ENTERTAINMENT MANAGEMENT SERVICES

241 King Street Melbourne

03 9642 8100

6th May 2008
The Australian Press Council 
Suite 10.02
117 York Street
SYDNEY NSW 2000 

Dear Members of the Press Council

I am lodging an official complaint over the reporting practices of both Melbourne’s daily newspapers the Herald Sun & the AGE in relation to Melbourne’s late night entertainment scene. A copy of this letter has been sent to both papers. 
The complaint is more than just a reference to a specific article or incident but rather the reporting and journalistic practices of both newspapers over a long period of time. It is not therefore relevant or appropriate that this matter be first considered by the two newspapers concerned as is the normal procedure for complaints – in this case the Press Council needs to be proactive in investigating this complaint in the broader public interest.

My complaint relates to:

· A concerted campaign by the Herald Sun in particular to misrepresent the levels of violence in Melbourne’s entertainment precincts as somehow being disproportionate to levels of violence in other sectors of the community, through misleading and sensationalist reporting.

· A failure by both newspapers to provide balanced reporting. Both papers have repeatedly accepted information provided by the Government and Victoria Police carte blanche as fact, have failed to undertake proper investigate journalism to uncover the full range of issues involved, and have repeatedly failed to publish information and comments provided by nightclub and bar industry operators on complex social issues which the public should be made aware of, and the Government held accountable for.
· The consequential social and economic damage caused by sensationalist, misleading reporting in terms of heightened and unnecessary public fear, manipulation of public opinion, pandering to the copy cat mentality of violent people in our society, causing untold damage to Melbourne’s local and international reputation, and jeopardising the livelihoods of many genuine business owners and their employees, operating in the night-time economy.
This matter has recently been brought to a head by the Government’s recently announced proposal (see the Herald Sun and the AGE – 2 & 3rd June 2008) to introduce a 2am curfew on the several hundreds of thousand people who visit Melbourne’s late night entertainment venues every weekend, without any public or industry consultation whatsoever and based on flawed research and assumptions, and deceptive political motives.

The AGE and the Herald Sun have simply followed the Government’s spin on this matter and have not shown any inclination to investigate the pros and cons of the Government’s proposal, despite the issue of 3 media releases by me to date (copies attached) and the comprehensive information contained in many previous letters I have sent to the Premier of Victoria, copies of which were provided to all relevant local media outlets (recent sample attached).

There is also evidence of huge mounting public outrage at the Government’s announcement (over 25,000 people have lodged complaints so far on a variety of protest websites and a protest march is planned to Parliament House) yet this has only received a few lines in the Herald Sun and no mention at all in the AGE to date.

Clearly the hospitality industry and the public has major concerns with the Government’s action and decision making processes, yet the AGE and the Herald Sun are choosing to totally ignore this.

In fact, the Herald Sun has recently boasted that it’s ‘campaign’ against licensed premises had pressured the Government into action on this matter. It is of major concern when the tabloid press can claim a victory in influencing public policy.

By ‘campaigns’ we refer to the fact that the Herald Sun and the AGE, in quieter news weeks every year, choose to run sensationalist feature stories over several pages, using headlines such as “city out of control”, “our mean streets”, etc and selectively feature an unsavoury incident or two from the week just gone and deceptively link it with pictures of similar incidents that may have occurred months or years ago to create a perception of mayhem.

All incidents of this nature are of course unfortunate but are not that prevalent given the hundreds of thousands of people that visit the City nightspots each week, and are not proportionately worse than the level of violence which occurs in the home, workplace or other public places.
Another recent example of misleading reporting was the Herald Sun’s reporting of its own unofficial survey of members of Victoria Police in its April 10th edition.

The Herald Sun chose to publish the survey results as its front page lead story claiming in the opening paragraph that “Ninety five percent of police believe young people have lost respect for the law and blame binge drinking and late night liquor outlets as major reasons for the problem”.

As the Herald Sun itself points out later in the article and on page 4, only 3459 out of a total police force of over 11,000 members responded, which represents around 30% of members. This means that in reality only 95% of 30% of police officers actually hold this view or just over 25% of police, which in anyone’s language is a big difference.

This is clearly deceptive reporting not to mention other issues associated with this type of unofficial and voluntary survey, such as how the questions were selected & worded, etc.

The Herald Sun also failed to point out that it is, in fact, the lack of a visible police presence at night that leads to many of the problems associated with drunken behaviour and violence. In other words, a failure by the Government to act appropriately and provide adequate resources is the primary cause of the social problems of concern to police, and not the hospitality industry as implied by the Herald Sun. A simple check of how many police have been rostered on after 2am on Fridays and Saturdays over the last 12 months and beyond would make this fact very apparent but the Herald Sun (and the AGE) have not bothered at any time to ascertain the true facts but rather just reinforce populist assumptions.
Unfortunately, this type of selective, deceptive and lack of balanced reporting creates unnecessary public fear, results in uninformed policy backlashes & crackdowns by police & Government, and does nothing to focus attention on the complex underlying social causes & infrastructure issues, including a chronic lack of police resources on our streets on busy nights.

Just like reporting of school shooting incidents, the type of reporting also tends to encourage ‘copy cat’ behaviour. You can almost guarantee the following week after such sensationalist reporting the worst elements in our society are attracted to entertainment precincts for a bit of action, and reported crime rates increase as a consequence. This is why the media generally take a much more cautious and responsible approach to the reporting of suicides. Quite clearly, the media exhibits double standards when they run multi page spreads, combined with graphic colour pictures on ‘nightclub violence’.    

As you will hopefully see from our sample letter attached, the Melbourne bar and nightclub industry is keen to contribute objectively to practical solutions to anti social behaviour, underage drinking, etc. It is everyone’s interests for the City’s streets to be safe and vibrant.

We would simply like the media to share this view and provide more balanced reporting on this issue, rather than constant fear mongering.
I look forward to the Council’s urgent investigation of this serious matter of public concern, and your response in due course.

Yours Sincerely

Peter Iwaniuk    0411 75 11 99
Director, Entertainment Management Services Pty Ltd
Former President of the Nightclub Owners Association & the Australian Nightclub and Bar Association
cc Media & Network of Hospitality Industry Stakeholders
� For examples of this public protest, go to:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.2amlockout.com.au/" �http://www.2amlockout.com.au/�


� HYPERLINK "http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=16611626158" �http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=16611626158�


� HYPERLINK "http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=12780857349" �http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=12780857349�


� HYPERLINK "http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=26212140928" �http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=26212140928�


� HYPERLINK "http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=13415122573" �http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=13415122573�
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