Fe der ali sm
Re sea rch
Ce ntr e
Austr alian Natio nal Unive rsity

?

REPO
RTIN G FEDERALISM
FEDE RALI SM
REPORTING
THE
S AND
COVE RAGE of
the PRES
press
and coverage
OF
THE SPEC
IAL
SPECIAL
PREM
IERS ' CONF
EREN CE 1990
PREMIERS'
CONFERENCE
Camp
bell Sharm
Campbell
Sharman
an
Unive
rsity
rn Australia
University of Weste
Western
Austr alia

FISHE R
RESEARCH
320.4
94
320.494
8

FEDERALISM RESEARCH CENTRE
The Federalism Research Centre was established in 1972 with a special research grant
from the Commonw~alth
Commonwealth (initially under the name Centre for Research on Federal
Financial Relations). With effect from 1990, all States and Territories have agreed to
match the Commonwealth's
Commonwealth s grant for an initial period of 3 years.
The Centre’s
Centre's research involves a focus both on fiscal issues and on the constitutional and
institutional arrangements and operating conventions which shape federal financial,
federalism' and
'fiscal federalism’
political and administrative interactions. It thus involves both ‘fiscal
‘intergovernmental relations',
relations’, and brings to bear perspectives from a range of disciplines,
'intergovernmental
including economics, political science, public administration and constitutional law.
Centre's activities and publications can be obtained from
Information about the Centre’s
The Publications Officer
Federalism Research Centre
Research School of Social Sciences
The Australian National University
PO Box 4, CANBERRA ACT 2601.

(06) 249 3668
Telephone (06)249
Fax (06) 257 1893
1893

FEDERALISM RESEARCH CENTRE
' DISCUSSION PAPERS

REPORTING FEDERALISM

THE PRESS AND COVERAGE OF
THE SPECIAL
PREMIERS' CONFERENCE 1990

Campbell Sharman
University of Western Australia
No. 6

1991
September 1991

036-8655
ISSN l1036-8655
ISBN O
0 7315 1276 6

REPORTING FEDERALISM
THE PRESS AND COVERAGE OF THE
SPECIAL
Special PREMIERS'
Premiers' CONFERENCE
Conference 1990

Campbell Sharman
University of Western Australia
A federal system of government has a pervasive effect on the
organisation and operation of the political process. Federalism both
creates multiple forums for political activity and generates a strong bias
towards a federal structure in organisations that have dealings with
government. In so doing, the federal system is both reflected in and
reinforced by the organisation of social, economic, and political life. The
media of mass communication are no exception: in providing the forum
for the flow of fact and opinion necessary for the maintenance of
accountable and responsive government and for the exercise of effective
electoral choice, the mass media must accommodate the federal nature of
the governmental system.
Quite apart from the effects of a federal system, the relationship
between the
the media and government is a highly complex one. This
complexity results from the diverse nature of the enterprises involved in
the industry, major differences in the regulatory regimes affecting print
and electronic media, and the effects of rapid change in the industry,
driven in large part by the availability of an ever wider range of
communication technologies.
technologies.11 Two further complicating factors should
also be kept in mind: the fact that reporting and analysing political news
is only one component of the mass communications industry, and one
that usually plays a minor role in the direct generation of revenue; and
the ambivalent relationship between the news media and politicians since
this
each can be seen as patron and client of the other. To compound this
situation, the role of the news media in the political process is a
perennially controversial topic, raising, as it does, some of the most
fundamental issues in the operation and maintenance of liberal
democracy.
It is not the purpose of this paper to deal with
with the usual sources of
controversy associated with the ownership, control, and operation of the
mass media, but to investigate a much less familiar issue, the
relationship between the news media and federalism. Given the lack of
11 For an excellent survey of these effects in the context of the United States,
see Ranney (1990).
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research on the topic, the intention is more to raise issues than to give
definitive answers. While making some general observations about the
structure of the news media and the coverage of federal issues, the focus
of the paper concentrates on one aspect of federalism and the news media
-— the reporting of intergovernmental relations and, more specifically,
the press treatment of the Special Premiers' Conference held late in
October and early November 1990.

Federalism and the structure of the news media
The logic of a federal form of government requires that, to the extent that
there are regional and national political forums, there should be a
corresponding pattern of news media to provide information and opinion
for each forum. This situation can be achieved by a variety of means: by
having separate sets of news media for each forum, by having a single
the. concerns of multiple governments, or by
set that accommodates the
some combination of the two. The critical requirement is that each
sphere of government operates in the context of a vigorous flow of
information and opinion
opinion..
.Given the urban concentration of the Australian population and the
large distances between major urban centres, it is perhaps inevitable that
2. This
Australia is characterised by an intermediate position on the scale*
scale2.
media3 that cover
means that Australia has at least eight sets of news media3
multiple forums, state and national, each based in the capital city of a
state or territory. But it also implies that, with some important
qualifications, there is no such thing as a single national forum for
political news and opinion.
At first glance this contention appears to be open to major objections.
Surely radio, television and especially the ABC are national enterprises
enterprises
-— and what about the Australian and the Financial Review? To take the
the.
first objection, it is true that electronic communications are operated
under a national regime,
regime,44 but the structure of commercial radio and
television is, in the nature of the audience, centred on state capitals. Even
though networking
commercial
networking55 is a characteristic of Australia's commercial
2L This ignores such single forum news media represented by local
newspapers that deal only with community news and the politics of local
councils.
3 The 'at least' refers to the existence of major regional centre with a daily
newspaper that purports to cover state and national news such as .the
Launceston Examiner and the Newcastle Herald.
4 But even here there are complexities: for an examination of the increasing
state presence in telecommunications, see Hughes (1991)
5 This is networking in the sense of sharing programs rather than
simultaneous transmission.
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television, news programs are distinctively state-based in their coverage
being. treated in much the
and organisation, with news
news from Canberra being
and.
same way as foreign news, and with only the occasional nationally
produced news commentary program.
ABC television is a good example of the inexorable logic of the
national
state-based nature of news. In spite of sporadic attempts to create national
programming for news and
current affairs, such programs shown at peak
and.current
staff..66 SBS is the only
run and edited by local staff
viewing times are mn
organisation that has a national prime time news but its focus is world
news, and Australian news, both national and state, is treated as a
supplement to foreign coverage. Much of ABC radio news and current
affairs is, however, nationally presented. This is particularly the case
provide. a forum
with the news commentary programs AM and PM that provide
for both national and state news in a national format. Indeed, ABC radio
is the only news medium that operates a predominantly national channel,
albeit in tandem with predominantly state-based and local ones. As such,
current
it is the only major exception to state-based coverage of news and current
affairs in the electronic media, but even here a great deal of its major
news bulletins are edited by state offices.
The structure of the press is subject to the same demographic dictates.
that aim to cover state and
Each capital city has one or more daily papers that
national news. While the Sydney Morning Herald and the Melbourne
Age may aspire to be newspapers of national record, they are dependent
on their local markets and do not play the same role as the Toronto
Times in the United .States
States
Globe and Mail in Canada, or the New York Times
as major nationwide forums for political analysis and information. There
are, however, two publications which are aimed at just such a market —
the Australian and the Financial Review.
The Australian is a national paper in two senses; The first is that it is
self-consciously national in its treatment of news; the second is that,
it aims to
primary attachment to any particular state, it
given that it has no primary
cover political news in all states on the basis of rough parity. But these
characteristics mean that it is relegated to a newspaper of second choice
- local news and politics, not ·to mention
for most Australians —
entertainment and advertisements, are better served by state-based papers.
Nonetheless, the Australian plays an important role as a national forum
for both national and state politics.
The Financial Review is also a newspaper with a national focus, but
its special concern with financial and business news puts it on the fringe

6 Only after the main news bulletin does the ABC use nationally networked
There. is no Australian equivalent of the Canadian
news programs. There
'National' CBC news broadcast, or the half hour news programs produced
by the ABC, CBS, and NBC networks in the United States.
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on mass circulation dailies.?
dailies.*7 *Even
* * *so,
* its general concern with broad
political
political issues, both national and state, from an Australia wide
perspective makes it an important forum for the analysis of political
news.
With these exceptions, the structure of the news media in Australia
remains state-based. While this works to maintain the dispersal of
political activity that is vital for the operation of a lively federal system,
it does not, in itself, mean that the federal aspects of the political process
are well covered. It is to this issue that we must now turn.

Press reporting of intergovernmental relations
The press remains the major vehicle for the detailed analysis of political
news, This is not to say that it is the most important medium for the
shaping of political opinion —
- television may well have taken this
roles 8 *-— but that it routinely covers a range of issues with a depth and
subtlety not possible in the electronic media. And, being produced as
newsprint rather than transient signals, it can be closely studied and
easily referred to at a time of the reader's choosing. For these reasons, the
remainder of this paper will concentrate on the press, and ignore the role
of the other news media.
Federalism is much more than intergovernmental relations9
relations^ but, in
terms of government
government activity, it plays a critical role in both the conduct
of large areas of policy
policy10
10 and in demonstrating the importance of
multiple governments in a federal system. It is also predominantly a
bureaucratic activity, with overtly political issues surfacing only
sporadically and at such peak forums as meetings of ministers.
Accordingly, the coverage of intergovernmental relations is a good test of
the nature of press coverage of federal issues.
Now, it may be in the nature of readers with particular interests to
complain about press coverage of their special concerns but, by any
n

7' The more specialised the publication, the more likely it is to be national
in its focus. This is true of both the plethora of specialist magazines and
newsletters ori
on non-political topics, and periodicals dealing with political
issues such as the Bulletin. It should also be noted that the term national
often means based in Melbourne and Sydney, a characteristic that
sometimes leaves those who live outside New South Wales and Victoria
feeling distinctly under serviced.
8 Ranney reports that, in the United States, television is the source of most
news for 64 per cent of the population, and is the most believable source
for 53 per cent (Ranney, 1990: 181).
90 For an examination of the nature of intergovernmental relations in the
Australian
Australian context, see Sharman (1991a).
10 See generally Galligan et al. (1991).
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reasonable measure, there are a number of defects in the reporting and
analysis of intergovernmental relations. Three, in particular, spring to
mind. The first is the sporadic nature of press coverage. Stories about
meetings of ministers appear without warning and disappear without
trace in following issues. Secondly, there is often little indication that
the reporter understands the nature of the relationship between state and
commonwealth governments in the field in question. This frequently
leads to distortions.
distortions in the reporting of intergovernmental relations and in
the likely outcome of ministerial meetings. Finally, these characteristics
provide opportunities for the manipulation of the news by governments,
and particularly by the commonwealth government.
This situation results from a number of factors. One is the limited
resources that the press have to expend on general news, and another is
the secretive nature of the great bulk of intergovernmental transactions
-— representatives of the Press are not invited to listen to the dealings
between ministers or senior public servants. Most important, however,
is the way in which news about intergovernmental relations is generated.
Putting aside matters of immediate political controversy, news of joint
activity between the states and the commonwealth is typically
typically produced
as a result of the meeting of a ministerial council in the form of a press
release. This is summarised by a journalist, supplemented,
supple,mented, perhaps, by a
comment or two from a state minister from the home state of the
newspaper, and given to a sub-editor to produce a catchy title.
This pattern can give a picture of the federal process which is highly
distorted. Take, as a hypothetical example, a meeting of state and
commonwealth ministers of police which, after considerable debate,
agrees to recommend to their respective governments that they consider
legislation banning the private ownership of widgets. The control of
widgets falls within state jurisdiction but the commonwealth minister
has strong views that widgets should be banned throughout Australia.
Only two state ministers agree with the commonwealth, the other states
hold varying positions from having strong doubts about the proposal to
forceful opposition. A statement is produced after the meeting that
simply recommends further consideration.
Before the close of the meeting, however, the commonwealth
minister's department has already produced a media kit
kit which includes
several press releases·
releases stating the commonwealth's view, a glossy source
book on the control of widgets and its importance for Australia's national
purpose, and a statement that the minister can be made available for
interviews. After the meeting, copies of the commonwealth press
releases are faxed to all daily papers, with the statement by the
ministerial council as a supplement.
The following day, articles appear in the press with titles along the
lines of 'Commonwealth to introduce national scheme for banning
widgets'. No indication is given that the commonwealth does not have
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the power to ban widgets, that the issue was raised in the context of a
ministerial council, that most of the relevant state ministers have
substantial doubts about the virtues of such a course of action, and that
action is dependent on the acceptability of the scheme to state
governments and the passing of legislation through state parliaments, the
majority of which have upper houses with non-government majorities. A
year later, legislation banning widgets has been introduced in one state
. parliament, but has been withdrawn by the government after evidence is
produced that banning widgets contributes to the production of
greenhouse gases.
This example is a little fanciful, but only a little. The point is that it
is made very easy for the press to get information on intergovernmental
intergovernmental
relations from a single source, that source being the commonwealth
government. The commonwealth puts a lot of resources into providing
the media with a vast range of information, all of which is designed to
put the commonwealth’s
commonwealth's point of view and
arid to give a generous view of
the commonwealth's importance in Australian politics. As a
consequence, the routine reporting of intergovernmental relations gives a
misleading
misleading impression of the nature of the interaction between
governments and of the operation of the federal process in general
general..
The only situation where this is not the case occurs when an issue
involving intergovernmental relations becomes hot political news, that
is, it is raised independently of managed press releases. Major public
disagreements between governments, administrative or policy
policy disasters
requiring the allocation of blame, or attacks by one minister on a
minister in another government, all indicate that the agenda will be set
by the press and not by the governments concerned. In these situations
the commonwealth has no special advantage, and the press are willing to
make their own assessments of the issues. This is why the
commonwealth governments dislike Premiers' Conferences because the
presence of premiers and first ministers, each with a media team and a
lust to make the news that is as strong as the commonwealth's, make it
much harder to manage the news and to suppress rival assessments of the
11 The commonwealth thrives only when news is
national interest.
interest.11
routinised by press releases, information produced by the bureaucracy,
and a captive press gallery.
There is a final reason why coverage of intergovernmental relations is
not well handled in the press. This has to do with the presumption on
the part of many journalists that the desirability of greater
commonwealth control is self-evident. This, in turn,
tum, stems from the .
absence of any informed debate about the merits of federalism and, in ·
11
special· characteristics of Premiers' Conferences,
11 For·
For an examination of the special
see Sharman (1977; 1991a).
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particular, the infrequency of clear statements about the virtues of a
federal system in promoting a responsive and highly effective
governmental process.
For all these reasons, the Special Premiers' Conference held at the end
of October 1990 is of considerable interest. It provides an excellent case
study of the themes outlined above in the reporting of a major
intergovernmental event. At the same time, the Conference prompted
discussion of fundamental issues about the operation of federalism that is
unusual in Australia.

The reporting of the Special Premiers' Conference
The circumstances that led to the holding of the Special Premiers'
Conference need not concern us here. For a variety of reasons, both state
and commonwealth governments were amenable to the idea of a forum to
discuss the broad structure of intergovernmental relations in the federal
system. This made the Premiers' Conference held in October 1990 ·
special in two respects. It was not like the annual Special
Special Premiers'
Conference held around June each year which is dominated by the
immediate question of financial transfers to the states,12
states, 12 nor was it like
Premiers' Conferences held to discuss particular -issues
issues such as housing,
gun control, or the control of drugs,12
drugs, 13 as a way of expiating guilt about
the ineffectiveness of government action in these fields. This Special
Conference was intended to discuss general questions about the operation
of the federal system that were of
of concern to both state and
commonwealth governments.
The unusual character of the Conference was reflected in the nature of
the press coverage. Instead of being dominated by disputes, actual or
potential, between the participants, much of the coverage stressed the
goodwill and high level of agreement at the Conference. Of greater
significance, there were a significant number of articles that raised
general questions about the operation of federalism, and provided a
context for understanding the particular concerns of state and
commonwealth governments.
This being said, the usual dynamics of reporting intergovernmental
relations could be seen to be operating in the coverage of the Conference.
As the Conference progressed, there was increasing pressure from the
commonwealth to set the agenda and to move from political to
bureaucratic issues. Indeed, the major interest in examining the reporting
of the Conference was the tension between the normal procedures for
12 For an examination of the Premiers' Conference, see Sharman (1977;
1991a: 1991b).
13
12 These were held in 1989, 1987, and 1985, respectively.
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reporting intergovernmental
intergovernmental relations, and the idiosyncratic characteristics
of press coverage induced by the unusual features of the Conference.
Before looking in detail at this process, some comments need to be
made about the information that is summarised in the table at the end of
this paper. In order to examine the nature of the press reporting of the
Conference, three newspapers were selected; the Australian, the Financial
Review, and the WestAustralian.
West Australian. As discussed above, the Australian is
the only paper with a national focus, and was included for that reason.
The Financial Review is also a national paper but of a specialist kind,
emphasising commercial and business news, but covering major political
events and often publishing articles giving general background to
particular events. It was included so that informed commentary on
financial and governmental issues could be covered in the survey, and to
provide a foil for the Australian: to see if perceptions of news of national
significanc;e
significance varied between these papers. Finally, the West Australian
was selected as an example of the standard daily paper bought by the
great majority of Australian newspaper readers. Its market is based in a
single capital city, and the provision of news coverage of political events
is only one of the many services that such a paper provides for its
subscribers.
The period surveyed in the table commences on the Monday of the
week before the Conference, and ends on the Friday after the Conference.
Articles·Which
Articles which have a-substantial
a substantial component of their content relating to
the Conference are listed by their headings (sometimes abbreviated) and,
where the linkage to the Conference is not clear from the headline, a brief
summary is given in square brackets. Those articles that are primarily
commentary rather than reportage are marked as such. It should be noted
that there
there is no attempt to indicate the size of an article or its
prominence, although articles from the same paper on any given date are
arranged roughly in the order in which they appear in the paper. The
purpose of the table is to give a general impression of the nature and
extent of coverage rather than a precise description.
An examination of the table indicates that the coverage of the
Conference can be broken into two parts. The first runs from Monday 22
toTuesday
to Tuesday 30 October (the first day of the Conference), the second from
Wednesday 31 October to Friday 2 November, covering the proceedings
of the Conference and reactions to them. This division is not only based
on the distinction between pre-conference and post-conference coverage
but also on differences in the pattern and source of news. ·
In the first period, the major theme was a series of articles on state
access to taxation revenue. Some simply reported that this was an
important issue for state governments, others argued in favour of the
states raising their own income taxes. In both cases, the context was the
broad economic and political context of a federal system. Another theme
was a speech made by Premier Greiner of
of News South Wales to a
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meeting of the Liberal Party at which, among many other things, he
attacked the traditional attachment of the Party to a doctrinaire view of
state rights. This speech was reported extensively, not least in the
context of its importance in setting an accommodating theme for the
forthcoming Conference.
During this first period, twenty-nine items are listed in the table. Of
these, some seventeen (58 per cent) have their origins in state related
issues in the sense that they derive from comments by state governments
or are primarily concerned with state attitudes, problems or aspirations.
In the same period, ten items (34 per cent) can be roughly categorised as
dealing with commonwealth schemes. By this is meant a focus on the
introduction or modification of administrative arrangements to deal with
some national problem such as health or transport.
The pattern of news in this first period was clearly not consistent with
the traditional commonwealth dominance of the news. The agenda was
being set independently of the mechanism of the commonwealth press
release and, of much greater significance, the major issue was the
fundamentally political one of the reduction of direct commonwealth
control over the raising and spending of state revenue. This was not an
issue that the commonwealth wanted discussed directly since it had no
intention of reducing its influence in this area.
Even before the Conference started, the commonwealth began to try to
redirect the attention of the press by a number of strategies. The first was
a direct response to the state finance stories by Keating that there was a
'fiscal snag' in talk of state income tax, the snag being that the
commonwealth was not interested in any such change. The remaining
strategies got into full swing once the Conference began with the
customary flood of press releases and statements. The press was soon full
of stories that there was a need for an inquiry into state taxing and
spending needs before any action on this front should be taken, that the
commonwealth was offering additional funds to the states for various
purposes, and that the most urgent problem was the issue of
administrative duplication and overlap between the various spheres of
government (a topic also needing further inquiries). In addition, there was
a host of position papers and statements on a range of detailed issues all
of which, again, required further study before action could be taken.
This shift from political to bureaucratic concerns can be seen in the
pattern of the sources of the fifty news stories listed in the table during
the period from 31 October to 2 November. State originated stories
dropped to 22 per cent, while commonwealth related stories increase to
42 per cent, the remainder being articles about the Conference itself or
commentary.
The final element in the redirection of news from the issue of a
substantial increase in state discretion to raise taxes was the style of the
Conference. The general reporting of the first day of the Conference was
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euphoric in its treatment of the sweet reasonableness of everyone
concerned and .the
the prospect of a new era in commonwealth-state
relations. Only in commentary were cautionary notes sounded. Kelly in
the Australian doubted the likelihood of any major change, while
McGuinness in the same paper made a waspish attack on the hypocrisy
of Hawke and Keating in pretending to support major reforms yet
denying the critical element in any substantial change, that of giving the
states ~et
direct access to a much wider tax base.
The press coverage dropped away sharply as the week came to an end.
While still generally optimistic in tone, doubts were beginning to be
expressed about both the prospect of change and the details of some of
of
the schemes discussed at the Conference. Indeed, by the Friday, it was
back to the normal coverage of intergovernmental relations: a series of
disjointed articles, some prompted by political stories, but most
generated from press releases. The Conference was over .and
and with it the
idiosyncratic factors affecting the press.

Some conclusions
A number of particular conclusions could be drawn from this sketch
sketch of
the press coverage of the Conference and the information contained in the
table. There are clear differences, for example, in the patterning of news
between each of the three papers chosen for review. As an instance of
this, the West Australian
Austrafian had the most variable pattern of reporting with
only a few stories before and after the Conference but the most articles
on the first day of the Conference. It also had least consistency in its
coverage in terms of maintaining themes and, as is compatible with its
audience, the most state-based stories. Perhaps less expected was the
ambiguous nature of its editorial comment towards changing the federal
system.
Another detail that might warrant comment was the relatively high
visibility of Dawkins as commonwealth Minister for Education.
Educati.on. For a
minister operating largely outside the area of commonwealth jurisdiction,
jurisdiction,
and discussing schemes of marginal importance to the delivery of
education let alone to the general issues raised by the Conference, his
press coverage during the period reviewed was a testimony to the
imagination and industry of his public relations officers and to the
uncritical attitude of the press. Indeed, the reporting of Dawkins's views
during the last two days of the period in intergovernmental disagreements
and the well placed press release.
Of much greater importance, however, are four general themes that
emerge from the reporting of the Conference. The first of these is the
difficulty.
difficulty of providing general
general press coverage of intergovernmental
relations except on occasions like the Special Premiers' Conference.
Only when there is a sense of drama and occasion are the resources
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devoted to giving ·an overview of the context of relations between
governments in the federation. And this sense of coherence is hard to
maintain since the welter of stories on aspects of intergovernmental
- relations is continually threatening to reduce the topic to a series of
unrelated issues.
The second theme is what has been referred to as the tendency of the
commonwealth to bureaucratise the news. By this is meant partly that
the commonwealth government prefers to deal with intergovernmental
relations as a series of schemes, and partly that the commonwealth seeks
to control the agenda for political debate by using its extensive relations
with the news media. This latter strategy requires that information be
coded in a:a form that can be dealt with by press release and similar
routinised procedures. It is not suggested that this behaviour is
of· the
necessarily the result of a conscious policy on the part of
commonwealth: it also reflects the fact that politics in Canberra is
largely bureaucratic politics and, given that the resources already exist,
this mode of operation is simply transferred to the treatment of news.
In contrast, the third theme is that the states make news in
intergovernmental relations only when overtly political issues are
dominant. The general question of transferring tax resources to the states
was just such a political question, and one that set-the
set the news agenda for
the Conference until displaced partly by the coverage of the Cortference
Conference
itself and partly by commonwealth tactics to change the
the·agenda.
agenda. Again,
it can be surmised that the association between directly political issues
and state access to the media reflects less a considered policy than a
14 If
continuation of the way in
in which news is made in each state capital.
capital.14
the strength of the commonwealth lies in the extent of its bureaucratic
resources, the strength of the states lies in their superior access to the day
15 as with the
Australians::15
to day political concerns of the great bulk of Australians
federation, so with the reporting of the news.
The final theme is one only touched on briefly by the analysis above.
This was the tone in which the Conference and federalism in general were
dealt with
with in the news. The federal system does not usually have a good
14
This is not to say that state governments are averse to trying to
14This
manipulate the media and set up bureaucratic machinery for·
for that very
purpose. It is just that the focus of state government news machinery is
coping with stories which have much more direct and immediate political
political
often technical and whose
salience than stories from Canberra which are often·
political relevance is usually indirect. Studies that describe the operation
of state government public relations machinery and the relationship
between the media and state governments incliide
include .Coaldrake
Coaldrake (1989:
particularly 98-103), Kennedy (1991), Prasser et al. (1990: part V), and
Tiffen (1985).
15
15 For an expansion of this theme, see Sharman (1990).
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press. It is blamed for inefficiency and has been steadily attacked by a
succession of commonwealth governments who have promoted the
superior virtue of imposing uniform national schemes rather than ones
negotiated between the various components of the federal system.
Whatever the merits of these claims (and this author sees no merit in
6, the press coverage of the Conference was characterised by
them at all)l
all)16,
a stress on the virtues of cooperation, accommodation, negotiation, and
the importance of building on shared goals. This represented a major
shift in both substance and rhetoric; substance in that many articles
assumed that it was worth making changes to the federal system so that
its strengths could be more effectively realised, and rhetoric in that the
language used underlined the benefits rather than the costs of a federal
system:
system. The positive and optimistic tone of most of the coverage of the
Conference represented a major shift in the way federalism is usually
reported in the press. It is not clear whether this change of perspective
was the result of short-term factors tied to the circumstances of the
Conference or represents some sea change in press attitudes to federalism.
Whatever the explanation, it will be interesting to see if this change in
reporting style persists.
In general, the Conference can be seen to have had a paradoxical effect.
While it showed that the press can provide reasonably comprehensive
coverage of an intergovernmental event together with background articles
that give it context..
context and significance, it also demonstrated that such
coverage will be the exception rather than the rule. Only when
intergovernmental relations moves into the realm of high politics will it
be given full coverage: but, almost by definition, intergovernmental
relations is rarely high politics.
The question remains as to the significance of this case study of the
reporting of a Premiers' Conference for an understanding of the
relationship between federalism and the news media. A tentative answer
is that, in so far as the reporting of intergovernmental relations is
concerned, routine coverage of commonwealth-state interaction is shaped
more by the way in which news is generated rather than by the structure
of the press itself. This, however, can tell us little more than that the
role of the press in maintaining the operation of an effective federal
system is a complex issue and one which, as they say in the academic
trade, needs much more research.

16 On the issue of the supposed virtues of uniformity, see Ostrom (1973), and
16
Landau (1973).
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