s ranks be it parliamentary or bureaucratic. Yet the clear portrayal, and the careful outlining, of the extent and nature of this manipulation as in Dark Victory or The Control Freaks offers some support for Pitcher’s claims about The Death of Spin. Pitcher argues that the Internet is forcing global communications and world business to “concentrate on dialectical engagement, rather than assertion, image-presentation and obfuscation.” There exists an urgent need to rebuild trust and confidence in institutions, the professions and between key elements of our civic culture.

Nevertheless in Tasmania a number of vignettes raise concern about the capacity of the Tasmanian media to escape thraldom to the Bacon Government. Amidst the small celebrations of successful short term defiance, like Lindsay Tuffin’s “Sue me please Jim” challenge or Gordon Craven’s off-shore victory at the World Intellectual Property Organisation, there lingers a deeper concern about the Tasmanian media’s probable conversion into an understaffed and outsourced branch of the Bacon government.

Indeed that these victories were achieved by those on the borderlands of journalism speaks volumes. Tuffin and Craven are more in the category of net dilettantes operating on shoestring budgets than mainstream journalists reclaiming lost territory and creditability for the fourth estate of Tasmania. The Tasmanian media have been seen by some like Peter Hay, in his essay “Green Politics: In the system assessing the obstacles to Labor/Green power sharing”, as having a “chronic incapacity to transcend the ephemera of personalities and one-day-wonder conflict.” This cynical viewpoint questions the extent to which the Tasmanian media have played any, let lone a vital, fourth estate role. The silence in the mainstream media about Lindsay Tuffin’s encounter with the jagged edge of the Bacon spin machine puzzles me. All the hallmarks of a great political or media story are present. Yet the Tassie media seem content to peep from behind their curtains at the dust-up.

The phone calls and emails between Ken Jeffreys and Lindsay Tuffin media advisors and journalists are just the tip of the problems caused by the massive imbalance between the Bacon media machine and a relatively inexperienced and isolated media pack. Albeit a pack that in numbers, experience and attitude is more a collection of lone wolf cubs. I wonder how many other phone calls and sugar coated threats, across morning lattes, have been delivered on behalf of this Tasmanian Government? Pitcher points out, at page 8, that a feature of the spin-culture is the importation of the “application of classic newspaper personnel management – a combination of fear and favour.”

On the one hand we have a highly motivated, well paid, carefully selected, highly resourced, experienced and plentiful government media ensemble. On the other hand we have the rapidly thinning ranks of what was once known as the Tasmanian Media. The recent departure of Bruce Montgomery, to the Tasmanian Forests and Forests Industry Council (certainly not on the front lines of the government’s media ensemble but not too far away in the back row and certainly in tune) represents a major seismic shift in the balance between the press corps and those whose job is now to weave the Bacon message. Tasmania, since the election of the first Bacon government, has been left with a smaller media contingent increasingly less able, willing, motivated or interested in questioning and examining this government. Bruce Montgomery’s The transfer of veteran journalists to a new team is more symbolic, rather than causative, of the problems faced by the Tasmanian media.

This recruitment drive on the ranks of the media is not a political trend unique to Tasmania. Other jurisdictions, like New South Wales, experience the same raids by their State governments. See lists@crikey.com.au for examples. However the impact and after-effects in Tasmania are more immediate and, in relative magnitude, much greater. There has always been a flow of journalists to and from the party, political, and parliamentary areas. The concern is with the frequency, possible motivation and long term impact that this process has had in recent years in Tasmania.

What happens when a small, almost full time, active and experienced parliamentary press gallery is reduced in numbers (by government inducements and media cost cutters) to a size where they can share change facilities in a telephone box? What happens when you add to this diluted mixture a government that is overly sensitive to criticism and prefers a take no prisoners approach to public discourse? What happens when the media corps becomes dependent on hand feeding and quickly distils the lessons from when the attack dogs are occasionally set free barking their threats of defamation, loss of access and no more invitations to cosy get togethers? What happens when media managers squeeze the margins on space, time, costs and support? What happens when an apprenticeship in a craft becomes more like a part time job packing the space between the advertising?

What happens? The media can become too reactive, complacent and is easily out manoeuvred at the whim of the government. The opening of the Huon Wood Centre (formerly known as the more controversial Southwood Project) is a case in point. On 24 April the Deputy Premier, who is far from retiring and camera shy, is able to slip out of town and meets with 120 invited guests to officially launch a major forestry initiative without any media coverage. Why? Either a spin doctor forgot to send the journalists their daily SMS schedule of events or, more probably, the new generation of young journalists forgot the golden rule – keep your ear to the ground and your eyes on the bastards at all times.

There are still hard working news veterans plugging away but they are continually out resourced, outplayed and led a merry dance away from an active calling to account of this government. Greg Barns labels the Bacon Government a “cautious, PR driven government” (The Mercury 5 May 2003) but in reality it is anything other than cautious – be it in terms of its courtship of big business or its willingness to use PR to focus the crowd on the entertainment rather than the substance of its policies and delivery. The Government’s position on asset sales, gambling, shop trading and its willingness to emulate Robin Gray’s tactic of overruling planning decisions is not that of a “cautious, PR driven government” but one that has house trained most of the media pack.

Politics in a small state like Tasmania is not like a sporting game, or the internecine warfare of union politics, where the goal is complete subjugation of all who stand in your way. Statesmanship and democratic leadership necessitate time, energy and attention to the support and nurturing the institutions and values necessary for a civic society. A phalanx of well trained and highly motivated spin doctors may make life in government a breeze but they rapidly corrode the foundations of good government. The calculated peacocking of the media talent pool diminishes the quality and depth of discussion and understanding about Tasmanian politics for those outside government ranks. Selective reward and punishment tactics may be suitable for training pets but an unfair breach of trust towards journalists yet to fill the first half of their first scrapbook. An experienced, critical fourth estate is not an unaffordable luxury in a place like Tasmania it is a necessity.

Great journalists have and will always enrich our society. Greatness does not always come with age or a long apprenticeship of simply refashioning press releases. Yet the ability to examine a current dispute in the light of history and the long term picture comes easier with experience and the passage of time. If we delete Wayne Crawford from any sample it is difficult to recall too many Tasmanian political stories of recent times that have risen above a superficial and transient coverage of an issue. There are exceptions. The work of Simon Bevilacqua on the Solicitors Funds, and the joint effort, by Ellen Whinnet and Martine Haley, on the holders of power in Tasmania are examples of sustained, detailed and careful journalism. There are further examples like The Examiner stories on Incat’s loans and finances and The Mercury and its pursuit of the problems confronting the Abt Railroad. My concern is for the continuing capacity for the Tasmanian media to  continue even this minimal level of fourth estate activity.
Jim Bacon is driven to ensure that his fellow Tasmanians do not end up as “beggars in  paradise.” Motivated by compassion and high principle. My trouble is with his prescription.  A cynical and opportunistic mixture of excessive dosages of media control and avoidance of any engagement with real issues outside of a carefully controlled arena of managed events. This mix confers upon his vision too many of the hallmarks of a Brave New World. Public servants, be they ex-journalists or government lawyers, who spend time surfing the internet to police the party line add a depressing uniformity and collectivism to concepts like “Tasmania Together”. The reserve of media savvy attack dogs and a liking for dining with the big end of town adds a touch of Orwell’s Animal Farm to the mix.

Artists and writers like Richard Flanagan lash out because they feel their creativity, visions and souls being ringed in. Ringed in by a government eager to manage art and culture as a two dimensional static item that can be flogged to passing tourists as a memento of their trip to paradise. The discipline, conformity and dedication to the cause often so necessary in a good unionist now finds itself strangling the lifeblood of a democracy. Spin culture demands a uniformity of message and presentation. The babble of voices about funding festivals or the diverse use, and contrasting pictures, of Tasmanian wilderness on billboards and websites distorts the scripted message from Murray Street.

The Bacon Government came to power with a determination to rescue Tasmania and to build a better society. Yet in order to get the building project completed, its union-trained leadership wants and needs total support and loyalty from its members. However, by using mechanisms like Labor Listens, prior to their first election victory, and Tasmania Together, the Bacon Government has opted for collective solidarity rather than the tolerance and fostering of a pluralistic civic culture. Until the media learns to sing from a government endorsed hymn book it will be cajoled, sweet-talked, co-opted and enticed until there is little meaningful difference between a spin-doctor and a journalist. Maybe the only difference being is that latter is not on the government payroll - officially.

Maybe I am just getting old but wasn’t there a time when Tasmanian journalists put the government of the day and the opposition through sustained and tough scrutiny? In days of long ago when backbenchers were more common there was regular analysis of their activity, efforts and ambitions. Yet I would be hard pressed to recall the names of all the Labor MPs. Their profile is kept so deliberately low.  Nevertheless when Paul Lennon gets a bit of unwelcome attention, via untrained mainland media types, we are charmed by a two page profile of a caring grandfather who has kept true to his roots through thick and thin. The Tasmanian media seem far too reactive, timid, and followers of a news agenda carefully handed to them as an act of grace from the government. As an outsider I rely on the media to keep me appraised not only of this government’s slick PR stunts but also of the more pedestrian efforts of the Liberals and Greens. Is the drip-feed from the Government spin machine so addictive or so coma inducing that some journalists are forgetting how to find stories?

In Dark Victory we are sketched a story that shows how important conventions, administrative practices and public service/military ideals are surrendered to the political needs of a government desperate to win another election victory. The Control Freaks ends with its author making the case that “those who control the flow of information have a duty to act with complete propriety, and with the ever-shortening deadlines of the media-driven age in which we live, no government can afford to ignore the importance of its reputation for straight dealing.” The Bacon Government shows little inclination to stop following the footsteps of John Howard or to avoid the cynicism and manipulation that accompanied the height of Blair’s spin doctor era.

Governments, and political parties in general, should be able to recruit the best and brightest of each crop of journalists. A small caveat.  Respect, nurture and encourage those who remain.  Have enough faith, in fellow citizens and the fourth estate, to engage in dialogue and the contest of ideas where substance is valued more than presentation. The exercise of power and conduct of public office in a small civic society carries responsibilities beyond party political advantage. There is much to be gained from allowing small voices to occasionally cry out that “The Emperor has no clothes.” 

Rick Snell is a senior lecturer in law at the University of Tasmania and editor of the FoI Review.

