HITZ a knockout
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Over the summer of 1993-94, an aspiring Melbourne community radio station, HITZ FM, conducted a test broadcast,

providing a menu of dance pop music to a teenage audience for a period of ninety days. While most temporary
transmissions come and go unremarked, HITZ made a spectacular impact. In ratings surveys, the station was
responsible for the “Otber FM” category increasing its audience share from 1.8 to 16.1 amongst 13-17 year olds, and
JSrom 3.3 to 12.8 amongst 18-24 year olds. As the shut-down date neared, HITZ and its supporters waged a vigorous
and bighly publicised, though ultimately unsuccessful, campaign to keep the station on air. While gaining predictable
allies such as Molly Meldrum and AUSMUSIC, it also attracted support from less likely quarters, such as Victorian
Premier Jeff Kennett and the then Shadow Minister for Communications, Senator Alston. HITZ has now returned to
the pack of aspirant community broadcasters, conducting further temporary transmissions when available and
awaiting finalisation of the planning process, when it can apply for a permanent community radio licence.

uring HITZ FM’s brief sum-
mer, the station made
more difference to the life
of its particular commu-
nity than has occurred in Australian
broadcasting since the appearance
of SBS and indigenous services. Not
only did HITZ pass every test devised
for community radio aspirants, but in
terms of cost/social benefit ratios, or
of the relation between resources and
outcomes, it was clearly far more
economical, productive and socially
useful than the TAB and tourist infor-
mation services that seem to be the
only fruits of the narrowcasting re-
gime. At the time of its passing, the
issue of the station’s closure was over-
shadowed outside the Victorian me-
dia by more important developments
occurring in communications policy
and regulation. Nevertheless, it re-
mains instructive to consider the rel-
evance of the HITZ experience to the
policy objectives articulated in the
Broadcasting Services Act (the Act)
and in Creative Nation.

Broadcasting and
diversity

The principle of maximising diver-
sity has been a key goal of broadcast-
ing policy for many years. While there
is debate over how diversity can be
calculated, it is beyond dispute that
HITZ enhanced the diversity of radio
services in the Melbourne area. Com-

mercial radio and the ABC's Triple J
are aimed at older audiences. Other
community stations provide some
specialistshowsthatoverlap the HITZ
playlist, but dance music comprises
only one of a number of genres block-
programmed in their schedules.

(HITZ) was clearly far more
economical, productive and
socially useful than the TAB and
tourist information services that
seem to be the only fruits of the
narrowcasting regime

The proof of the demand for a service
like HITZ was its immediate and im-
mense popularity in the largest and
most diverse radio market in Aus-
tralia.

Access, localism
and identity

HITZ had a clear conception of its
role in the Melbourne media mix,
namely: 'to broadcast new music,
present information relevanttoyoung
people and develop a sense of iden-
tity among young people. With Mel-
bourne’s network affiliated commer-
cial and national FM radio services,
little is offered that is truly Melbourne
oriented, and that creates an identity
and a sense of belonging to young
people in the city".

The music it played was one in-

- gredient in its success. The other was

that it was created by and for teenag-
ers in Melbourne’s suburban sprawl.
The Australian Youth Foundation’s
national survey, 4 Lost Generation
(1993), found young people bitter at
their treatment by the media. They
demanded 'a chance to speak for
themselves and...a fairer representa-
tion of who they were, what they
wanted to become and what they
were contending with'. HITZ pro-
vided a youth-run news service,
health and legal advice and informa-
tion on activities such as under-age
shows. As a conduit for horizontal
information flows, it was an exten-
sion of the playground rather than of
the classroom. Many young people
were genuinely distressed when HITZ
went off air because they felt that the
station was theirs in a way that did
not apply to other media.

Broadcasting and
Australian content

The problem of limited airplay op-
portunities for new Australian talent
has been a long standing one. The
ABT, after its major report into the
issue, Australian Music on Radio,
attempted unsuccessfully to require
stations to give priority to new re-
lease material, records from inde-
pendent labels and station-originated
material. The Act abolished the 20%
Australian music quota, shifting re-
sponsibility to a self-regulatory in-
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dustry code and the commercial in-
dustry's Australian Music Perform-
ance Committee (AMPCOM). While
the old mandatory quota probably
had a positive impact when first in-
troduced - for instance, by providing
an incentive for record companies to
record local acts - the same cannot be
said of any of the subsequent at-
temptstorevise oraugmentthe quota.
So although the encouragement of
Australian identity, cultural diversity
and innovative programming remain
broadcasting policy objectives, pro-
gram regulation, whether imposed
or industry determined, seems un-
likely toassist inachieving these ends.
The answer seems to lie with struc-
tural regulation, which, in this con-
text, means the licensing of stations
programming new music for younger
audiences.

HITZ was criticised for not play-
ing the same amount of Australian
music as its commercial rivals. But
HITZ was dealing with a sector of the
record industry in this country that
was underdeveloped precisely be-
cause of the programming policies of
commercial radio. HITZ gave that
sector a major boost and provided
considerable support to local acts
through airplay, performer inter-

views, publicity for venues and inde-
pendent releases.

Popular music policy

HITZ began transmitting just as the
government released its latest report
on the music industry. The Music
Industry Advisory Council (MIAC)
had established an Export Focus
Group (EFG) to examine the export
potential of the local music industry.
Its report identified radio as one of
two major problem areas:

'The EFG considers that the majority
of commercial radio stations do not
back new Australian talent, with many
radio stations recycling old Austral-
ianand international music ina “clas-
sic hits” format. Good airplay and
record sales in Australia are a precur-
sor for gaining domestic success,
which is an integral component of
achieving international success'.

If this sounds familiar it is because
it echoes a string of other reports and
journalistic accounts, including the
Price Waterhouse economic profile
of the music industry, the AUSMUSIC
Stayin’ Alive project on the live mu-
sic scene, and Lesley Sly’s interviews
with key industry playersin The Power

and the Passion.

The most simple and effective way
to stimulate the musical interests of
the young, expose new talent and
generate export income is to license
HITZ-type stations. This form of gov-
ernmentaction should notattract criti-
cisms of subsidisation, protectionism
or anachronism, since such stations
would not distort the market but de-
velop one. Rather than staging nos-
talgic indulgences with musical ar-
chives, these stations would be
uniquely hospitable to new genres
and technological modes of popular
music making.

Conclusion

AUSMUSIC argued that the Minister
should either exercise his power un-
der clause 84(1) of the Act and direct
the ABA to give priority to the alloca-
tion of broadcasting services band li-
cences to community youth/new
music stations on the HITZ model, or,
if reluctant to do this, advise the ABA
that such an allocation would sub-
stantially further the range of govern-
ment policy objectives. AUSMUSIC
suggested that the government had a
unique opportunity to promote
broadcasting diversity, stimulate local
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and export-oriented new music and
realise a range of spin-off benefits for
youth welfare, employment and train-
ing in one fell swoop. Here was a
chance to demonstrate the new, more
inclusive approach to cultural policy
promised by the formation of a com-
bined arts and communications port-
folio. It would involve no further legis-
lation, regulation or expenditure, and
would be based, not on speculation or
dubious extrapolation from economic
models, but on one of the most suc-
cessful experiments in the history of
Australian broadcasting. But the 'save
HITZ' furore died down and its fre-
quency was resumed by another con-
tender, a Christian station offering ‘Mel-
bourne’s best mix of light hits’. HITZ
returned to the ABA's file of aspirant
community broadcasters and the plan-
ning process proceeded, interminably.
The station must now wait for the fi-
nalisation of the ABA’s planning proc-
ess, then apply for a community radio
licence when the ABA chooses to ad-
vertise. In the meantime, it conducts
further test transmissions when per-
mitted to do so. '

While recognising the importance
of maintaining the integrity of ABA
procedures and protecting the inter-
ests of other aspirants, it is disappoint-
ing that the lessons of the HITZ sum-
mer did not really register, that sympa-
thy could not be translated into action.
It is disappointing that a regulatory
regime designed to facilitate the devel-
opment and availability of new serv-
ices was, in this case, unable to do so.
Itis disappointing that the government
was either unable or unwilling to sup-
porta small butvital cultural enterprise
which embodied so many of the better
features of Creative Nation. But it is
heartening to know that, although the
earlierwindow of opportunity waslost,
the HITZ story continues.Q

Mick Counihan teaches Media Studies at the
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology, and
was engaged by AUSMUSIC as a policy con-
sultant during the time the research for this
article was conducted.
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