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Part 6 - Press freedom and whistleblowers (full paper) 

 

A worldwide trend 

Globally, we are witnessing a period of intensified government interference in the media. Rhetoric 

around fake news, media bias and foreign hackers has given some politicians an avenue for 

discrediting news media and journalists they disagree with and, in some cases, seeking to weaken or 

take control of state-run media. 

 

In Poland, for example, the Government passed law in 2016 allowing it to appoint and fire the heads of 

the public TV and radio stations and has since taken firm control of the broadcastersi. In Russia, 26 

journalists have been murdered since Vladimir Putin became president in 2012. President Donald 

Trump joked with President Putin in their meeting in June 2019, saying “get rid of them [journalists]”ii. 

Worldwide last year, 54 journalists were killed, 250 were imprisoned and 63 are missingiii. 

 

Australia is the only liberal democracy in the world without a Charter of Human Rights that would protect 

the media through rights for free speech and privacy. Since 2015, the Government has taken a range of 

measures that have, either intentionally or inadvertently, restricted media freedom and whistleblowing. 

Under pressure from Labor, which is calling for a parliamentary committee to review national security 

laws, Prime Minister Scott Morrison is consulting the media about a press freedom inquiryiv. 

 

Raids, rules and reviews 

On 4-5 June 2019, Australian Federal Police (AFP) officers conducted raids of News Corp journalist 

Annika Smethurst’s home and the ABC’s Sydney headquarters. 2GB presenter Ben Fordham was also 

notified by the Department of Home Affairs that he was the subject of an investigation. The 

investigations were in response to the publishing of “information classified as an official secret” relating 

to Ms Smethurst’s 2018 article about moves to empower the Australian Signals Directorate to covertly 

monitor Australian citizens, Mr Fordham’s reporting of intercepted boat arrivals and the ABC’s reporting 

of the 2017 Afghan filesv. 

 

The warrant used to search the ABC headquarters allowed the AFP to “add, copy, delete or alter” 

material in the ABC’s computers. The aim of the raids was widely considered to be to identify 

confidential sources and deter other potential whistleblowersvi. 

 

The raids attracted worldwide media attention and criticism. Prime Minister Scott Morrison distanced 

the Government from the investigations. “The AFP conduct the investigations that they do on their own 

initiative and they’re the ones that should be commenting on their investigation,” he saidvii. 

 

The raids follow a series of legislative changes to boost national security that the media claims put 

journalists and their sources under threat. These includeviii: 

▪ Metadata retention scheme (2015) – requires that all metadata be kept for two years and can 

be covertly accessed by a range of government agencies without a warrant. 
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▪ Journalist Information Warrant (2015) – government agencies can gain access to a journalist’s 

metadata to identify a confidential source, provided the access has a particular criminal 

investigation or enforcement purpose and is in the public interest. 

▪ Telecommunications and Other Legislation Amendment (Assistance and Access) Act 2018 – 

requires the telecommunications industry to assist government agencies with investigations by 

installing vulnerabilities into devices, circumventing passwords or allowing encrypted 

communications to be decrypted. 

▪ New espionage, foreign interference and secrecy offences (2018) – these include an offence 

for Commonwealth whistleblowers, who can be imprisoned for up to 10 years, and a general 

secrecy offence for communicating classified information obtained from a Commonwealth 

public servant. 

 

In addition to pressures placed on the media in general, the public broadcasters have come under 

added scrutiny in relation to public funding. During the 2018/19 federal budget, the ABC received a 

$83.7 million funding cut. According to ABC acting managing director David Anderson, it followed a 

$250 million drop in the broadcaster’s budget since 2014. The ABC is expected to cut some 

programming as a resultix. 

 

A few months later, the Government commissioned an independent review into the ABC and SBS to 

determine whether they were enjoying an advantage against competitors in the private sector due to 

their taxpayer funding. The review was part of a deal made with One Nation to support media ownership 

reforms. The expert panel ultimately rejected the claims, finding that the ABC and SBS compete fairly 

with their rivals and do not overstep their chartersx. At the same time, ABC managing director Michelle 

Guthrie was sacked by chairman Justin Milne, who later stepped down amid allegations he had bowed 

to government pressure to remove certain journalists. Ita Buttrose was appointed as chairxi. 

 

Media response 

The Australian media has begun a coordinated effort to fight for press freedom. Both the ABC and News 

Corp are taking legal action against the AFP following the raids based on protections offered under the 

Constitutionxii. Kerry O’Brien addressed the attacks on the ABC in his Logies speech, calling on the 

nation to protect “one of the most precious institutions we have”. Media outlets are running a joint 

Journalism Is Not A Crime campaign, publishing an open letter to the Government in several 

newspapers on 13 June 2019. It called for action from Parliament to “recognise and enshrine a positive 

public interest protection for whistleblowers and for journalists”xiii. 

 

► 
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