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Landmark inquiry 

Australia was the first country in the world in 2017 to launch a formal inquiry into digital platforms such 

as Google and Facebook. Since then, the US, Canada, the UK and Europe have launched inquiries and, 

in some cases, legal actions. The ACCC has also not ruled out legal action. The findings are globally 

significant for the media and consumers and are likely to be contested by the digital technology giants.  

 

The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) completed its inquiry and handed its 

final report to federal Treasurer Josh Frydenberg on 30 June 2019i. The inquiry examined the effect 

digital search engines, social media platforms and other digital content aggregation platforms were 

having on competition, the supply of news and journalistic content, and the implications of this for 

media content creators, advertisers and consumers. It also wanted to determine whether these 

companies were in breach of Australia’s Misuse of Market Power Law to block competitionii. 

 

Throughout the inquiry, the ACCC was critical of Google and Facebook’s ability to determine which news 

content users would see and in what order. These two companies account for over half of referrals to 

Australian news websitesiii, but the ACCC was clear in distinguishing them as more than distributors of 

content. The Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance (MEAA) made a submission calling for a range of 

safeguards for consumers and media companies, including compensation for media companies and 

content creators for use of their contentiv. 

 

At the time of writing this paper, the Government had not yet commented on the final report or released 

it to the public. Preliminary recommendations released in December 2018 includedv: 

▪ strengthened merger and acquisition law to address the market power of Google and Facebook; 

▪ the formation of a regulatory authority under the ACCC to monitor digital platforms’ use of 

algorithms and other activities that determine the ranking of news, journalistic content and 

advertisements; 

▪ an independent review to design a platform-neutral regulatory framework for the media, 

communications and telecommunications industries; 

▪ a mandatory industry standard for digital platforms to ensure copyright-infringing content can be 

taken down effectively and timely; and 

▪ amendments to the Privacy Act to help consumers make informed decisions and have greater 

control over privacy and the collection of personal information. 

 

The ACCC also looked into the idea of an ombudsman to deal with complaints and tax incentives and 

subsidies to improve the financial footing of journalism. In March, the UK review also recommended the 

creation of a new digital unit, more power to block mergers and an industry code of conductvi. 

 

Facebook and Google under attack 

Digital platforms, such as Google and Facebook, are being the blamed for the downfall of many digital 

and traditional publishers, because of their appropriation of advertising revenuevii. Between 2008 and 

2017, newsroom jobs in US declined by 23%, including a 45% drop in newspaper jobsviii. This included 
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significant job cuts at Buzzfeed, Vice, Huffington Post and Yahoo. Similar job cuts have been seen 

across Europe. In Australia, around 3,000 journalism jobs have been lost this decadeix. The ACCC 

estimated that for every $100 spent on digital advertising in Australia, $47 goes to Google, $21 goes to 

Facebook and $32 goes to all other websitesx. 

 

In response to criticism over the handling of private data, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg has said they 

are moving from open sharing towards a “privacy-focused messaging and social networking platform”xi. 

 

► 
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