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SBS RADIO 
Grievance 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen) [9.25 am]:  My grievance is directed to the Premier in his capacity as Minister 
for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests and Minister for Federal Affairs.  The grievance relates to the urgent 
and pressing need for the federal Government to grant a second frequency and transmitter licence to SBS Radio 
in order to service the needs of the many Australians who speak a language at home other than English. 

In making this grievance I am mindful that we recently celebrated Harmony Week, when we took the 
opportunity to not only reflect on the benefits of this State’s culturally diverse population, but also engage in a 
broader dialogue about our shared values and common beliefs and about our vision for Western Australia, where 
racism is eliminated and everyone in the community is valued equally.  For that exchange of ideas to progress 
and for each individual to be valued equally, it is important that everyone have access to the means to engage in 
that dialogue.  Unfortunately, in this State that access is limited because of the failure of the federal Government 
and, in particular, communications minister Senator Richard Alston to grant a second broadcasting licence to 
SBS Radio.  Although SBS Radio operates two radio frequencies in Sydney and Melbourne - one AM and the 
other FM - there is only one such frequency in other States and regional centres through the national radio 
network.  Therefore, the NRN has only half the air time capacity.  This means that NRN listeners outside Sydney 
and Melbourne receive only half the language programs produced in a particular language.  This creates real 
problems in the choice and continuity of program elements such as news, feature series and drama serials.  In 
addition, 14 of the smaller language groups with only one program in Sydney or Melbourne are not included on 
the NRN schedule at all in Western Australia, a serious problem in some communities.  Many of the new and 
emerging communities have no access to SBS radio programs whatsoever because there is no time available on 
existing schedules.  These are mainly refugee communities - those with the greatest need and the least alternative 
infrastructure.  For those migrants settling in locations where SBS radio coverage is limited, the lack of an SBS 
lifeline could be a crucial factor in the success or failure of their integration.  Those established communities that 
are large in number also demand a greater allocation of time than they are presently afforded.  For example, 
Vietnamese and Macedonian communities in the electorate of Girrawheen would greatly appreciate more air 
time than is presently allowed.  Research conducted by SBS Radio indicates that 64 per cent of Vietnamese 
speakers and 51 per cent of Macedonian speakers said that SBS Radio was their main source of information 
about government services, ahead of their friends, relatives, newspapers - including the ethnic Press - and other 
radio and television services.  Those in Western Australia wanting greater access to radio programs do not 
unreasonably perceive that this situation is inequitable and discriminatory.  Sydney and Melbourne have two 
frequencies to service 68 languages, while other States and regions have to operate on one frequency to service 
55 language communities. 

It is also important to remember that SBS Radio plays a crucial role in delivering essential services on behalf of 
the Government, statutory authorities, institutions and other community groups.  For example, in partnership 
with the Australian Taxation Office, SBS Radio has trained ATO officers with specific language skills in radio 
presentation so that they can take part in programs to give up-to-date information on taxation issues in a range of 
languages. 

Another important service is the English language programs that are broadcast.  Again, of particular note in my 
electorate is the Vietnamese language groups’ weekly practical English series, which is a huge success and 
which is generating thousands of letters to SBS throughout Australia.  In the first series alone more than 5 000 
copies of the lessons were distributed.  As well as helping listeners to learn English as it is spoken in every day 
Australian life, the lessons also engender an appreciation of the Australian way of living and Australian culture. 

The inequity of less available air time is especially relevant in our ageing population.  Research conducted at 
Flinders University indicates that the number of older immigrants is growing at a rate six times faster than 
immigrants from mainly English-speaking backgrounds.  The ageing population presents a number of challenges 
across society in social, cultural and economic terms.  These challenges are compounded for people of non-
English speaking backgrounds.  This is of particular relevance given that the 1996 Australian Bureau of Statistics 
literary survey suggested a deterioration in second language skills in older years.  SBS Radio will therefore 
become increasingly important in serving the ageing population of people with English as a second language.  
Independent surveys have shown that the proportion of SBS Radio listeners in the 55-plus age group across eight 
language communities is increasing.  SBS also broadcasts a number of programs especially targeted for older 
Australians of non-English speaking backgrounds.  This includes Centrelink information that focuses on a range 
of issues for older people, including overseas pensions, trusts, concession cards and deeming.  These information 
campaigns have been run in over 20 languages.  Similarly, health segments are run to target elderly listeners.   

SBS also undertakes a range of other important services.  These include providing emergency information in 
times of crises, as happened during the water and gas crises in New South Wales and Victoria, to eliminate 
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confusion and alleviate concerns.  Additionally, SBS plays a key role in getting important information about 
overseas crises in particular languages, as occurs in times of war.  For example, during the war in Afghanistan, 
programs were broadcast for Farsi speakers. 
Given the foregoing, I respectfully ask the Premier to make strong representations that the current situation be 
remedied so that WA secures a second licence for SBS Radio in Western Australia.  It is unacceptable that 
Western Australians have less access to radio air time than their eastern States’ counterparts in Victoria and New 
South Wales. 
DR G.I. GALLOP (Victoria Park - Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests; Minister for Federal 
Affairs) [9.30 am]:  In responding to the member for Girrawheen, I note that SBS Radio is Australia’s 
multilingual and multicultural radio network, which broadcasts in 68 languages to all state and territory capitals 
and other cities.  SBS Radio serves all Australians, including Western Australians, and in particular the more 
than 2.5 million Australians who speak a language other than English in their home. 

SBS is funded mainly by the Australian people through appropriation from the Commonwealth Government, 
supplemented by advertising.  In its triennial funding submission to the Minister for Communications, 
Technology and the Arts, Senator Richard Alston, the SBS Corporation sought access to a second frequency 
from the Commonwealth Government so that it could provide the full range of SBS radio programs to listeners 
in all major urban centres.  At present, only listeners in Sydney and Melbourne are able to access the full range 
of SBS programs.  In its submission, SBS stated that additional transmitters are required for a second frequency 
to provide wide coverage in the major cities, except Sydney and Melbourne.  While there will also be a one-off 
cost for additional capital equipment, plus an annual cost for the rental of additional satellite bearers, there will 
not be any additional program production costs.  In addition, to allow time for spectrum planning and transmitter 
rollout across all nine sites, the full costs will not apply until the 2005-06 financial year.  Despite submissions 
from SBS, peak bodies and community organisations, the Commonwealth Government has, to date, adamantly 
refused to grant SBS a second frequency. 

The member for Girrawheen has correctly identified how ethnic communities, particularly new and emerging 
communities, are being disadvantaged by limited services.  It affects the ability of people to obtain information 
about a wide range of programs - information that is readily available to those resident in Sydney and 
Melbourne.  I draw the attention of the House to the Special Broadcasting Service Act that established SBS.  
More specifically, SBS’s charter states that a main objective of SBS is to provide multilingual and multicultural 
services that inform, educate and entertain all Australians and, in so doing, reflect Australia’s multicultural 
society.  Indeed, the specific charter objectives recognise that one of the key functions of SBS is to meet the 
needs of ethnic and indigenous communities.  Indeed, it may be argued that the Commonwealth Government’s 
refusal to grant SBS a second licence is compromising the primary purpose of SBS itself.   

In the 2002-03 budget statements of the Commonwealth, the Commonwealth Government has allocated 
$2 billion for the whole portfolio, and $130 million of that goes to SBS.  The Government believes Western 
Australia should get a fair share of the communication portfolio’s resources so that it can guarantee these 
services to the people of this State.  I note that the State of Western Australia contributes significantly to the 
Commonwealth Government’s coffers - a contribution that is in no way reflected in the allocation of resources 
by the Commonwealth Government to ensure the equitable delivery of services to Western Australians. 

I am concerned about Western Australia’s access to radio services.  With resources, decision making and cultural 
reflection, the approach appears to be one whereby the Commonwealth Government is slowly abdicating its 
responsibilities to Western Australia - an approach it is also taking in other areas.  In doing so, it places an 
onerous burden on the State of Western Australia.  I will give an example, and I know this is of great interest to 
the member for Girrawheen; that is, the situation regarding temporary protection visa holders in Western 
Australia.  TPV holders are a particularly vulnerable group of refugees against whom the Commonwealth 
discriminates in not providing access to essential services, leaving the State to fill the gap.  It is mean-spirited 
and un-Australian to deny the legitimate refugee status and rights of TPV holders - rights that the 
Commonwealth recognises and provides to other refugees.  

The State-funded services meet the shortfall in services that has arisen due to the Commonwealth’s failure to 
meet its responsibilities and, in doing so, assist TPV holders in the settlement process and to become 
contributing members of our society, rather than an impost on the public purse.  This State’s approach to cultural 
diversity is based on the simple principles of equality, equity and engagement.  It involves engaging with 
communities and ensuring that they are able to participate as citizens.  The Commonwealth Government, on the 
other hand, has continued to address cultural diversity with paternalistic fervour. 

Last year I had the pleasure of officially opening the new Perth studio of our only full-time non-English 
language community radio station, 6EBA FM, which has been broadcasting in WA for 12 years.  Last week I 
had the pleasure of launching the Office of Multicultural Interests’ own radio program on 6EBA, which is 
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broadcast every Thursday between 1.00 and 2.30 pm and which, in general terms, is intended to promote an 
understanding of multiculturalism in our community.  As I noted last year, 6EBA FM provides an important 
communication link for Western Australians of different cultural backgrounds.  6EBA FM now represents more 
than 50 community groups, broadcasting in 40 languages, primarily by volunteers.   

SBS also provides an important communication link in Western Australia.  I am sure all Western Australians 
would recognise the benefits of SBS having a second licence so that WA is able to access the full range of SBS 
programs and information.   

I say to the member for Girrawheen that she can go back to her community and with great pride point to the 
support that the State Government is giving to temporary protection visa holders in Western Australia so that 
they can fulfil their destiny as part and parcel of our community.  I also say to the member that she can go back 
to her community and point to the support we are giving to 6EBA FM with our new Office of Multicultural 
Interests’ program.  The State of Western Australia is not just talking about multiculturalism rhetorically; it is 
doing things on the ground to support people who come to Australia from overseas. 

I shall be writing to Senator Alston seeking a second licence for SBS Radio.  I have also requested that this issue 
be raised at the next meeting of the Ministerial Council of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs. 
 


