
This document is downloaded from DR‑NTU (https://dr.ntu.edu.sg)
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore.

Radio Australia

Macintosh, Ian

1986

Macintosh, I. (1986). Radio Australia. In AMIC‑EWCI Seminar on International Shortwave
Broadcasting : Singapore, Sep 1‑5, 1986. Singapore: Asian Mass Communication Research &
Information Centre.

https://hdl.handle.net/10356/90672

Downloaded on 23 May 2023 10:23:59 SGT



Radio Australia 

By 

Ian Macintosh 

Paper No.4 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



x .A 

I 
RADIO AUSTRALIA 

Introduction 

Radio Australia is the International Shortwave Division of the 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation. It has a staff of 221 persons 
and broadcasts for 51.5 hours daily in 9 languages. 

Background 

The Service was established in 1939 under the name of "Australia 
Calling" and during the war, provided news and information through 
programs in European languages. In 1945, the name "Radio 
Australia" was adopted and a shift to Asian languages was 
implemented. The Division now broadcasts in Indonesian, Standard 
Chinese (Mandarin), Cantonese, Japanese, Vietnamese, Thai, Tok 
Pisin, French and English. 

Radio Australia's Central Objective 

Social systems and political regimes in Australia's international 
environment are changing and developing within themselves and in 
relation to one another. 

Radio Australia's mission is to serve Australia's long term 
interests by reflecting the human worth and practical application 
of this society's democratic ethic. 

Radio Australia seeks to encourage international goodwill, 
understanding of and respect for Australia, by communicating 
information and culture via electronic media. ;0 

Functional Description 

Radio Australia provides broad-based communications access to 
Unpeople in foreign countries who might otherwise have little or no 
^direct association with Australia. It seeks to contribute to the 
information agenda of audiences with authoritative, impartial 
programs that concentrate on issues of relevance to people in the 
Asia Pacific regions. • 

v. 

Target audiences are -

* decision makers and opinion leaders; 

* general indigenous listeners with an interest in the world 
around them; and 

Australian expatriates. 
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Audience research and listener mail analysis suggest that audiences 
value Radio Australia for its reliable, up-to-date and impartial 
news, current affairs and other information programs, which 
concentrate on Australian and Asia-Pacific interests. some 
audiences want access to Western pop culture. Most listeners 
appear to enjoy Radio Australia's informal presentation style. 
Many use it to polish their English language skills or satisfy 
their curiosity about Australia. Australian expatriates use it as 
an information and culture link with their homeland. 

Until recently, Radio Australia had largely defined its activities 
in terms of its technology (shortwave radio). But the organisation 
is acutely aware of the need to pursue, various technological, 
editorial and transmission strategies, if it is to remain a 
significant force in the international arena. 

Broadcast Target Priorities 

A review of priorities has been undertaken in response to Radio 
Australia's competitive and changing international environment. 
The following criteria were used to determine priorities -

1. Australia's strategic, political and economic interests' 

2. Available audiences and Radio Australia's capacity to serve 
them in indigenous languages; 

3. Available audiences and Radio Australia*"s capacity to serve 
them in English; 

4. The promotion of English as a 'lingua franca' in the 
Asia-Pacific regions; and 

5. The suitability of international broadcasting as an effective 
vehicle for promoting Australian interests. 

Radio Australia uses a multi-tiered priorities system to take 
account of the complexities and interwoven requirements of the 
organisation. 

Regional Priorities 

For use as a general focus of interest, and more particularly, to 
aid the process of internal resource-sharing. 

Regional priorities nr« - 1. Southeast Asia,- 2. Southwest Pacific; 
3. North Asia; 4. South Asia; 5. Indian Ocean states; 6. Gulf 
States; 7. south and East Africa; 8. North America; 9. 
Britain/Europe. 
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The list of foreignvprlorities follows 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 

West Indonesia 
East Indonesia 
PRC/Hong Kong 
PRC/Hong Kong 
PNG/Solomons/Vanuatu 
PNG/Solomons/Vanuatu 
New Caledonia/Vanuatu 
Vietnam 
Thailand 
Japan 
Malaysia/Singapore 
Malaysia/Singapore 
Burma 
Burma 
Vietnam 
French Polynesia 
Indian Ocean Islands 

English Language Priorities 

(Bahasa Indonesia) 
(Bahasa) 
(Standard Chinese) 
(Cantonese) 
(Tok Pisin) 
(Pacific English) 
(French) 
(Vietnamese) 
(Thai) 
(Japanese) 
(Standard Chinese) 
(Cantonese) 
(Standard Chinese) 
(Cantonese) 
(French) 
(French) 
(French) 

The role of English is recognised as a lingua franca, the diverse 
nature of its targetting over many time zones and its added 
importance in broadcasting to target areas for which Radio 
Australia does not provide indigenous language services. 

The English priorities list assumes that Radio Australia will 
supplement shortwave transmissions by providing point-to-multi pint 
satellite feeds of program material for replay in all interested 
Southwest Pacific island states. 

The list of English] 'follows -

1. PNG/Solomons 
2. Philippines 
3. Singapore/Malaysia/Burma 
4. Hong Kong/China 
,5. Fiji 
6. Vanuatu 
7. India 
8* Sri Lanka 
9. Pakistan 
10. Bangladesh 
11. Indonesia 
12. Thailand 
13. Japan/Korea 
14. Gulf States 
15. Anglophone Polynesia 
16. Kiribati/Federated States /Marshal l Is lands 
17. South and East Africa 
18. USA 
19. Britain/Europe 
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Audience Research 

Radio Australia has no audience research capacity of its own, 
neither does it have a budget for this function. It relies on 
services provided by the Audience Research Department of the 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation; buying into surveys carried 
out by commercial firms undertaking media surveys in target areas 
and, finally, on the sharing of information where conditions permi-t 
with other overseas broadcasters and organisations. 

Radio Australia is currently undertaking an audience survey of the 
S.w. Pacific using ABC resources. The survey will cover listener-
ship in a number of nations in PolynesiajMicTones^^ndMelanesia. 
The survey is being undertaken by a M^^^^^^^S'g^g^g^j^p with 
the co-operation of the University of tneSouth Pacific. 

For other information on its audience Radio Australia relies 
^ principally on mail from listeners. In 1985/86 a total of 169,000 

letters was received. Analysis of the content of the mail is 
limited because of the lack of research facilities, but, in 
general, much valuable data is extracted in the various program 
departments. Interaction between broadcasters and the audience is 
encouraged but, on occasions, this has proved embarrassing because 
of the large volume of mail received e.g. in 1979/80 a total of 
306,000 letters was sent to the Chinese Service. 

Radio Australia has its fan clubs the most organised of which are 
in Indonesia. some clubs produce their own publicity material and 
monthly news letter. One club in China has approached Radio 
Australia for assistance in answering the club's mail. 

Hours of Broadcast 

Radio Australia broadcasts for a total of 51.5 hours daily -

English Language 
Indonesian 
Chinese 
French 
Tok Pisin 
Japanese 
Thai 
Vietnamese 

24 h. 
6 
8.5 
4 
3 
2 
1 
1 

Language Instruction 

Radio Australia broadoasts language instruction in English to 
Indonesia, China, Thailand and Japan. Whereas the first three 
programs are formal and text materials are available to accompany 
on-air lessons, the Japanese series entitled 'Practice Your 
English" is informal and there is no written support. 

In the case of 'English from Australia* in Thai, Mandarin and 
Indonesian, each series has been designed specifically for the 
target audience in collaboration with the Australian Commonwealth 
Department of Education. An inter-departmental study is currently 
underway to produce a new series teaching English to Vietnamese 
listeners. 
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Program Content 

The content of Radio Australia's programs in all languages can be 
categorised into information and entertainment. 

Information 

Audience research and analysis has consistently identified news 
and current affairs programming as one of the key success 
factors for Radio Australia. News and Current Affairs programs 
are common to all language/regional services but the volume, 
frequency and content in each individual service varies 
according to the perceived needs of different audience segments 
and the capacity to maintain effective quality control. 

The function of other information programs is to portray all 
aspects of Australia as a nation and to offer certain 
specialist and education services relevant to international 
audiences. 

Pre-eminent among these are -

* programs about Australia and its international 
environment which provide comprehension of societal 
values, priorities and idiosynchrasies. 

* specialist programs promoting awareness of developments 
in Australian industry, commerce and centres of learning; 

* the teaching of reinforcement of English as an 
international language of commerce, diplomacy and 
cultural exchange (as funding permits); and 

* the imparting of knowledge or skills relevant to the 
development priorities of target audiences (agriculture, 
health, social studies, etc.). 

Editorial Values 

In recognising the cultural biases inherent in any information 
service. Radio Australia pursues the following objectives -

* the service should provide the best, most accurate and 
sensitive reporting and analysis of Australian and 
international affairs affecting the Pacific-Indian Ocean 
region; 

* programs should be editorially independent of government 
and other vested interest groups; 

* the production formulae applied to information programs 
must embody the quest for editorial 'balance' and 
impartiality; 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



I 

- 6 -

* maximum possible use should be made of original RA/ABC 
program material to supplement foreign-owned, syndicated 
information services, so as to reflect Australian 
perspectives on current issues; 

* programs should, wherever possible, provide background 
explanation and analysis which takes account of 
underlying issues and provides balanced perspectives. 

Entertainment 

Radio Australia's entertainment programs consist of music, 
drama, and radio plays together with lighter types of feature 
programs involving direct listener participating. 

The volume and content of these programs differs considerably 
between services given such factors as the amount of time on 
air and the demands of the audience. For example whereas 

ffi entertainment accounts for roughly 50% of the content of the 
eight hour daily Indonesian broadcast it is virtually non 
existent in the one hour Vietnamese and Thai broadcasts. 
In general terms, however, the program mix consists of News and 
Current Affairs 25%; other information programs 25%; and 
entertainment 50%. This ratio has been established for many 
years and, from audience reaction, would seem to suit the needs 
of the majority of Radio Australia's listeners. 

Transmission Facilities 

Radio Australia's transmitters are all located in Australia at 
three major sites. A total of 13 transmitters are installed at 
Shepparton in Northern Victoria; Carnarvon, Western Australia; and 
at the Cox Peninsula near Darwin. The transmitting stations are 
operated by Telecom which also funds the operation. Radio 
Australia is responsible for line costs between its headquarters at 
East Burwood near Melbourne and the transmission sites. 

< ̂  Organisational structure 

Radio Australia is divided into four departments namely - Overseas 
Programs; News and Current Affairs; Resources and services and 
Management Services, The Division is serviced by the Victorian 
Branch of the ABC for functions such as training, audience 
research, finance, personnel and transport, otherwise it is 
virtually self contained in its operation. 

Overseas Programs 

The overseas Programs Department consists of nine language services 
and the correspondence and publicity sections. The news and 
current affairs component of all services are the editorial 
responsibility of the Controller News and Current Affairs, 
otherwise language services operate as autonomous units and are 
responsible for program production within the policy guidelines 
laid down. Of important significance are on-air English lessons. 
For 25 years millions of Indonesians have learned some form of 
English through these lessons, and more than five million booklets 
associated with the project have been distributed. In March 1985 a 
project to teach English for the Chinese audience was introduced 
and already one million listeners have enrolled in the course. 
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News and Current Affaire 

A total of 56 news bulletins and 9 current affairs programs are 
prepared daily by a staff of 55 journalist, reporters and 
production staff. Audience research and listener mail analysis has 
consistently identified news and current affairs programming as one 
of the key success factors of Radio Australia. The Service has 
gained a reputation for credibility because of the commitment to 
factual and accurate reporting free of propaganda. Furthermore, 
Radio Australia reflects the differing requirements and interest of 
various target audiences. 

Resources and Services 

The Resources and Services Department of Radio Australia was 
established very recently as a result of a restructuring of the 
Division and the ABC policy of autonomy and accountability for 

~x business units. The department is responsible for Radio Australia 
transmission policy and planning and for the technical operations 
at Burwood East. 

Managerial Services 

Management Services was also recently upgraded to conform with ABC 
principles and the corporate plan. Its operation has been enhanced 
with the recent introduction of EDP equipment. As the media split 
policy of the ABC is extended into other divisions and activities, 
it is anticipated that Radio Australia will have a fully function
ing finance section by the end of the financial year. This will 
advantage the fiscal control of Radio Australia's activities. 

Future Plans 

Radio Australia, like other broadcasters, seeks to develop its 
services and has no plans to reduce the number of languages 
broadcast, broadcast hours or transmission facilities. The action 

, by the Australian Government in cutting funds to the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation may, however, force Radio Australia to 
reduce hours of transmission in the future. 

In the next twelve months, transmitters located at Lyndhurst in 
Southern Australia will be relocated at a new transmitter complex 
at Townsville in Queensland. This new facility will provide an 
enhanced service into Papua New Guinea and parts of the Pacific. 

The long range financial forecast for Radio Australia is unclear 
but, like other public broadcasters throughout the world, it seems 
unlikely that the general trend of increasingly limited funding 
will be reversed. This has and will inhibit plans for any major 
developments in the near future. 

As regards the future role of shortwave broadcasting, Radio 
Australia believes that there will always be an important role for 
high frequency broadcasting. It is still the only form of global 
communication capable of reaching audiences independent of 
interference of its content by a third party. With the increasing 
production of small, relatively cheap transistor radios having 
improved reception capabilites shortwave listening will become a 
viable alternative means of acquiring news and information 
throughout the world. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



- 8 -

Radio Australia is closely monitoring developments in satellite 
broadcasting of both radio and television and plans in the future 
to utilise these and other means of distribution for its product. 
In the meantime, however, it will continue to rely on high 
frequency broadcasts as the major avenue for representing Australia 
internationally. 

27 August 1986 
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