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“Media, Politics and the Academy  - Finding Common Ground?”

Michael Lester’s response, “Tasmanian media … a defence”, to my polemical essay is an informed, feisty and long overdue contribution to an important civic discussion. The issue is this: can our island democracy harness its small but vibrant pool of intellectual, media and policy commentators in such a way that they can make a real contribution to debate within the state, or will the pursuit of political power and the enticements of the corporate world leave us with a small elite of insiders amongst a host of exiled outsiders? Michael’s  ‘insider’ perspective throws some light on what he regards as my ‘murky’ analysis.

I am not going to counter each of his points and assertions, as many of his arguments missed the central theme of the essay. The premise was not that the Bacon Government is “corrupt,” that it is “hiding a lot of nasty secrets,” but that a number of trends and developments, including those identified by Michael himself - speed of change in communications technology and wider societal and professional (media, political, academic) developments - amplify and compound the negative aspects of the “managed from beginning to end” approach to the media manifested by a government that has few external constraints.

Michael raises several points I would like to explore further. These are: 

· The decline of independent commentators

· Political-centric journalism

· French perceptions

· Badges of honour

· Threats of legal action

· Journalistic excellence

The decline of independent commentators

The most interesting point he makes relates to the “paucity of intellectual and policy contribution from outside Government circles.”  Bull’s- eye.  If the names of old reliables such as Richard Herr, Bruce Felmingham and Michael Stokes are removed from the mix along with those of newer entrants such as Richard Flanagan and Greg Barns, the line up is very thin. This is partly because the present generation of the media, facing all the constraints identified by Michael Lester [and the many limitations that weren’t] don’t have the time or the opportunity to seek out talented contributors. In the golden years of Lester et al, journalists were able to put a lot more effort, supported by more time and resources, into finding people who might have something to say. 

Even the nature of “fill in the gaps” journalism has changed. A journalist used to seek a comment from the government, an opposition figure, a Green and an independent voice - normally academic, but often relevant professional or community - to compile a story. More often now there is a single voice. If the government refuses to comment, the story peters out within a day or so. Meanwhile the Liberals, Greens and other interest groups feel the debate has yet to commence. The editors and producers seem more intent on getting any story out, and less concerned then previously with identifying which stories actually merit following up. Whilst journalists seem more willing to be simply a passive conduit for single viewpoints.

Barry Jones has decried the rapid decline of the public intellectual in Australia. That decline is very  obvious in a small community like ours. The University of Tasmania has had a fairly poor record of encouraging staff members with the capacity, talent and interest for engaging in public discussion and debate. In a small place, the faces, names and viewpoints quickly become stale in the minds of journalists and the public.  Within the government, senior public servants seem unwilling to open their circles of consultation to those who might express ideas that are not in line with departmental policy.

The workplace ethos has changed within the university as well.  There are increased workloads, lower staff/student ratios, higher expectations as to the quality of teaching, and cut backs in direct government funding. These factors have seriously affected the time, energy, capacity and opportunity for academics to make informed and independent contributions to the media or to government.  Journalists today demand a response in a few minutes, or before mid- afternoon. Despite the fact that the only time most academics have to rush off an adequately researched response is before 8 in the morning, or after working late into the evening. Instead of the oft maligned Ivory Tower where absent- minded professors slumber in their arm chairs and students read books of eighteenth century poetry on the well- kept lawns, we now have the information revolution factory and the construction site. Academics wired for sound, encouraged to deliver lectures in person and on-line simultaneously, are charged with the production of graduates, refereed articles and research grants whilst facing constant internal and external quality audits.

One significant issue that journalists overlook when they lament the silence of academics, is that the quality of their own output can be patchy, yet have little impact on their long- term careers. Journalists dine out for years on a single scoop, or on winning a prestigious award, but rarely do they suffer for the story that is abysmal or later shown to be inaccurate. Their peers and the public understand the pressures of daily and hourly deadlines. Yet each time an academic fronts the camera, speaks on the telephone to a journalist or walks the tightrope of live to air radio, his or her credibility, reputation and standing are put on the line. One cock up could be, in terms of reputation and career, terminal. Many times have I given thoughtful, considered analysis (carefully packaged for sound bites and quotes), with necessary qualifications, only to see the 60 seconds of comment reduced to a half line of dialogue that contains none of the qualifiers. My comments may deserve to be edited but I am the one who loses credibility for the words and meaning that make the final cut.

I recall one interview I did for the old nightly version of the Tasmanian 7.30 Report. The taping was watched by my young son who had just seen his first episode of Frontline. The interview, when it went to air, was almost completely reversed; the last shot filmed was the first shot used in the segment, the last comment I made in the interview was the first used in a voice-over at the start. It was a valuable lesson for my son, and myself, about the power and dangers of the editing and creative processes of the fourth estate. And some wonder why so few from within the academy can be found who want to engage with the media on an instant demand basis.

Finally, there is the growing interrelationship between the government, the bureaucracy and the university.  This confines and reduces the independence of university-based contributors to public debate and policy. I recently attended a dinner with the State Cabinet and the University Council at which the Premier and our new Vice-Chancellor waxed lyrical about the great opportunities for government, university and the Tasmanian community to be provided by a series of partnership agreements. Yet an outspoken academic or a piece of critical research - academic, postgraduate or undergraduate- could easily disrupt those working and funding arrangements. An academic at one end of the campus who responds with a critical statement on the adequacy of police complaint-handling systems may very well cause waves of concern for fellow academics at the Law Enforcement Institute. A partnership agreement is a wonderful concept, but like Pandora’s box its contents may be troublesome. 

It is for these reasons that Michael Lester finds so few academics (I don’t know about the union leaders, doctors and businessmen) wanting to contribute from the outside.  We are fewer in number, and our capacity and time for informed engagement is much more limited. We have to support institutional interests, be they formal partnership agreements with governments and business, raising revenue from supplying training courses, or research undertaken ‘for ‘ government eyes only.’ The conclusion that “the real problem is that the ranks of those capable of challenging governments have been thinned by the same forces that are changing society and affecting journalism” is accurate to a degree. But what we need are his thoughts about the future.

 In “Dark Victory to Faint Hope” the plea to the government and ministers to back off and think about how to play the democracy game may appear too simplistic, but it is at least a first step in the longer journey.  Michael Lester’s response reminds us that the debate is complex.

Political-centric journalism

“Unfortunately the whole debate in these electronic pages is mainly focused on just one area of journalism – political reporting – and ignores the many other fields of journalistic endeavour.”

My experience from what I have read in The Tasmanian Times is entirely different. I have found the debate on these pages to be a bewildering array of engagements with Tasmanian politics, arts, culture, science, history and the environment, with the format contributing to the confusion. Yet as a legal academic, trained as a political scientist, who sometimes teaches, works with and writes for journalists (practising, former and wannabes), it is the breadth, depth and vitality of political journalism that concern me the most. This focus doesn’t deny the importance of other forms of journalistic endeavour, but the absence of effective political journalism is a major concern. Maybe I am wrong. Perhaps the Bacon Government, Liberals, Greens and Legislative Councillors have been engaged in a full- court press with the media team over the past few years. It would be interesting for students or academics in journalism or government studies to undertake a comparative analysis of the extent and nature of political journalism in the years before and after the first Bacon election victory.

French perceptions

“… but thousands of French men and women now believe it has already happened and part of their historical link to this island has been destroyed. Tasmania’s image is diminished as a result.”

My limited knowledge of how topics of concern are aired in the French media suggests that readers of Le Figaro would be more cautious in their acceptance of the words of a foreign Green Senator than Michael Lester gives them credit for here.  Whilst they might appreciate the potent mix of hyperbole, imagery and point- scoring, I suspect it is unlikely to amount to a trigger to send in the French Foreign Legion to stop bulldozers (even if real) from knocking over a bunch of rocks that has a flimsy connection with their country.

But what concerns me in relation both to the sagas of Le Figaro and the George Craven website is the government’s apparent determination to manufacture, control and market an officially endorsed image of Tasmania. This island is not simply a package or an image. Our artists, writers, bureaucrats, politicians and traders struggle as hard as they do precisely because life in Tasmania is not simple. We bewitch and bemuse visitors like Pete McCarthy- as is reflected in his book The Road to McCarthy-  precisely because the blend of landscape, history, darkness and light, rainforest serenity and the chainsaw demo of a wild writer is out of sync with the government’s pristine and simplistic pitch.

“While Le Figaro could plead ignorance due to distance, there is no excuse at all for local journalists to get it wrong because they could easily have checked it themselves.”

Touché. That was one of my points; that the Tasmanian media of 2003, despite the input of senior journalists such as Wayne Crawford, Andrew Fisher, Gary Bailey, Judy Tierney etc, struggle to stay on top of their own stories, whether they concern the opening of a new wood centre or merely constitute part of a sustained coverage of Tasmanian politics. The degree to which the struggle is generated by the political spin- doctors is debatable, but an issue of genuine concern. 

“… there have been big changes in the local media…..and papers which once devoted whole pages to blow-by blow debates on legislation in Parliament have long since stopped doing so because no-one was reading it.”

Is Michael Lester suggesting that we simply trash the quality to chase the infotainment market? Or is he seeking to find ways to reconnect the citizens to their institutions; to generate interest in something more than the “shock, horror, government secret/balls up” headline? Communication within a democracy should surely represent more than the delivery of an image, or a stay on message response to concerns.  Part of the solution is to draw on those on the outside Government circles, and to engage in constructive policy and political discourse. Tasmania Together could have been a way of doing this, but it was widely perceived as being a process that was too tightly orchestrated. 

Have the Tasmanian media given up trying to capture and follow the dynamics of a pluralistic civic culture? Are our journalists not capable of dealing with relatively complex ideas and contradictory positions? The pressures and trends described by Michael Lester, plus the active information- management control policy imposed by his former paymasters, may have created a monoculture in the minds of the media. A monoculture supported by advice from market researchers and insultingly simplistic concepts of the readership. Friends used to joke that The Mercury based its format on the comprehension of twelve- year- olds. It now seems that many in the media have a concept of their readers as consumers driven only by the hunt for bargains and give- away competitions; who are satisfied by stories about sex, tragedies, last night’s reality TV show and the real estate boom. This profiling may capture a component of their readership but does this grab for market share require a complete abandonment of high quality political journalism?

A monocultural view cannot accommodate subtlety or creativity, and it treats any kind of original analysis as highly suspect. On a recent visit to the North West I had the pleasure of reading a couple of editions of The Advocate, a paper I rarely read because it arrives too late to be read on the day of publication. It was impressive in terms of its analysis, its presentation of stories, and its depth of coverage; a nice contrast to my normal daily reading. It appears that of all Tasmanian media The Advocate may have been the least affected by the changes outlined by Michael Lester, and by the government spin machine. Apparently its readership has nevertheless retained an inexplicable capacity for depth and detail. 

Badges of honour

“I’ve had minders ring up and abuse me, I’ve had a Premier on the phone…We all wore it as a badge of honour.”

All power to the resilience of the heavy hitters of the press corps. Few involved in the public sphere are shrinking violets. But was the spontaneously ill-mannered behaviour of some politicians in the past really the same as today’s more calculated and systematic processes? The irate phone call from a grumpy academic is unacceptable, but the deliberate freeze-out or private dressing down by a Premier, a Minister or a minder is indefensible.

Threats of legal action

Michael Lester reports that Tasmanian journalists confront numerous threats of legal action. My point is not that the threat of legal action against The Tasmanian Times was rare, but that it was an extraordinarily unsuitable way for the Bacon Government to try and correct the record.  

Journalistic excellence

“The standard of entries was very high and clearly demonstrated that there are many journalists doing some excellent work in Tasmania.”

My point was not that there are no excellent stories emerging from the Tasmanian media. It was and is  that the level, frequency and sustainability of that journalistic effort is increasingly uncertain.

Final thoughts

“I believe that the real problem is that the ranks of those capable of challenging governments have been thinned by the same forces that are changing society and affecting journalism.”

And I believe that the real problem is finding the will to create a genuine forum for government, opposition parties, media and citizens as a whole to provide the ideas; an information commons. A place where we share information, exchange ideas, test our preferred polices and engage in the slow, careful deliberation of democracy. The current Tasmanian government, its senior bureaucracy and its spin machine are quick to depict anyone who even raises a question as disloyal and therefore not worthy of further consultation. I await the use of the term “un-Tasmanian,” with all its sinister implications. 

Letters to the editor and contributions to these web pages demonstrate that there is a growing cohort of individuals capable of challenging or contributing to government, and anxious to do so. They are informed, they have the capacity to deal with complexity and subtlety, and to offer perspectives that embrace creativity and diversity. What they lack are permanent spaces in which to conduct their civic dialogues. The presence and long term survival of something like The Tasmanian Times is down to a single individual, who is vulnerable to threats of legal action (likely or not). Letters to the editor are published at the whim of the editor and subject to space limitations. In terms of local television there is no vehicle akin to the old state based 7.30 Report, encouraging daily and comprehensive coverage of an issue or providing a means by which those outside government circles can get an issue onto the agenda.

The willingness or capacity of the Tasmanian media, especially the print media, to pursue issues over a prolonged period or from several angles seems to have declined.  The advantages of the old style in- depth coverage meant that both citizens and journalists followed an issue over the long term while the present approach is confined to “what is news today.” In part this superficial coverage has created a belief that there can only be two sides to an issue. In any event it constitutes a gross under-estimation by the media of their audience.

My few encounters with the Bacon government have left a number of impressions. The preferred method of discourse is private rather than public. The purpose of consultation is to maintain appearances rather than to take on board suggestions. Policy development is micro-managed, in-house and tokenistic even when placed out for independent or community input. University institutes and academics are valued more for the legitimacy they bestow on a project then for any meaningful contribution to the substance of policy development. The government prefers to hire consultants susceptible to control by secrecy provisions, fees and intellectual property ownership rather than deal with voluntary or unconditional special project hire.

The issue should not be about challenging government, but about creating opportunities to engage with it constructively. Bureaucrats and political insiders can legitimately whinge about those of us who have a monotonous single-issue focus. Yet governments and agencies wanting only to consult with those ready to accept without question what is being proposed can only expect unrestrained opposition to their plans. Spin- doctors and communication consultants who focus on the message at the expense of the substance do little to foster democratic dialogue between citizens and their representatives.

Michael Lester attempted a spin himself; that all is well in the world of Tassie media and politics.  The extra twist is that if anything is amiss, it is due to irreversible changes in communications, media work practices and the failure of those external to government to keep up the good fight. He weaves a tangled web of single instances and notable exceptions, without addressing the one salient point. In the years he spent as a political and media adviser to the Bacon government, did he simply pad up to each ball on its merits or did he participate in the media management of the government’s agenda? The issue is not so much that the government and its spin- doctors have a communications strategy or the tactics to implement the strategy. It is which strategy is chosen, and the merits and defensibility of the tactics brought into play. 

The media, the bureaucracy, the political parties and academics all have roles to play. The government, and to a lesser extent the media, have preferred those roles to remain within tight and predictable confines. The media has gone along because it is an easy path to follow. A central puzzle for me is how little an impact the Liberals and Greens have made on policy debates, let alone in holding the government to account. There is a sense that the Liberals prefer the media spotlight to be soft and weak rather than turned in their direction. A mild scrutiny of the government brings the reward of relatively rare and meek assessment of the opposition. As for the Greens, it appears that the media have swallowed the government spin, which is that they are a single- issue ginger group with no staying power. 

“From Dark Victory to Faint Hope” was written in white heat, the intent being to beat the bushes to see what would emerge. I wanted the media and government to have a look at their performances. To date only two former political advisors, Michael Lester and Greg Barns, have emerged, but they have, both directly and indirectly, suggested that the problem is more complex than is first apparent; that other areas, including the academy, have a case to answer.

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