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Investigation report no. BI-587
	Summary
	

	Broadcaster [Service]
	Australian Broadcasting Corporation [ABC]

	Finding
	No breach of Standard 4.1 [due impartiality]
No breach of Standard 4.2 [diversity of perspectives]
No breach of Standard 4.5 [unduly favour one perspective]

	Relevant codes
	ABC Code of Practice 2019 (the ABC Code)

	Program [description]
	Fight For Planet A: Our Climate Challenge (Episode 3) [documentary]

	Date of broadcast
	25 August 2020

	Date finalised
	14 July 2021

	Type of service
	National—television

	Attachments
	A – extracts from the complaint to the ABC and the ACMA
B – extracts from the ABC’s response to the complainant and submission to the ACMA
C – relevant Code provisions and the ACMA’s approach to assessing content




Background
In March 2021, the Australian Communications and Media Authority (the ACMA) commenced an investigation under the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 (the BSA) into Fight For Planet A: Our Climate Challenge (Episode 3) (the Program). 
The Program was broadcast by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (the ABC) on 25 August 2020 at 8.30pm.
The Program was the third episode in a three-part documentary series, hosted by Craig Reucassel (the host), exploring how individual and collective carbon emissions can be reduced. 
The Program focused on the carbon footprint of the food Australians eat and how this could be reduced, by considering how certain foods are produced, with a particular focus on beef.
The ACMA received a complaint alleging that the Program was produced in a manner that unfairly and inaccurately depicted Australian cattle producers and the beef industry. The complaint raised multiple allegations that referenced the accuracy and impartiality provisions in the ABC Code. The complaint about the accuracy of the segment on land clearing, focused on an unfair depiction of the beef industry by the inclusion of out-of-date data provided by environmental organisations to the exclusion of data provided by beef industry advocates. The complaint also focused on the omission of information, particularly in regard to overall tree cover, which denied sufficient context to the discussion on land clearing. The ACMA considers that the complainant’s concerns that the program unfairly favoured certain data, and omitted contextually relevant information, were better and more appropriately addressed under the impartiality standards of the ABC Code. 
The complaint also alleged a breach of Standard 5 [fair and honest dealing]. The relevant provisions relate to how the ABC must deal with participants in ABC content and provide opportunities for a person or organisation to respond to allegations made about them. The complainant was not a participant in the Program and was not an individual or organisation against whom allegations were made in the Program. Accordingly, the ACMA has not investigated this aspect of the complaint.
Issue: Impartiality and diversity of perspectives
Standard 4
4.1 Gather and present news and information with due impartiality.
4.2 Present a diversity of perspectives so that, over time, no significant strand of thought or belief within the community is knowingly excluded or disproportionately represented.
[…]
4.5 Do not unduly favour one perspective over another.
The ACMA also takes account of the related Principles set out in the ABC Code (relevant extracts at Attachment C).
Finding
The ACMA finds that the ABC did not breach Standard 4.1, Standard 4.2 or Standard 4.5 of the ABC Code. 
Reasons
To assess compliance with Standard 4, the ACMA has considered the following: 
· contextual factors
· the ABC’s hallmarks of impartiality. 
The principles underpinning the ABC’s impartiality obligations, which include a range of ‘hallmarks’ for impartiality (listed in Attachment C) do not operate as a checklist but rather inform the way in which the ABC must discharge its obligation to gather and present information impartially. These principles also assist news, current affairs and factual content producers in making considered editorial judgements about the nature of the content they produce, and the context in which it appears.
[bookmark: _Hlk68857675]Under the ABC Code, impartiality does not require that every perspective receives equal time, nor that every facet of every argument is presented within a single program. A relevant factor in assessing the impartiality of content is the likely audience expectations of the content, and a program that presents a perspective that is opposed by a particular person or group is not inherently partial.
Whether a breach of the ABC Code has occurred will depend on the themes in the program, any editorial comment, the overall presentation of the story, and the circumstances in which the program was prepared and broadcast.
The complaint alleged that the Program was biased and lacked sufficient context for the audience to understand the role of beef production and land clearing in climate change, demonstrated by:
· The selection and presentation of information about land clearing, by using out-of-date and inaccurate data that lacked sufficient context. 
· [bookmark: _Hlk71880497][bookmark: _Hlk68687461]Unduly favouring the perspective that a disproportionate amount of tree cover has been cleared for beef production – by featuring the Wilderness Society and omitting beef industry wide initiatives for environmental protection.
The complaint also alleged that the ABC lacked impartiality by:
· Failing to broadcast programs directed toward a metropolitan audience that covered the climate work undertaken by the beef industry.
These three issues are addressed below against the impartiality standards in the ABC Code. Before undertaking this assessment, the ACMA considers relevant contextual factors and what the ordinary reasonable viewer would have understood the Program to have conveyed.
Contextual factors
The ABC Code requires news and information to be gathered with ‘due’ impartiality and not to ‘unduly’ favour one perspective over another. The inclusion of the words ‘due’ and ‘unduly’ recognises that news and information programs will differ in their nature, often have a core subject focus but touch on related matters and have formats that create differing associated audience expectations. The extent to which the inclusion of certain information or perspectives will be necessary to meet the ABC Code’s impartiality and perspective obligations may differ having regard to the nature of a program, whether the issue of concern is core to its focus and the associated likely expectations of the audience.


The ABC has submitted that the Program:
… is framed as a point-of-view documentary series, and POV documentary affords content-makers greater opportunity for individual and creative expression. The series features first-person narration along with Craig’s signature style of presentation and a personal, participatory approach to the subject; these factors help to establish audience expectations and guide viewer engagement with the series.
The program was a Point of View documentary (POV). The POV style provides the host with greater opportunity to be more informal in their manner and more interactive with program participants, compared to a traditional style of documentary, where an unseen voice guides the viewer. 
The POV style can and must still meet the requirements of Standard 4.1 of the ABC Code. That is, the style of program does not absolve the ABC from ensuring that the programs it broadcasts comply with the ABC Code.
Whether due impartiality has been achieved in given circumstances requires consideration, in the editorial context of the Program, of all relevant factors. These contextual factors are considered below.
The Program featured a number of segments that included:
· An interactive outdoor demonstration in which members of the public ranked different foods by estimating the quantity of greenhouse gases that each produced. 
· A challenge for the 5 households (who had been participating in an experiment throughout the series to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions), to change their diets and eat less red meat. 
· Examination of the production of methane by cattle and how this could be reduced by feeding cattle red seaweed. 
· The effect of extreme weather events caused by climate change, including interviewing farmers from the Granite belt region of Queensland to discuss the effects of the drought on food production. 
· Analysis of the effect of land clearing (predominantly in the context of clearing land for cattle production), featuring a discussion with a representative from the Wilderness Society and showing, through the use of an umbrella demonstration, how much land is cleared every second in Australia.
· A visit to a farm in Victoria that was asserted to be carbon neutral and an interview with the owner and his family about how they have achieved carbon neutrality.
· A visit to a primary school featured in an earlier episode to see how the school was tracking in its goal to reduce its carbon footprint.
· The results of the experiment with the 5 households who had been trying to reduce their carbon footprint across the 3 episodes with regard to energy, transport and food consumption.
[bookmark: _Hlk71884624]The ordinary reasonable viewer would have understood the purpose and editorial context of the Program was to explore the means available to ordinary Australians to reduce their carbon footprint and a ‘call to action’ encouraging Australians to take up these steps. The ordinary reasonable viewer would also have understood a particular focus of the Program was on the reported carbon footprint of the food Australians eat and an assessment of how individual action, in the form of changing diets, can reduce household carbon emissions.
This was evident by the range of topics discussed and the use of a series of emotive and illustrative demonstrations designed to encourage viewers to take action. These included a street-side guessing competition about greenhouse gas emissions, an exploding methane balloon, an umbrella demonstration about land clearing and balloons lifting a model house to indicate amounts of household greenhouse gas emissions.
While the Program clearly takes the view that climate change and carbon emissions are serious matters, the ACMA considers the ordinary reasonable viewer would have understood from the way the Program was framed and presented over its three episodes that it was not an in-depth investigative report about the relative causes of carbon emissions, land clearing or the beef industry. 
The ACMA’s assessment
The ACMA has assessed whether the broadcast complied with the requirements of Standard 4 by demonstrating due impartiality, not unduly favouring one perspective over another and whether a diversity of perspectives were presented over time.
Standard 4.1: Gather and present news and information with due impartiality 
Standard 4.1 requires the ABC to ‘gather and present news and information with due impartiality’. Inclusion of the word ‘due’ indicates an element of flexibility depending on the particular context.
The selection and presentation of information about land clearing
The complaint alleged that information in the Program about land clearing was inaccurate. In particular, the complaint raised concerns that this part of the Program relied on out-of-date data, which was based on repealed Queensland legislation, and lacked context as it only discussed land clearing without discussing overall net increases in vegetation cover.
As noted at the beginning of this report, the ACMA considered the various allegations about the inaccuracy of the land clearing segment were better addressed under the impartiality provisions in the ABC Code.
The program explored the carbon footprint of the food Australians eat and how this could be reduced. The Program identified beef as responsible for the most greenhouse gas emissions across a range of foods commonly eaten by Australians. Given this premise, it was relevant to consider why beef was responsible for producing the most greenhouse gas emissions. In this context, the Program provided information on methane production from cattle and land clearing, which were identified as two main causes of carbon emissions in the beef industry. 
The portion of the Program specifically dedicated to land clearing included a sequence lasting approximately 9 minutes. This was comprised of archival footage of trees being torn down by a bulldozer dragging a chain (chain clearing). The host then conducted an interview with a spokesperson from the Wilderness Society, who presented information about land clearing drawn from a Wilderness Society report. This was recorded inside a car during a road trip to an agricultural property in North Queensland where land clearing had reportedly occurred. Drone footage was shown of the extent of large-scale clearing on the property and the two discussed the possible purpose of the clearing.
The Program then used a public performance by 70 volunteers alongside the Yarra River in Melbourne, rapidly closing green umbrellas (simulating a forest) in unison, to demonstrate the rate at which land is cleared across Australia. 
Having raised land clearing as a problem resulting in increased greenhouse emissions, the Program then presented a proposed solution by visiting a cattle and sheep farm in Victoria, which claimed to have achieved carbon neutrality by planting large numbers of trees and using rotational grazing techniques to rest soil for long periods.
The selection of information about land clearing
The currency of the data used 
The complaint to the ACMA stated:
[…] the ABC is saying it felt it more relevant to present one-sided, poorly researched, and outdated data instead of what was happening and being measured within the beef industry. The data used by the ABC had been interpreted by a partisan environmental organisation. It is widely and commonly known, and the ABC would be aware, that the Wilderness Society has a particular perspective on these matters and despite this, made no effort to balance the claims until production had substantially concluded.
[…]
The data period used covers a timeframe in which the Queensland State Government under […] brought in significantly liberalised changes to that state’s land clearing legislative framework. This legislation was repealed two years prior to the airing of the program, yet it was presented as the show presented this fact as though it had only just happened. 
[…]
[bookmark: _Hlk69482538]While the ACMA acknowledges that the Wilderness Society is likely to take a particular stance, in regard to land clearing, this does not necessarily mean that the use of data from the Wilderness Society report meant the program lacked due impartiality. The effect of including a representative from the Wilderness Society in the program is discussed below under Standard 4.5. According to the ABC, the information presented in the Program and sourced from the Wilderness Society report was largely based on the Queensland Statewide Landcover and Trees Study Summary Report: 2016–17 and 2017–18 (the SLATS Report).[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0031/91876/landcover-change-in-queensland-2016-17-and-2017-18.pdf] 

The ABC also submitted:
With respect to the Wilderness Society report, the program team notes that this was clearly attributed to the Wilderness Society and that ‘viewers were provided with appropriate context to judge those claims for themselves’. With respect to the Queensland SLATS report, … this is a credible state government source... 
[…] the ‘umbrella stunt’ in this program was based on estimates provided by […], a conservation scientist with the World Wildlife Fund who also teaches conservation policy at the University of Queensland. The program team has also provided the breakdown for this estimate, which relied on a range of credible state and federal government sources, including the most recently published SLATS report as well as the most recently published LULUCF Activity Table from the Australian government’s National Greenhouse Gas Inventory (https://ageis.climatechange.gov.au/QueryAppendixTable.aspx). This estimate was also cross-checked with the University of New South Wales’ School of Biological, Earth and Environmental Sciences.
[…] the sources used in the segment are current and reflect the most recently published government data on these matters. We also consider that the program provided appropriate context to ensure that viewers were aware of changes to land clearing laws, with Craig noting that ‘Historically, Queensland clears more land than the rest of the states put together. But now the Queensland government has tightened their land clearing laws, hopefully this will see a change’. 
The complainant submitted that the SLATS Report presented out of date information reflecting a period when state law allowed much higher clearing rates, prior to a legislation change in May 2018. 
The complainant also submitted that the Program should have used more recent information from the Australian Beef Sustainability Annual Update 2020 (the ABSF Update)[footnoteRef:3] and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development - Land Cover Change Statistics (OECD data).[footnoteRef:4] [3:  https://www.sustainableaustralianbeef.com.au/globalassets/beef-sustainability/documents/25849-absf-2020-annual-update_web-2.pdf]  [4:  https://data.oecd.org/biodiver/land-cover-change.htm#indicator-chart] 

The ACMA notes that the ABSF Update does not expressly refer to land clearing but does provide statistics for national woody cover loss (national forest loss and national woodland cover loss) for the period 2017-2018. The OECD data covers percentages for vegetation loss (including tree cover, grassland, wetland, shrubland and sparse vegetation[footnoteRef:5]) for the period 2004-2018. To the extent that the ABSF Update and OECD data deal with land clearing, it is not apparent how the information they contained was more recent than the 2017-2018 information in the SLATS report. [5:  https://data.oecd.org/biodiver/land-cover-change.htm#indicator-chart ] 

Relevantly to the topic of the segment, the SLATS report focuses specifically on land clearing that is ‘the result of ‘anthropogenic (ie. human) removal of vegetation’.[footnoteRef:6] While the levels of land clearing in Queensland may have reduced since the SLATS Report, the SLATS Report with 2016-2017 and 2017-2018 data was the most recently published version of that Queensland government report available at the time of broadcast.  [6:  https://www.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0032/91877/statewide-landcover-trees-study-overview-methods.pdf ] 

The Program host acknowledged ‘historically Queensland clears more land than the rest of the states combined, but now the Queensland government has tightened their land clearing, hopefully this will see a change’. The ACMA considers that, given this statement, the ordinary reasonable viewer would understand that the statistics quoted during the discussion on land clearing would have reflected the situation under the then recently repealed legislation and that the situation may have since improved.
The ACMA acknowledges that there are varied and contending sources of information on tree cover loss. However, as the discussion on land clearing was framed around Queensland, the ACMA believes that the Program did not lack impartiality as it relied on the most recently published Queensland government information on land clearing, as well as other credible academic sources and government reports.
Omission of information regarding vegetation coverage to offset tree loss
The complaint to the ABC stated:
The ABC and […] were provided with OECD source information showing vegetation cover in Australia had increased between 2004 and 2015 […]
The ABC responded to the complaint:
There was no editorial requirement to include industry data from the Australian Beef Sustainability Framework concerning tree cover on grazed agricultural lands; nor was there any requirement for the program to examine the OECD’s Land cover change data. The segment was focussed on land clearing and deforestation; there was no requirement to also examine net changes to tree cover […]. 
The ACMA acknowledges the complainant’s assertion that increased vegetation cover offsets the impact of land clearing and therefore discussion of vegetation cover provides context to the overall impact of land clearing. 
The ACMA also acknowledges that while state-wide and nationwide data was referenced in consideration of land clearing, the Program did not include data about national vegetation cover.
However, as stated previously, the ACMA does not consider that the Program’s premise was an investigative report on land clearing or changes in vegetation. Rather, the editorial context of the Program was an exploration of how ordinary Australians could experiment with changes to their diet in order to reduce their carbon footprint.
The ACMA also notes that the requirement in the ABC Code is not for absolute ‘balance’, as the principles accompanying the impartiality standards do not require that every perspective receives equal time, nor that every facet of every argument is presented within a single program.
The Program included a segment where the host visited a carbon neutral farm in Victoria, where the carbon released through the production of meat was offset by the carbon absorbed through planting of large numbers of trees and using rotational grazing techniques to rest soil. The segment discussed in detail the tree planting efforts undertaken on the property and the carbon reductions this had created, providing an on-farm example of how carbon neutral beef can be produced.
While the presentation of this real-life example was not accompanied by statistics about national vegetation cover, given the context of the Program, the ACMA considers that it was sufficient to achieve due impartiality under the ABC Code. 
Portrayal of cleared land on a property in North Queensland
The host and a Wilderness Society representative visited an agricultural property in North Queensland where significant land clearing had occurred. The complaint raised concerns that the Program incorrectly stated what this land was used for, when the:
… presenter claimed a 32,000-hectare site on […] … was being cleared for cattle or production of cattle fodder. 
The ABC responded to the complaint:
[…] this segment was not intended to expose the practices of any particular farm or company. We did not name the property, and we did not assert that what was growing was definitely sorghum, merely that it looked like it could be, and that it is commonly used as fodder for cattle. 
While the ACMA agrees that the Program did not state definitively that sorghum was grown on the land – rather that it was ‘probably sorghum’ but ‘it is hard to tell from this height’ – the ACMA also notes that the property was used as a powerful visual exemplar of large-scale land clearing. The drone footage of the cleared land was used to show what cleared land looks like. 
However, the ACMA accepts that the property’s inclusion in the Program did not mean the program lacked due impartiality, on the basis of the ABC’s submission that the owner of the property had stated in 2015 that the land clearing was for ‘predominantly sorghum’.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  https://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-06-04/queensland-government-steps-in-to-stop-olive-vale-land-clearing/6521928 ] 

In the context of a program which considered the carbon footprint of the food Australians eat, and which assessed how experimenting with diet could reduce household carbon emissions, whether sorghum was being grown on the particular land at the time the footage was taken, did not affect the impartiality of the program.
Omission of information about remnant versus non-remnant clearing
The complaint stated: 
The program failed to distinguish between remnant and non-remnant clearing.
[…]
The program chose to sensationalise legal practices under superseded legislation, and never clarified that such practices were only permitted for high value agricultural purposes.
The ABC responded to the complaint:
This wasn’t a program all about land clearing, where distinctions around remnant versus non-remnant vegetation might have been relevant to include and explore; it was a program about reducing Australia’s carbon footprint. […] audience members would be aware that this was not a specialist program on land clearing, and would not expect this level of detail in the segment. Moreover, we consider that audience members would be aware that land clearing may involve vegetation of different types, value or significance.
[…]
There was no requirement for the program to ‘clarify’ or examine guidelines around high value agriculture in order to meet the ABC’s accuracy standard; this was not material to the program or its focus.
The ACMA acknowledges the complainant’s statement that non-remnant land clearing can assist in ‘maintenance of farmland where encroachments such as weeds and scrub are removed, to maintain production levels’ and stopping clearing such vegetation could lead to significant problems with noxious plants and weeds.
However, the ACMA considers that, in the context of a program, which was not exclusively about land clearing, the absence of broader considerations of land management, such as the differences between remnant and non-remnant vegetation or high value agricultural purposes, did not result in the program lacking impartiality.


The presentation of information regarding land clearing
The presentation style of the host and the use of emotive language
The complaint to the ABC stated:
Mr Reucassel also used highly emotive language throughout the program
[…]
The presenter, Craig Reucassel made it clear throughout the series that this was personal to him, which we contend, could lead to emotion taking precedence over logic ….
The ABC responded to the complaint:
The ABC will at times broadcast point-of-view documentaries that offer insight into one or more perspectives on a subject. Audience members can expect that a program of this type will, to varying degrees, duly favour the ‘point of view’ from which the documentary is presented, in this case Craig Reucassel.
The ACMA notes its statements above concerning the interaction of the POV style of the Program and impartiality. The ACMA reiterates that the obligations of ‘due’ impartiality under the ABC Code still apply to programs presented from the perspective of the host. 
Under the ABC Code, assessing impartiality requires consideration of the likely audience expectations of the content. Audience expectations can be influenced by the style of the individual host, where that approach is clear to the audience. In this instance, it would have been clear to the audience that the host’s casual style made him a much more integral part of the Program than otherwise would have been the case had he presented a more traditional objective-style investigative program.
The ACMA also notes that the segment on land clearing used emotive language. The host used expressive terms and phrases such as ‘wow’, ‘that’s extraordinary’, and ‘shocking to see in person’ when discussing land clearing with the Wilderness Society representative. Likewise, when talking to people in the street during the umbrella ‘demonstration’, the Program included statements such as ‘you could cry for it’ and ‘makes you feel sick’ from members of the public.
However, the ACMA also notes that the use of emotive language was not limited to the discussion regarding land clearing. The host used expressive terms throughout the program, as part of his presentation style, including during his visit to the carbon neutral farm in Victoria, where he states, ‘760 trees in one day … are you kidding me’, ‘over a million, that’s insane’, ‘amazing’. 
The emotive language was often framed in the negative when describing the ‘problems’ that were set up in the program and often framed in the positive when referring to the ‘solutions’ that were explored. The tone of this language was in keeping with the style and presentation of the program and did not impact the due impartiality required under the ABC Code. 
Consequently, given the audience expectations and because it would have been clear to the viewer that the Program was not a traditional investigative report, the ACMA does not consider that the presentation style of the host or the use of emotive language caused the Program to lack due impartiality under the ABC Code.
Chain clearing footage
The complaint raised concerns about the footage of chain clearing used in the program:
The ABC used land clearing vision of trees being pulled down on […], Queensland in 2015 which does not reflect the nature of how land in that state is cleared today […] We contend this vision was used for dramatic effect in disregard to the fact it would mislead audiences to the nature of current land management practices […] the ABC also failed to acknowledge they were showing vision provided by the Wilderness Society.
The ABC responded to the complaint:
[…] We clearly dated this footage 2015, and regularly use footage from a variety of sources that is legally licensed. It was presented during a segment with a Wilderness Society interviewee and was therefore clearly in context with the discussion.
The ACMA acknowledges that the aerial footage of a bulldozer dragging a chain and pulling down trees, was visually dramatic. 
The footage was shown three times in the context of a discussion with the Wilderness Society representative and the first time shown, it was clearly labelled ‘Archive Vision 2015’ for 5 seconds. It was followed by the host stating ‘but now the Queensland government has tightened their land clearing laws’.
The ACMA considers adequate context was provided to the footage, with the labelling and statements made by the host.
The ACMA does not consider that it is an indication of a lack of impartiality that the Program used footage from the recent past (and labelled as such when first shown). The Program was not a detailed exploration of land clearing techniques. The footage was used to emphasise the scale of land clearing and demonstrate the rapidity with which large areas of land have been cleared of tree cover. 
Discussion and footage of native animals
The complaint to the ACMA stated:
Mr Reucassel made a point of mentioning the ‘native animals that are killed or left homeless by land clearing’. The ABC would be aware that these comments are emotive for some viewers so a counter comment about the positive work the industry is doing to preserve and enhance biodiversity is warranted.  
Impartiality is determined by considering the overall presentation of the Program. The ACMA notes the portrayal of harm to native animals lasted for a relatively short time (approximately 35 seconds) in a segment about land management in beef production which lasted for a total of approximately 15 minutes in a one-hour program.
The ACMA acknowledges that referring to the ‘native animals that are killed or left homeless by land clearing’ while showing footage of a koala looking for a tree and an injured wombat, was emotive. Although habitat loss and injury were presented as the outcomes of chain clearing practices, this discussion appears tangential to a presentation on greenhouse gas emissions. 
The ACMA also notes the complainant’s submission that the footage was not contextualised by work undertaken by the beef industry to enhance biodiversity.
However, while the portrayal was emotive, the footage was brief. Consequently, the ACMA considers that, in the context of the overall program, the discussion and footage of native animals did not cause the Program, overall, to lack due impartiality. 
[bookmark: _Hlk69139955]Accordingly, for this reason and for the others outlined above, the ACMA finds that the ABC did not breach Standard 4.1 of the ABC Code.
Standard 4.5: Do not unduly favour one perspective over another 
Standard 4.5 requires the ABC to ‘not unduly favour one perspective over another’. 
As noted above, the complainant was concerned that the Program was biased and lacked sufficient context by unduly favouring the perspective that a disproportionate amount of tree cover was being cleared for beef production. Further, that this favouring was given effect through the inclusion of the Wilderness Society and the omission of beef industry-wide initiatives for environmental protection.   
The complaint to the ABC stated:
… the program failed to explain the gains already made by the beef industry to lower emissions or acknowledge the wider body of crucial work and investment currently being undertaken.
[…]
The program devoted significant time to the Wilderness Society, while excluding input from the beef cattle industry from the broadcast.
The complaint to the ACMA conceded that while large parts of the program were balanced, the ABC:
… has a responsibility to provide balance to all its claims. It is also misleading when some parts of the program are more balanced than others.
The complainant provided a list of industry-wide initiatives and achievements that it considered should have been referred to in the program, including a commitment and pathway to becoming carbon neutral by 2030; the lowering of emissions by 57% since 2005; and engagement in a biodiversity stewardship program to improve on-farm biodiversity.
The ABC responded to the complaint:
Given the fact that farmer […] claims to engage in carbon-neutral farming, we consider that his was an appropriate and relevant cattle and sheep industry perspective to include in the program.
The ABC submitted to the ACMA:
A segment featuring Professor […] explained why cattle and other livestock produce methane, and the quantities associated with Australian production.  This was followed by a segment featuring Associate Professor […] from the University of the Sunshine Coast, who is working with the CSIRO to develop a potential solution to the problem of methane production using seaweed.
[…]
The program also highlighted the negative impact of farming techniques – specifically deforestation – associated with beef production.  However, it also showcased an alternative approach to farming which not only claims to be carbon neutral, but also to increase farm productivity and yield.  Farmer […] told the program his business had achieved carbon neutrality by planting trees, adopting different soil management techniques and implementing rotational grazing.    
As stated above, the Program identified beef to be responsible for the largest greenhouse gas emissions across a range of foods. Given this premise, it was legitimate for the Program to explore why this was so, which it did by examining large scale land clearing as one of two major sources of beef’s carbon emissions.
Under Standard 4.5 impartiality requires that one perspective is not unduly favoured over another. Consequently, it is possible under the ABC Code to favour a perspective provided the perspective is not unduly favoured; that is, excessively, inappropriately, improperly or unjustifiably.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  See https://www.macquariedictionary.com.au, accessed 17 May 2021. ] 

The ACMA acknowledges that the Program was presenting the proposition that a disproportionate amount of land was being cleared for beef production and that this contributed to a large carbon footprint for beef. The question for the ACMA is whether this perspective was presented in a way that meant it was unduly favoured. Whether a perspective is ‘unduly’ favoured will depend on a number of factors including the overall context of the program and the likely audience expectations of the content.
The ACMA notes the Wilderness Society is a known environmental advocacy organisation that actively campaigns on the issue of land clearing.[footnoteRef:9] The ACMA also notes that while the land clearing segment was presented by an advocacy group, previous topics, such as the segment on methane emissions, had used scientists to present relevant information.    [9:  See https://www.wilderness.org.au/work/deforestation, accessed 20 May 2021.] 

The question for the ACMA is whether using a representative from the Wilderness Society to deliver information about land clearing resulted in a program that unduly favoured one perspective over another. 
The ACMA has noted above under Standard 4.1, that it does not consider that the information presented during the land clearing segment caused the Program to lack impartiality, on the basis that the information was sourced from credible government and academic sources. 
The ACMA has also stated that the context of the Program was the consideration of the greenhouse gas emissions resulting from the food Australians eat and an assessment of how experimentation with diet could reduce household carbon emissions. The Program, which featured a 9-minute segment on land clearing in an hour-long program, was not a detailed investigative report on land clearing and included perspectives on a range of relevant topics from scientists, farmers, school students and householders, in addition to the Wilderness Society.
The ACMA considered the complaint that the reference to positive land management work being undertaken by the beef industry was presented by an individual farming family and not by an industry advocacy organisation. It was presented as an atypical example from a specific geographical area with the farmer said to be ‘ahead of the pack’. The ACMA acknowledges that the experience of the Victorian beef and sheep farmer was not presented with national or state-wide relevance or statistical information of the sort that was presented in support of the perspective that an excessive amount of tree cover has been cleared for beef production. 
However, the farm in Victoria provided information from a person working in the beef industry who had attained carbon neutrality by growing a large number of trees, sequestering carbon through soil management techniques, and implementing rotational grazing. This was a counterpoint to the negative portrayal of wide scale land clearing practices as it offered an alternative to land management in the beef industry that involved planting trees rather than clearing them. While not presented as an industry-typical example, the success of the farm in increasing productivity while reducing carbon emissions, through planting trees, when combined with the earlier segment on reducing methane production by feeding cattle red seaweed, indicated to the viewer that there were practical innovations being developed within the beef production industry that offset the impact of land clearing and indicated that the carbon footprint of beef could be reduced in the future. 
Noting the above, given the nature of the program and given the context of the program was not a detailed investigative report about land management practices in agriculture, the ACMA considers that the Program did not unduly favour one perspective over another, consistent with the requirements under the ABC Code. 
Accordingly, the ACMA finds that the ABC did not breach standard 4.5 of the ABC Code.
Standard 4.2: Present a diversity of perspectives 
The complaint to the ACMA stated:
The ABC has never covered the substantially important climate work undertaken by the beef industry for a metropolitan audience. The ABC has instead made the editorial decision that this is a rural reporting matter, despite the fact it has significant implications for the wider community.
[…]
Metropolitan coverage of the environmental impact of beef is wildly unbalanced and consequently, the ABC is systematically leaving most Australians with the impression the beef industry is bad for the planet and nothing is being done. 
The ABC submitted to the ACMA:
While we submit that the program itself included an appropriate diversity of perspectives, standard 4.2 is not limited to consideration of a single program and compliance is assessed by looking to the range of perspectives presented across the ABC’s content. Across its platforms and services, the ABC has provided ongoing coverage of the beef industry’s efforts to address concerns about the environmental impact of beef, presenting a range of perspectives.
[bookmark: _Hlk76046754]Under the ABC Code there is no requirement that perspectives be presented to a metropolitan audience. The ABC provided 6 examples of programs broadcast on radio or television to a national audience. The ACMA considers 4 of the broadcasts include a range of perspectives that are relevant to this investigation: 
· RN Breakfast, 23 May 2019, ‘Australia's biggest cattle company pledges to lead sustainable beef production’
· Landline, 8 June 2019, ‘Carbon Neutral Beef: Red meat producers are going carbon neutral but what does that mean?’
· AM, 8 June 2019, ‘Making our red meat industry green’
· AM, 9 August 2019, ‘Beef industry responds to UN climate report’
The ABC also submitted that a response from a beef industry advocate organisation (the Cattle Council) was made available online on the ABC iview website[footnoteRef:10], directly below the link to the Program, which also included responses to the Cattle Council’s comments from a representative of the World Wildlife Fund. The ABC also provided a number of examples of online reportage which it claimed provided ongoing coverage of the beef industry’s efforts to address concerns about the environmental impact of beef, including two that covered the 2017 beef sustainability plan at the time of its launch.  [10:  https://www.abc.net.au/tv/pdf/Fight_For_Planet_A_Our_Climate_Challenge_Episode_3_Response.pdf ] 

The ABC Code does not contain any qualifiers or other guidance to indicate how the requirement in Standard 4.2 that the ABC present a diversity of perspectives ‘over time’ was intended to operate. In interpreting that provision, the ACMA considers that, while the ABC may achieve this standard by presenting diverse perspectives beyond a specific program, it must also consider the audience or likely audience experience of the broadcast. This follows from the fact that the ABC Code itself is expected to provide guidance to the audience on what it should expect from the ABC. It is relevant for the ABC to consider such factors as the audience demographic, and the broadcast medium (eg. television, radio or online) as it seeks to achieve the required standard. To this end, the ACMA considers that looking at ‘over time’ will generally involve consideration of what broadcast material has been made available on the relevant topic, over what period it was made available, as well as the target audience for that material. 
The topic of the broadcast will also be relevant.  For some matters which are ‘of their day’, a tighter reading of ‘over time’ may be warranted than for broadcasts on topics of longer term or enduring relevance.
In this instance, the ACMA considers that the broadcast was fundamentally about climate change and the actions individuals and communities could take to counter its effects. The ACMA acknowledges that the issue of food consumption and its relationship with climate change has been an issue under examination and discussion for some time and will continue to be an ongoing issue. Given that, and considering the examples provided by the ABC, which indicate that it has provided perspectives from the beef industry about its climate work, to a wide audience, over time, the ACMA considers that what the ABC has done on this matter is sufficient to meet the current requirements of the ABC Code. 
Accordingly, the ACMA finds that the ABC did not breach Standard 4.2 of the ABC Code.

Attachment A
Complaint 
Extracts from the Complaint to the ABC dated 3 September 2020:
I am writing to lodge a formal complaint regarding the third edition of the ABC’s Fight for Planet ‘A’: Our climate challenge hosted by Craig Reucassel, which aired on Tuesday 25 August 2020 at 8:30 pm. [The complainant] consider[s] the program was produced in a manner that unfairly and inaccurately depicted Australian cattle producers and the beef industry. 
The way the program was produced does not stand up to the public’s expectation of informed and balanced journalism, nor is it in keeping with the ABC’s Code of Conduct. 
By deliberately excluding [the beef] industry’s credentials on biodiversity, presenting incorrect and misleading information, and preventing any fair opportunity to respond to serious allegations brought forward by the program, the ABC has exposed [the beef] industry and its 46,000 beef producers to potential financial, economic, social and reputational damage. 
[…]
There are five key elements to this complaint: 
1. Industry was not approached to help inform the program until production had been completed. This meant the program depended on assumptions, making it prone to bias and ultimately led to audiences being denied sufficient context or accurate information. 
2. The program used out-of-date and inaccurate data. CCA [Cattle Council of Australia] and the Australian Beef Sustainability Framework provided up-to-date numbers from independent and world-leading sources that use state of the art technology; however, this was ignored for the broadcast program. 
3. The producers of the program did not give industry the opportunity to respond to any direct allegations regarding its impact on biodiversity. Conversely, the producers provided industry’s response in full to environmental groups they had engaged with so these parties could respond to industry comments in detail. This allowed those environmental groups to attack [the beef] industry unchecked, while the beef industry was given extremely limited opportunity to respond, despite several requests for more information. We also contend posting [a beef industry] response in a document in iView does not constitute a fair right of response, particularly when the program did not refer to the existence of that document. 
4. The program attacked cattle production and the beef industry for land clearing and deforestation, rather than addressing policy issues of concern. This has the potential to cause substantial damage to [the beef] industry, as it was portrayed that the industry was doing something wrong or illegal. […] was not made aware that the responses […] made via email to the producers of the program would be published online in their entirety, including information given as background. 
5. Despite being provided with all the relevant information, the program failed to explain the gains already made by the beef industry to lower emissions or acknowledge the wider body of crucial work and investment currently being undertaken – including the formation and delivery of the Australian Beef Sustainability Framework and the industry target to be carbon neutral by 2030. 
[…]
The presenter, Craig Reucassel made it clear throughout the series that this was personal to him, which we contend, could lead to emotion taking precedence over logic, and which should have been held to a higher level of editorial scrutiny.
[…]
Accuracy standards 
2.1 Make reasonable efforts to ensure that material facts are accurate and presented in context. 
The ABC failed to make a reasonable effort to ensure facts were accurate and presented in context. Production on the program took place as early as 2018, as evidenced by the interview with the Wilderness Society spokesperson who referred to clearing ‘last year’. The report that this segment referred to was 2018, indicating production on this project started no later than some time in 2019. Despite undertaking significant production work months ago, and possibly more than a year in advance, the ABC and its affiliate, […], did not contact red meat industry representatives until July 2020. Despite significant willingness to work with the ABC and […], the red meat industry’s substantial input was left out of the program entirely, despite it providing important context to the impact our industry has on biodiversity. 
Additional information was disregarded for the broadcast program. This included information on the accuracy of data, offsets to tree loss, the outdated nature of the report being used and up to date information on current land clearing in Australia. The land clearing information industry provided used the best available science from world-leading, independent, and reputable organisations such as NASA, CSIRO and Geoscience Australia. This data had been gathered over an extended period (since 1988) to observe longer-term trends that do show an increase in woody cover over the whole of Australia. These longer terms trends have validity. 
The ABC and […] were provided with OECD source information showing vegetation cover in Australia had increased between 2004 and 2015 while other developed countries such as the United States and Canada had seen an overall vegetation loss in that time and countries such as New Zealand had seen a much smaller percentage increase in vegetation cover. Despite being provided with this information, […] and the ABC proceeded with the claim that Australia cleared far more land than any other developed country and gave no further context or clarification to this claim. 
The ABC and […] failed to distinguish between ‘remnant’ and ‘non-remnant’ clearing. This is significant as ‘non-remnant clearing’ refers to the maintenance of farmland where encroachments such as weeds and scrub are removed, to maintain production levels. This was explained to, and accepted by […]; however, it was ignored for the broadcast program. 
The ABC ignored the fact the data in the Wilderness Society report had severe limitations. The data was collected by the state government, which acknowledges these limitations. […] and the ABC were informed of this and were provided evidence. 
Despite acknowledging the Wilderness Society report reflected a period when state law allowed much higher clearing rates, the program still presented figures that were more than two years old, as though they were current, in a stunt on the streets of Melbourne.
Queensland was the focus of much of this segment; however, the program chose to sensationalise legal practices under superseded legislation, and never clarified that such practices were only permitted for high value agricultural purposes. The state’s Vegetation Management Act 1999 was amended on 9 May 2018 so that clearing of remnant native vegetation for high-value agriculture is no longer a permitted purpose. Furthermore, clearing of remnant vegetation for pasture/grazing purposes was never within the definition of high-value agriculture under the previous legislation. 
The ABC and […] did not account for biodiversity gains, despite being handed independently verified data showing tree cover on beef production land had increased in 2019-20. 
The ABC ignored the fact Australia’s beef producers are engaged with the Commonwealth’s Agriculture Biodiversity Stewardship Program through the National Farmers’ Federation, despite acknowledging this to the industry when they made contact. 
Mr Reucassel also used highly emotive language throughout the program. For example, he said beef had ‘by far’ the largest carbon footprint. This was despite the fact such statements contradicted his own stunt, where he made it clear imported fresh fruit and vegetables had the largest carbon footprint. 
2.2 Do not present factual content in a way that will materially mislead the audience. In some cases, this may require appropriate labels or other explanatory information. 
The ABC used land-clearing vision of trees being pulled down on […], Queensland in 2015 which does not reflect the nature of how land in that state is cleared today. This vision was dated 2015 briefly (a few seconds), in white on the first occasion it was used, which was difficult to see. It was subsequently used without being dated and the presenter did not put it in context. We contend this vision was used for dramatic effect in disregard to the fact it would mislead audiences to the nature of current clearing practices. The vision came from the Wilderness Society and was never presented to the industry or a government agency for verification. […] and the ABC also failed to acknowledge they were showing vision provided by the Wilderness Society. 
The presenter claimed a 32,000-hectare site on […], Queensland was being cleared for cattle or production of cattle fodder. This was incorrect. Land clearing in Queensland has only ever been approved for high-value or irrigated high-value agriculture, and beef production has never been regarded as high-value agriculture. 
The producers of the show could have obtained the clearing approval for that site through the Queensland Government, which shows the application to clear that land in 2015 was for sorghum, rice, maize and soybeans. The show asserted the site was being used to grow sorghum for cattle fodder, without any evidence of that being the case, and failed to acknowledge sorghum is used in grain and cereal products for human consumption, as well as diet formulations for a range of animal species. 
Impartiality and diversity of perspectives 
4.2 Present a diversity of perspectives so that, over time, no significant strand of thought or belief within the community is knowingly excluded or disproportionately represented. 
The program devoted significant time to the Wilderness Society, while excluding input from the beef cattle industry from the broadcast. 
The following was excluded from the episode, despite the fact CCA informed […] and the ABC of the following, and provided evidence to substantiate it: 
· The Australian Red Meat Industry has a commitment and pathway to becoming carbon neutral by 2030 and has taken significant steps to do so. 
· The beef industry has reduced carbon emissions by 57% since the baseline year of 2005. 
· The Australian Red Meat Industry is actively engaged through NFF in the Commonwealth’s world-leading biodiversity stewardship program, to improve biodiversity on-farm. 
· Through the Australian Beef Sustainability Framework, the Australian Beef Industry regularly and publicly reports against a range of sustainability measures, which demonstrate trends over time. 
· In the past year, the Australian Beef Industry manages 65% of its farmland for environmental outcomes, as reported in the most recent ASBF update. 
· In the past year, the Australian Beef Industry has seen an increase in on-farm carbon sequestration, as reported in the most recent ASBF update. 
· In the past year, the Australian Beef Industry has seen a net increase in tree cover on rural land, as reported in the most recent ASBF update. 
· The Wilderness Society Report used data that was unable to determine forest cover gains as the satellite imagery can only detect changes of 30m or more. 
4.5 Do not unduly favour one perspective over another. 
[…] and the ABC presented an extended interview with a spokesperson from the Wilderness Society on the matter, to the exclusion of all other stakeholders – including the beef cattle industry. The unqualified allegations made by the Wilderness Society spokesperson were never put to the beef industry directly, rather CCA was asked to respond to the report (before seeing the allegations). 
Fair and honest dealing 
5.1 Participants in ABC content should normally be informed of the general nature of their participation. 
The ABC and […] never informed CCA or MLA that the industry’s contribution could be discarded in favour of another party. 
5.3 Where allegations are made about a person or organisation, make reasonable efforts in the circumstances to provide a fair opportunity to respond. 
While the ABC and […] asked for a response from industry (after production was completed) it was never concerning direct allegations. Also, the ABC and […] chose not to run the industry’s response to questions around land clearing and biodiversity loss, by which they voided our opportunity to respond. 
[…]
[The ACMA also notes that the complaint to the ABC included a number of emails between beef advocate organisations and the producers of the Program. These were not included in this investigation report]


Extracts of the Complaint to the ACMA dated 17 December 2020:
[…]
Complaint 1: ‘[T]he ABC … did not contact red meat industry representatives until July 2020’ and ‘the red meat industry’s substantial input was left out of the program entirely, despite it providing important context to the impact our industry has on biodiversity’. 
“The team ‘consider[ed] the [CCA’s] response in detail but did not feel it was relevant enough to the audience to be included in the show itself.” 
CCA informed the production team of the red meat industry’s world-leading plan to meet net-zero carbon emissions within a decade. This is the most progressive plan in the world, and the beef and broader red meat industry leads all other agricultural (food producing) industries in Australia in its approach. CCA’s response to the beef industry’s carbon footprint is supported by world-leading, apolitical organisations including CSIRO, NASA and the OECD.
In this statement the ABC is saying it felt it more relevant to present one-sided, poorly researched, and outdated data instead of what was happening and being measured within the beef industry. The data used by the ABC had been interpreted by a partisan environmental organisation. It is widely and commonly known, and the ABC would be aware, that the Wilderness Society has a particular perspective on these matters and despite this, made no effort to balance the claims until production had substantially concluded. 
“we did post it [CCA’s response] on the website” 
The ABC posted CCA’s response on iView – which is a television catch-up service. [The complainant] contends an audience member would not reasonably be expected to check this site for a response or further information. As such, the act of stating the claim of one side on a heavily promoted, prime time broadcast while placing the response of the other in an obscure online location does not constitute balance. 
Further, it should be noted the ABC then held CCA’s response up to further scrutiny by having WWF respond further to the points […] made. [The complainant] supports open and transparent debate, but this action sought to provide an advantage in the debate to one side, by giving that side both a significantly higher level of prominence, greater level of consultation and exposure, and the final word on the matter. The same level of disclosure to the other side of the debate was not afforded to the beef industry, despite repeated requests by […] for more information about the views that were to be broadcast. [The complainant] contends the use of WWF was done to retrospectively provide editorial cover and served as an indirect acknowledgement by the ABC that they, in fact, failed in their editorial responsibilities. 
Complaint 2: ‘Despite being provided with … information [about increases in vegetation cover], … the ABC proceeded with the claim that Australia cleared far more land than any other developed country and gave no further context or clarification to this claim.’ 
“The program team relied on the RMIT ABC Fact Check story ‘Is Queensland clearing land as fast as Brazil?’ for this statement (https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-12-01/fact-check-queensland-land-clearingbrazilian-rainforest/9183596)” 
This fact-check was undertaken in 2017, relying on data that was gathered between 2015-16. To attempt to contest that five-year-old information should be used instead of current information from the OECD, which CCA supplied to the ABC, indicates the ABC clearly sought to pick data to suit the tone of the TV program. [The complainant] contends that selectively using retrospective information, particularly on a highly emotive issue like land clearing, is not responsible nor acceptable journalism (even in a ‘point-of-view documentary’). 
The data period used covers a timeframe in which the Queensland State Government under […] brought in significantly liberalised changes to that state’s land clearing legislative framework. This legislation was repealed two years prior to the airing of the program, yet it was presented as the show presented this fact as though it had only just happened. 
In its response, the ABC says it “consider that the program provided appropriate context to ensure that viewers were aware of changes to land clearing laws, with Craig noting that ‘Historically, Queensland clears more land than the rest of the states put together. But now the Queensland government has tightened their land clearing laws, hopefully this will see a change’”. As [the complainant] pointed out numerous times, the change had occurred more than 2 years ago, and the data being used by the ABC was not current. It is therefore inappropriate to frame this segment in a way that suggest that we are ‘hoping to see a change’ – the change and the industry moved on from the point Mr Reucassel was trying to make more than 2 years ago. Any viewer not intimately involved in the beef industry would not have come to this conclusion from watching the program. 
Complaint 3: The program ‘failed to distinguish between remnant and non-remnant clearing’. 
“Audience & Consumer Affairs agree that audience members would be aware that this was not a specialist program on land clearing and would not expect this level of detail in the segment.” 
The fact that it was not a specialist program on land clearing, does not mean that this point is not very relevant to the messaging the program was trying to convey. 
Remnant land clearing refers to the clearing of wooded forest with both significant biodiversity value and significant carbon storage capacity. 
Non-remnant land clearing refers to the maintenance of farmland and the removal of encroaching vegetation. This includes noxious plants and weeds of very low value such as poplars and prickly acacia. These plant species are damaging for the environment. 
[The complainant] also rejects the ABC’s claim it would not have been seen as a program specifically on land clearing. The program spent a substantial period on the topic of land clearing, and during this part of the program, it made only an initial reference to how this affects the carbon footprint of agricultural industries. It further made a compelling stunt on the streets of Melbourne, which engaged many people who had not been suitably educated on the matter. This simple, visual stunt created the impression that Australia lost a certain level of tree cover per second, which was inaccurate because it did not account for the fact that trees and plants are continuously growing, and revegetation is occurring. Prior to broadcast, the ABC had been informed that regrowth and revegetation meant that Australia’s national canopy was increasing and data supporting this reality had been gathered by world-leading scientific organisations including NASA, CSIRO and CIBOLabs. 
If the ABC wants to contend non-remnant land clearing should cease because it has a carbon storage capacity, then it should also explain the consequences of that. This includes loss of significant property rights, which under the constitution Australians may need to pay for. In addition, it would lead to significant problems with noxious plants and weeds which would be left to invade the Australian landscape unchecked and that would have a dire impact on native biodiversity as many of these plants have evolved to poison competitors, use substantial water volumes, shade competing plants, so they do not grow, and hurt animals (native and farmed) that try and graze them. The competition element would mean fewer native plants that provide food and shelter do not grow, further impacting on the survival of our native animal species. Important realities and complexities such as this further highlight it is irresponsible to selectively present a position on a particular industry’s relationship with land management and any associated clearing. 
Complaint 4: ‘The ABC ignored the fact the data in the Wilderness Society report had severe limitations. The data was collected by the state government, which acknowledges these limitations.’ 
“viewers were provided with appropriate context to judge those claims for themselves.” 
“With respect to the Queensland SLATS report, Audience & Consumer Affairs note that this is a credible state government source, that all data has its strengths and weaknesses, and that acknowledging the limitations of data is standard practice in research. We are satisfied it was reasonable for the program to rely on this credible source.” 
[The complainant] rejects this claim as the ABC actively decided to exclude substantial information that had been provided to them. Further, the information used was out of date, and the ABC actively decided to ignore current OECD data in favour of out-of-date SLATS data. 
Complaint 5: ‘Despite acknowledging the Wilderness Society report reflected a period when state law allowed much higher clearing rates, the program still presented figures that were more than two years old, as though they were current, in a stunt on the streets of Melbourne.’
“We are satisfied the program has demonstrated it made reasonable efforts to ensure the accuracy of this segment, and that the sources used in the segment are current and reflect the most recently published government data on these matters. We also consider that the program provided appropriate context to ensure that viewers were aware of changes to land clearing laws.” 
[The complainant] rejects this statement as the ABC is contending that it is reasonable to ignore current data over using historic data. The decision to ignore leading, current data and use historic, outdated data only is deceptive. Comments under complaint 2 also refer. 
“Craig noting that ‘Historically, Queensland clears more land than the rest of the states put together. But now the Queensland government has tightened their land clearing laws, hopefully this will see a change’.” 
[The complainant] rejects this statement as the ABC is contending a statement that makes a 2-year old change sound like a recent development is a significant deception on the public. Comments under complaint 2 refer. 
Further, the ABC was provided with up-to-date data from the OECD and the Australian Beef Sustainability Framework (produced by NASA, CSIRO and CIBO Labs) which took the newer laws into account. Instead of signalling a true and measured change, Craig Reucassel suggested that something might change, creating an impression the impact of the change was unknown when it had been measured, documented, and verified by independent experts.
Complaint 6: ‘The program chose to sensationalise legal practices under superseded legislation, and never clarified that such practices were only permitted for high-value agricultural purposes.’ 
“The fact that laws have changed does not mean it is not relevant or useful to examine land clearing that has occurred as a result of previous legislation. There was no requirement for the program to ‘clarify’ or examine guidelines around high value agriculture in order to meet the ABC’s accuracy standard; this was not material to the program or its focus.” 
This point is only true if you examine superseded land clearing laws in the context that they are no longer in place, and no longer reflect current clearing practice. The ABC presented its argument as though the new clearing laws had only just come into effect, despite that not being the case and despite the fact they had been provided credible, independently gathered, documented, and verified data that was up to date. 
Complaint 7: ‘The ABC ignored the fact Australia’s beef producers are engaged with the Commonwealth’s Agriculture Biodiversity Stewardship Program through the National Farmers’ Federation.’ 
“Audience & Consumer Affairs has noted this point of the complaint; however, we do not consider it was material to the program.” 
[The complainant] rejects this claim, as the ABC made substantial, outdated, and damaging allegations about the beef industry’s land-management practices. Further, Mr Reucassel made a point of mentioning the “native animals that are killed or left homeless by land clearing.” The ABC would be aware that these comments are emotive for some viewers so a counter comment about the positive work the industry is doing to preserve and enhance biodiversity is warranted. 
Complaint 9: ‘The ABC used land clearing vision of trees being pulled down on […], Queensland in 2015 which does not reflect the nature of how land in that state is cleared today. This vision was dated 2015 briefly (a few seconds), in white on the first occasion it was used, which was difficult to see. It was subsequently used without being dated and the presenter did not put it into context. We contend this vision was used for dramatic effect in disregard to the fact it would mislead audiences to the nature of current land management practices. The vision came from the Wilderness Society and was never presented to the industry or a government agency for verification. […] and the ABC also failed to acknowledge they were showing vision provided by the Wilderness Society.’ 
“We clearly dated this footage 2015, and regularly use footage from a variety of sources that is legally licensed.” 
[The complainant] rejects the claim that this was clear. The date flashed on the screen for a few seconds in a colour that blended in with the footage behind it. 
This footage belongs to the Wilderness Society who they also interviewed on the matter on camera, without holding the claims of the Wilderness Society to account. This constitutes a conflict of interest. 
Complaint 10: ‘The presenter claimed a 32,000-hectare site on […] was being cleared for cattle or production of cattle fodder. This was incorrect. […] The show asserted the site was being used to grow sorghum for cattle fodder, without any evidence of that being the case, and failed to acknowledge sorghum is used in grain and cereal products for human consumption, as well as diet formulations for a range of animal species.’ 
“We are satisfied there is sufficient evidence to support the program’s suggestion that land was cleared on this cattle station for the production of cattle feed, and that the program did not state as fact that the land is currently being used to grow sorghum for cattle feed.” 
[The complainant] rejects this for the following reasons: 
a) Mr Reucassel identifies the property as a ‘Cattle Station’, not a mixed farming operation (which it is), the impact of which creates the impression this is being done for beef production. 
b) The ABC aired the claim by the Wilderness Society that “There’s a faint green ground cover, so that’s probably the sorghum” despite the ABC having no basis for this claim of probability. Further, the drone the ABC used could have taken vision closer to the ground if it wanted to verify this. 
c) Mr Reucassel immediately follows this claim with “If it is sorghum, it’s mainly grown for feeding livestock.” Connected with the previous statement this creates an impression there is probably sorghum growing on this land for animal fodder. 
d) While the vision of the cleared land is still being screened Mr Reucassel narrates “I know that when we’re in supermarkets it’s hard to imagine the environmental consequences of the beef and lamb we buy.” This is a definitive statement that creates the impression of eating beef and lamb results in large scale land clearing. 
4.2 Present a diversity of perspectives so that, over time, no significant strand of thought or belief within the community is knowingly excluded or disproportionately represented. 
“The principles accompanying the standards for impartiality make clear that ‘The ABC aims to present, over time, content ... from a diversity of perspectives reflecting a diversity of experiences, presented in a diversity of ways from a diversity of sources’, and that the standards for impartiality must be applied with due consideration of factors such as ‘the type, subject and nature of the content’ and ‘the likely audience expectations’. The principles also note that the standards for impartiality do not require that every perspective receives equal time, or that every facet of every argument is presented.” 
The ABC has never covered the substantially important climate work undertaken by the beef industry for a metropolitan audience. The ABC has instead made the editorial decision that this is a rural reporting matter, despite the fact it has significant implications for the wider community. For example, the beef industry’s sustainability framework, which was launched in April 2017, is a consumer facing framework (i.e. the majority of the audience of this program) that was developed by the industry in collaboration with a wide range of stakeholders to meet the changing expectations of consumers, customers, investors and the community (see: https://www.sustainableaustralianbeef.com.au/). 
The beef and broader red meat industry lead all other agricultural industries in Australia with a world-leading plan to meet net-zero carbon emissions within a decade (CN2030). For more information see: https://www.mla.com.au/research-and-development/Environment-sustainability/carbon-neutral-2030- rd/cn30/ and https://www.mla.com.au/contentassets/e501cd2919064183b57372897a0e1954/2689-mlacn30-roadmap_d7.pdf. 
Metropolitan coverage of the environmental impact of beef is wildly unbalanced and consequently, the ABC is systematically leaving most Australians with the impression the beef industry is bad for the planet and nothing is being done. This is despite the investment of millions of dollars in producer contributions every year to solve the problem, with significant developments to cut carbon emissions and improve biodiversity. 
“The ABC will at times broadcast point-of-view documentaries that offer insight into one or more perspectives on a subject. Audience members can expect that a program of this type will, to varying degrees, duly favour the ‘point of view’ from which the documentary is presented, in this case, Craig Reucassel.” 
‘Point of View’ documentaries are usually told from the point of view of somebody who has claims that cannot be reasonably verified, and where the public would not expect that person’s view to be balanced against the view of others. […] 
On the other hand, Craig Reucassel [had] all the resources of the ABC at his disposal. To suggest his point of view somehow rises to the level where he can make claims without checking facts, or when he selectively uses data is both offensive and out of step with public expectation. The public would have reasonably expected this program to be fair, balanced, factually accurate and well researched which is evidenced by the abuse cattle producers have faced in the program’s airing. 
“In addition to Craig Reucassel’s perspective, the program featured a range of viewpoints relevant to its focus on reducing Australia’s carbon footprint. This included […] of the University of New England, who provided expert advice on methane production; […] from the University of the Sunshine Coast, who is working with the CSIRO to develop a potential solution to methane production; drought-affected growers in the Granite Belt in Queensland, including […] and […];[…] of the Wilderness Society, who spoke about the Wilderness Society’s ‘Drivers of Deforestation and Land Clearing in Queensland’ report; and […], a cattle and sheep farmer who claims his farm is carbon neutral. The program also presented the views of the five families featured across the series, who shared their experiences as they sought to reduce their carbon footprint. It is demonstrably not the case that [the Wilderness Society representative’s]’ perspective was presented ‘to the exclusion of all other[s]’.”
It is fair to say large parts of the program were also balanced. However, it is irrelevant because the ABC has a responsibility to provide balance to all its claims. It is also misleading when some parts of the program are more balanced than others. 
“The producers sought a wide range of views during research and production, including consulting extensively with the Cattle Council.” 
[…] has provided evidence that this is simply not true. The producers’ consultation with CCA was tokenistic which is evidenced by the fact the show’s producer, […] provided scant information to […], provided no context until asked (and even then, actively omitted information about the claims being made against the industry), and took weeks to respond to requests for information either via telephone or email. This contrasts to the actions [the producer] took when engaging with environmental groups making claims against the industry, where they were provided with CCA’s entire response to the limited information […] received.
[The ACMA also notes that the complaint to the ACMA included the complaint to the ABC with its various attachments. These attachments were not included in this investigation report.]
Attachment B
Broadcaster’s response and submissions
ABC response to the complainant dated 21 October 2020:
[…]
The series
The program team has explained that the premise of this three-part documentary series is that ‘Australia has a large carbon footprint … and we can all be part of the collective action to reduce that. This is an objective almost universally agreed by government, industry, and the majority of communities and individuals.’ While the first two programs in the series focus on energy and transport, the third focuses on food, which presenter Craig Reucassel explains contributes ‘a quarter of the greenhouse gases globally’. Throughout the series, Craig explores what actions individuals, families and communities can do to reduce Australia’s carbon footprint, while ‘challeng[ing] billion-dollar businesses to do better and ‘hold[ing] our government leaders accountable’. This is a legitimate focus for a documentary series broadcast by the ABC as part of its Your Planet initiative, which is described by ABC Online as a ‘season of stories exploring our environment and seeking solutions to the climate challenge’. 
The program team has also noted that Fight for Planet A: Our Climate Challenge is ‘neither intended nor presented as a series of investigative journalism’. The program is framed as a point-of-view documentary series, and POV documentary affords content-makers greater opportunity for individual and creative expression. The series features first-person narration along with Craig’s signature style of presentation and a personal, participatory approach to the subject; these factors help to establish audience expectations and guide viewer engagement with the series. We note that point-of-view content is not prohibited by the ABC’s editorial standards, which state, relevantly, that ‘the standards … are to be interpreted and applied with due regard for the nature of the content under consideration in particular cases’. 
Accuracy
Relevant standards:
2.1 Make reasonable efforts to ensure that material facts are accurate and presented in context.  
2.2 Do not present factual content in a way that will materially mislead the audience. In some cases, this may require appropriate labels or other explanatory information.  
Complaint 1: ‘[T]he ABC … did not contact red meat industry representatives until July 2020’ and ‘the red meat industry’s substantial input was left out of the program entirely, despite it providing important context to the impact our industry has on biodiversity’. 
 It is relevant to note firstly that in this program, Craig sets out to uncover ‘what foods create greenhouse gases’ and ‘the importance of where our food actually comes from’ (ABC iview, 2020). The program challenges Australians to identify ‘what foods are the biggest emitters, and why’, and takes a deeper dive into beef as part of its focus on reducing Australia’s carbon footprint. The approach to the topic is not prescriptive, and at no time does the program suggest that Australians should exclude a particular food from their diet. 
With this program focus in mind, we note that it is common practice for program teams to research and compile a program prior to seeking a response from relevant industry groups; this approach enables program teams to best determine which issues should be put to industry, and how these should be presented during the program. The program team has noted that the beef industry was consulted prior to the completion of production, ‘with the capacity to include anything if we felt necessary’. The team ‘consider[ed] the [CCA’s] response in detail but did not feel it was relevant enough to the audience to be included in the show itself. However, we did post it on the website.’ Audience & Consumer Affairs note that this is an editorial decision related to the focus of the program; it does not constitute evidence of a lack of accuracy or lack of context in the program. 
Complaint 2: ‘Despite being provided with … information [about increases in vegetation cover], … the ABC proceeded with the claim that Australia cleared far more land than any other developed country and gave no further context or clarification to this claim.’
During the program, Craig stated that ‘Australia has one of the highest rates of land clearing in the developed world’. The program team relied on the RMIT ABC Fact Check story ‘Is Queensland clearing land as fast as Brazil?’ for this statement (https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-12-01/fact-check-queensland-land-clearing-brazilian-rainforest/9183596), which they also fact-checked with relevant experts from the University of New South Wales’ School of Biological, Earth and Environmental Sciences. 
Audience & Consumer Affairs note that the issue of land clearing, the significant levels of land clearing in Queensland and Australia, and the fact that eastern Australia has been listed as a global front for deforestation by WWF International are legitimate avenues for inquiry which have been pursued by multiple reputable media organisations in Australia. The program team has noted, in response to the complaint, that ‘Land clearing and deforestation were legitimate subjects for the series to address, given its [focus] on our collective carbon footprint and the necessity to reduce our carbon emissions’.
 We are satisfied the program has demonstrated it made reasonable efforts to ensure the accuracy of the statement concerning Australia’s land clearing rates, and that there is evidence to support that statement. There was no editorial requirement to include industry data from the Australian Beef Sustainability Framework concerning tree cover on grazed agricultural lands; nor was there any requirement for the program to examine the OECD’s Land cover change data. The segment was focussed on land clearing and deforestation; there was no requirement to also examine net changes to tree cover in order to meet the ABC’s accuracy standard. 
Complaint 3: The program ‘failed to distinguish between remnant and non-remnant clearing’.
The program featured an interview with […] of the Wilderness Society, who indicated that ‘In Queensland last year the government’s official statistics said there was over 390 000 hectares … cleared in Queensland alone’. Audience & Consumer Affairs note that according to the most recently released SLATS report (Statewide Landcover and Trees Study Summary Report: https://www.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0031/91876/landcover-change-in-queensland-2016-17-and-2017-18.pdf), 392 000 hectares of vegetation was cleared in Queensland in 2017-18; this figure comprises both remnant and non-remnant vegetation. 
The program team has noted that ‘the subject of land clearing was being examined through the prism of Australia’s carbon footprint. This wasn’t a program all about land clearing, where distinctions around remnant versus non-remnant vegetation might have been relevant to include and explore; it was a program about reducing Australia’s carbon footprint.’ Audience & Consumer Affairs agree that audience members would be aware that this was not a specialist program on land clearing, and would not expect this level of detail in the segment. Moreover, we consider that audience members would be aware that land clearing may involve vegetation of different types, value or significance. Having regard to these factors, we are satisfied that the distinction between remnant and non-remnant vegetation was not especially important to the program’s focus, and that its inclusion would not have materially altered an audience member’s understanding of the segment. 
Complaint 4: ‘The ABC ignored the fact the data in the Wilderness Society report had severe limitations. The data was collected by the state government, which acknowledges these limitations.’
Audience & Consumer Affairs understand that this aspect of the complaint relates to both the Wilderness Society’s report as well as the Queensland SLATS report. With respect to the Wilderness Society report, the program team notes that this was clearly attributed to the Wilderness Society and that ‘viewers were provided with appropriate context to judge those claims for themselves’. With respect to the Queensland SLATS report, Audience & Consumer Affairs note that this is a credible state government source, that all data has its strengths and weaknesses, and that acknowledging the limitations of data is standard practice in research. We are satisfied it was reasonable for the program to rely on this credible source. 
Complaint 5: ‘Despite acknowledging the Wilderness Society report reflected a period when state law allowed much higher clearing rates, the program still presented figures that were more than two years old, as though they were current, in a stunt on the streets of Melbourne.’
The program team has explained that the ‘umbrella stunt’ in this program was based on estimates provided by […], a conservation scientist with the World Wildlife Fund who also teaches conservation policy at the University of Queensland. The program team has also provided the breakdown for this estimate, which relied on a range of credible state and federal government sources, including the most recently published SLATS report as well as the most recently published LULUCF Activity Table from the Australian government’s National Greenhouse Gas Inventory (https://ageis.climatechange.gov.au/QueryAppendixTable.aspx). This estimate was also cross-checked with the University of New South Wales’ School of Biological, Earth and Environmental Sciences.
We are satisfied the program has demonstrated it made reasonable efforts to ensure the accuracy of this segment, and that the sources used in the segment are current and reflect the most recently published government data on these matters. We also consider that the program provided appropriate context to ensure that viewers were aware of changes to land clearing laws, with Craig noting that ‘Historically, Queensland clears more land than the rest of the states put together. But now the Queensland government has tightened their land clearing laws, hopefully this will see a change’. 
Complaint 6: ‘The program chose to sensationalise legal practices under superseded legislation, and never clarified that such practices were only permitted for high value agricultural purposes.’
Audience & Consumer Affairs reiterate that the program made clear that Queensland has recently tightened its land clearing laws. The fact that laws have changed does not mean it is not relevant or useful to examine land clearing that has occurred as a result of previous legislation. There was no requirement for the program to ‘clarify’ or examine guidelines around high value agriculture in order to meet the ABC’s accuracy standard; this was not material to the program or its focus. 
Complaint 7: ‘The ABC ignored the fact Australia’s beef producers are engaged with the Commonwealth’s Agriculture Biodiversity Stewardship Program through the National Farmers’ Federation […]’
Audience & Consumer Affairs has noted this point of the complaint; however, we do not consider it was material to the program.  
Complaint 8: ‘Mr Reucassel …. said beef had “by far” the largest carbon footprint. This was despite the fact such statements contradicted his own stunt, where he made it clear imported fresh fruit and vegetables had the largest carbon footprint.’ 
The program team has advised that ‘The claim [that] beef has ‘by far’ the biggest carbon footprint [in our diets] is true, and not contradicted by the footprint of imported asparagus, due to the fact that Australians eat far more Australian beef than imported asparagus, and therefore the carbon footprint of it is significantly higher.’ For this statement, the program relied on the RMIT study “Systematic review of greenhouse gas emissions for different fresh food categories” by […], which found ‘a clear greenhouse gas hierarchy emerging across … food categories’, with ‘meat from ruminants [beef and lamb] having the highest impact’ (https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959652616303584). 
We are satisfied the program team has demonstrated it made reasonable efforts to ensure the accuracy of this statement, that the statement is supported by scientific research, and that appropriate context was provided to help viewers understand that the same food can have a range of impacts depending on ‘where it was grown, how far it has come, and under what conditions’.
Complaint 9: ‘The ABC used land clearing vision of trees being pulled down on […], Queensland in 2015 which does not reflect the nature of how land in that state is cleared today. This vision was dated 2015 briefly (a few seconds), in white on the first occasion it was used, which was difficult to see. It was subsequently used without being dated and the presenter did not put it into context. We contend this vision was used for dramatic effect in disregard to the fact it would mislead audiences to the nature of current clearing practices. The vision came from the Wilderness Society and was never presented to the industry or a government agency for verification. […] and the ABC also failed to acknowledge they were showing vision provided by the Wilderness Society.’
The program team has explained that ‘We clearly dated this footage 2015, and regularly use footage from a variety of sources that is legally licensed. It was presented during a segment with a Wilderness Society interviewee and was therefore clearly in context with the discussion.’ Audience & Consumer Affairs do not agree that the footage lacked context or that it would materially mislead audiences about current land clearing practices. The footage was clearly labelled as ‘Archive vision 2015’; there was no requirement to label it a second time when it was used to close out the segment; and it was also made clear that Queensland’s land clearing laws have changed. 
Complaint 10: ‘The presenter claimed a 32 000 hectare site on […] was being cleared for cattle or production of cattle fodder. This was incorrect. […] The show asserted the site was being used to grow sorghum for cattle fodder, without any evidence of that being the case, and failed to acknowledge sorghum is used in grain and cereal products for human consumption, as well as a diet formulations for a range of animal species.’
The program team has explained that this segment ‘was not intended to expose the practices of any particular farm or company. We did not name the property, and we did not assert that what was growing was definitely sorghum, merely that it looked like it could be, and that it is commonly used as fodder for cattle. It was an example to make a broader point.’ They have also advised that the owner of […] cattle station, grazier […], ‘told the ABC in 2015 that the land clearing was meant for sorghum for feed (https://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-06-04/queensland-government-steps-in-to-stop-olive-vale-land-clearing/6521928) and that ‘The government assessment of growing sorghum on […] shows that the financial model was based on “farm feedlotting end use” (https://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/documents/tableOffice/TabledPapers/2015/5515T567.pdf)
We are satisfied there is sufficient evidence to support the program’s suggestion that land was cleared on this cattle station for the production of cattle feed, and that the program did not state as fact that the land is currently being used to grow sorghum for cattle feed. 
Finding
We are satisfied that no breach of the ABC’s accuracy standard has occurred in relation to points 1–10.
Impartiality and diversity of perspectives 
Relevant standards:
 4.2 Present a diversity of perspectives so that, over time, no significant strand of thought or belief within the community is knowingly excluded or disproportionately represented.  
4.5 Do not unduly favour one perspective over another. 
The complaint contends that the program ‘devoted significant time to the Wilderness Society, while excluding input from the beef cattle industry from the broadcast’. Audience & Consumer Affairs has noted the specific points that the [complainant] feels were excluded from the program. 
The principles accompanying the standards for impartiality make clear that ‘The ABC aims to present, over time, content ... from a diversity of perspectives reflecting a diversity of experiences, presented in a diversity of ways from a diversity of sources’, and that the standards for impartiality must be applied with due consideration of factors such as ‘the type, subject and nature of the content’ and ‘the likely audience expectations’. The principles also note that the standards for impartiality do not require that every perspective receives equal time, or that every facet of every argument is presented.
The ABC will at times broadcast point-of-view documentaries that offer insight into one or more perspectives on a subject. Audience members can expect that a program of this type will, to varying degrees, duly favour the ‘point of view’ from which the documentary is presented, in this case Craig Reucassel. 
In addition to Craig Reucassel’s perspective, the program featured a range of viewpoints relevant to its focus on reducing Australia’s carbon footprint. This included […] of the University of New England, who provided expert advice on methane production; […] from the University of the Sunshine Coast, who is working with the CSIRO to develop a potential solution to methane production; drought-affected growers in the Granite Belt in Queensland, including […] and […]; […] of the Wilderness Society, who spoke about the Wilderness Society’s ‘Drivers of Deforestation and Land Clearing in Queensland’ report; and […], a cattle and sheep farmer who claims his farm is carbon neutral. The program also presented the views of the five families featured across the series, who shared their experiences as they sought to reduce their carbon footprint. It is demonstrably not the case that [Wilderness Society] perspective was presented ‘to the exclusion of all other[s]’. 
Given the fact that farmer […] claims to engage in carbon-neutral farming, we consider that his was an appropriate and relevant cattle and sheep industry perspective to include in the program. The program team has noted, in response to the complaint, that they ‘conducted themselves in an open and honest manner and never promised to include one viewpoint over any other. […] It is not correct to say that the makers of the series … did not consult with industry. The producers sought a wide range of views during research and production, including consulting extensively with […]’ 
Audience & Consumer Affairs note that the […] response, along with responses from the Australian Beef Sustainability Framework and […], were published as additional perspectives for interested viewers to access; these were not principal relevant perspectives that needed to be included in the program itself. […] 
Taking into consideration the type, subject and nature of the program, in particular the established point-of-view approach and the focus of the series and program, we are satisfied that an appropriate range of perspectives – including personal, academic, environmental, and cattle and other farming industry perspectives – was presented such that no significant strand of thought or belief was knowingly excluded or disproportionately represented, and that no one perspective was unduly favoured. 
Finding
We are satisfied that no breach of standards 4.2 or 4.5 has occurred. 
Fair and honest dealing
Relevant standards:
5.1 Participants in ABC content should normally be informed of the general nature of their participation. 
5.3 Where allegations are made about a person or organisation, make reasonable efforts in the circumstances to provide a fair opportunity to respond. 
The complaint has raised concerns that the ABC ‘never informed […] that the industry’s contribution could be discarded in favour of another party’ in breach of 5.1, and that the program failed to provide […] with a fair opportunity to respond to ‘direct allegations’ in breach of 5.3. 
Audience & Consumer Affairs note that the [complainant] was not a ‘participant’ in the program, and that […] has not identified any allegations in the program requiring a fair opportunity to respond. The program team has indicated that ‘There are no allegations against the industry per se, or beef farmers, in the program. There is no suggestion the beef industry is breaking the law, nor is there any naming or shaming of any individual or business. There are simply factual observations of the activity of the industry in relation to its carbon emissions, as it applies to the premise of the program.’
Finding
We have found no evidence of a breach of the ABC’s standards for fair and honest dealing.
ABC submission to the ACMA dated 16 April 2021:
[…]
4.2 Present a diversity of perspectives so that, over time, no significant strand of thought or belief within the community is knowingly excluded or disproportionately represented.
[The] complaint to the ACMA asserts in relation to this standard:
The ABC has never covered the substantially important climate work undertaken by the beef industry for a metropolitan audience. The ABC has instead made the editorial decision that this is a rural reporting matter, despite the fact it has significant implications for the wider community. For example, the beef industry’s sustainability framework, which was launched in April 2017, is a consumer facing framework (i.e. the majority of the audience of this program) that was developed by the industry in collaboration with a wide range of stakeholders to meet the changing expectations of consumers, customers, investors and the community (see: https://www.sustainableaustralianbeef.com.au/). 
The beef and broader red meat industry lead all other agricultural industries in Australia with a world leading plan to meet net-zero carbon emissions within a decade (CN2030). For more information see: https://www.mla.com.au/research-and-development/Environment-sustainability/carbon-neutral-2030- rd/cn30/ and https://www.mla.com.au/contentassets/e501cd2919064183b57372897a0e1954/2689-mlacn30-roadmap_d7.pdf. 
Metropolitan coverage of the environmental impact of beef is wildly unbalanced and consequently, the ABC is systematically leaving most Australians with the impression the beef industry is bad for the planet and nothing is being done. This is despite the investment of millions of dollars in producer contributions every year to solve the problem, with significant developments to cut carbon emissions and improve biodiversity.
The weight of evidence is that meat production has environmental consequences and contributes to climate change, and the balance of the ABC’s coverage legitimately reflects this position. This approach is in keeping with the ABC’s standards for impartiality and diversity of perspectives.  
However it is demonstrably not the case that the ABC’s coverage has ‘systematically’ left Australians with the impression that ‘nothing is being done’ by the beef industry to address environmental concerns. To the contrary, the program which is the subject of [the] complaint prominently included examples of innovation and development demonstrating how Australian industry is addressing these issues. Viewers had their attention drawn to these innovations in the introductory minutes of the program (at 2.37) in the following passage:
CRAIG REUCASSEL: And I meet some inspirational Aussies …
PROFESSOR […]: ‘One of the products is ultimately methane.  They’ll let one rip.’
CRAIG REUCASSEL: … who are working towards solutions for the future of our planet.
CRAIG REUCASSEL: ‘So can I eat a carbon neutral bit of steak yet?’
[FARMER]: ‘If you buy it off us, you definitely can’.  
The body of the program examined in greater detail two specific issues with beef production – methane emissions and land management – and illustrated how Australian industry is acting to address their environmental impacts.
A segment featuring […] explained why cattle and other livestock produce methane, and the quantities associated with Australian production. This was followed by a segment featuring […] from the University of the Sunshine Coast, who is working with the CSIRO to develop a potential solution to the problem of methane production using seaweed. […] described how the technology he is developing ‘actually has no impact on the cow and in fact they grow faster … It’s a real kicker and it’s actually probably the most important thing about this new bit of technology is that, yes, it’s great for the environment, but yes, we can also make it an economically viable thing’. The program explained that this technology is currently in development, with the potential when scaled up in the longer term to ‘be the answer to low carbon cows’. In conjunction with plans for extensive aquaculture farming in Queensland, the program observed that there was ‘real potential for Australia to be the world leaders in seaweed farming’ to mitigate methane production.  
The program also highlighted the negative impact of farming techniques – specifically deforestation – associated with beef production. However, it also showcased an alternative approach to farming which not only claims to be carbon neutral, but also to increase farm productivity and yield. Farmer […] told the program his business had achieved carbon neutrality by planting trees, adopting different soil management techniques and implementing rotational grazing. […] was also eager to introduce methane mitigation technologies on his farm once these became available.  
All of this material about action being taken to address the environmental impact of beef production was presented in a positive and engaging way, and in keeping with the overall tone and approach of the program. It was presented to a national audience.
While we submit that the program itself included an appropriate diversity of perspectives, standard 4.2 is not limited to consideration of a single program and compliance is assessed by looking to the range of perspectives presented across the ABC’s content. Across its platforms and services, the ABC has provided ongoing coverage of the beef industry’s efforts to address concerns about the environmental impact of beef, presenting a range of perspectives. This has included coverage of innovation in science and product development. Some examples of this coverage – all of which have been presented to a national audience – are set out below. This includes coverage presented on Landline, the ABC’s flagship vehicle for current affairs coverage of regional and rural issues, which has been broadcast to a national audience since 1991. 
· ABC Rural online, 29 March 2019, ‘Climate, politics and animal activists: We asked the northern beef industry why 'the steaks are so high' in 2019’
· RN Breakfast, 23 May 2019, ‘Australia's biggest cattle company pledges to lead sustainable beef production’
· Landline, 8 June 2019, ‘Carbon Neutral Beef: Red meat producers are going carbon neutral but what does that mean?’, and an associated ABC Rural online story, ‘Carbon neutral livestock production — consumers want it and farmers say it is achievable’
· AM, 8 June 2019, ‘Making our red meat industry green’
· Victorian Country Hour online, 8 August 2019, ‘Carbon-neutral beef produced by meat distribution company Flinders and Co’
· AM, 9 August 2019, ‘Beef industry responds to UN climate report’
· The World Today, 9 August 2019, ‘Beef industry contributing to climate change’
· ABC News online, 10 August 2019, ‘IPCC report encourages a move to plant-based diets, so how sustainable is Australian meat?’
· ABC Rural online, 19 October 2019, ‘John Hewson slams Coalition on climate change while business takes lead reducing emissions’
· ABC Rural online, 23 November 2019, ‘Red meat industry determined to keep products on plates in Australia and abroad’
· ABC News online, 20 August 2020, ‘National Farmers Federation calls for Australia to reduce net emissions to zero by 2050’
· ABC Rural online, 23 August 2020, ‘Consumers push corporate agriculture to move quickly on zero emissions, leaving National Farmers Federation target behind’
· ABC News online, 20 December 2020, ‘Australian 'super seaweed' supplement to reduce cattle gas emissions wins $1m international prize’
· Landline, 14 November 2020, ‘Meat is the New Coal: Demands for greater transparency’, and an associated news online story, ‘Former live export chief says beef industry is at risk of losing its social licence, producers must be proactive’.
· ABC News online, 10 February 2021, ‘Agriculture bosses say lowering carbon emissions is 'ethically right', but Nationals call for farm exemptions’
· ABC Science online, 18 March 2021, ‘Cows fed small amount of seaweed burp 86 per cent less methane in trial’
Finally, we observe that the ABC did in fact cover the 2017 beef sustainability plan at the time of its launch and some of that coverage is still available online: 
·  ABC Rural online, 6 April 2017, ‘Red Meat Advisory Council launches first framework to measure and report sustainability in beef sector’  
· ABC Rural online, 22 November 2017, ‘Australian red meat sector sets 2030 carbon neutral target at Alice Springs producer forum’
For the reasons set out above, we are satisfied that there has been no breach of standard 4.2.


Attachment C
Relevant standards under the ABC Code of Practice 2019
Impartiality and diversity of perspectives
Principles: The ABC has a statutory duty to ensure that the gathering and presentation of news and information is impartial according to the recognised standards of objective journalism.
Aiming to equip audiences to make up their own minds is consistent with the public service character of the ABC. A democratic society depends on diverse sources of reliable information and contending opinions. A broadcaster operating under statute with public funds is legitimately expected to contribute in ways that may differ from commercial media, which are free to be partial to private interests.
Judgements about whether impartiality was achieved in any given circumstances can vary among individuals according to their personal and subjective view of any given matter of contention. Acknowledging this fact of life does not change the ABC’s obligation to apply its impartiality standard as objectively as possible. In doing so, the ABC is guided by these hallmarks of impartiality:
· a balance that follows the weight of evidence;
· fair treatment;
· open-mindedness; and
· opportunities over time for principal relevant perspectives on matters of contention to be expressed.
The ABC aims to present, over time, content that addresses a broad range of subjects from a diversity of perspectives reflecting a diversity of experiences, presented in a diversity of ways from a diversity of sources, including content created by ABC staff, generated by audiences and commissioned or acquired from external content-makers.
Impartiality does not require that every perspective receives equal time, nor that every facet of every argument is presented.
Assessing the impartiality due in given circumstances requires consideration in context of all relevant factors including:
· the type, subject and nature of the content;
· the circumstances in which the content is made and presented;
· the likely audience expectations of the content;
· the degree to which the matter to which the content relates is contentious;
· the range of principal relevant perspectives on the matter of contention; and 
· the timeframe within which it would be appropriate for the ABC to provide opportunities for the principal relevant perspectives to be expressed, having regard to the public importance of the matter of contention and the extent to which it is the subject of current debate.
Standards:
4.1 Gather and present news and information with due impartiality.
4.2 Present a diversity of perspectives so that, over time, no significant strand of thought or belief within the community is knowingly excluded or disproportionately represented.
4.3 Do not state or imply that any perspective is the editorial opinion of the ABC. The ABC takes no editorial stance other than its commitment to fundamental democratic principles including the rule of law, freedom of speech and religion, parliamentary democracy and equality of opportunity.
4.4 Do not misrepresent any perspective.
4.5 Do not unduly favour one perspective over another.
The ACMA’s approach to assessing content 
The ordinary reasonable viewer
When assessing content, the ACMA considers the meaning conveyed by the material, including the natural, ordinary meaning of the language, context, tenor, tone, images and any inferences that may be drawn. This is assessed according to the understanding of an ‘ordinary reasonable’ listener or viewer.
Australian courts have considered an ‘ordinary reasonable’ listener or viewer to be:
A person of fair average intelligence, who is neither perverse, nor morbid or suspicious of mind, nor avid for scandal. That person does not live in an ivory tower, but can and does read between the lines in the light of that person’s general knowledge and experience of worldly affairs.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Amalgamated Television Services Pty Limited v Marsden (1998) 43 NSWLR 158 at pp 164–167.  ] 

Once the ACMA has ascertained the meaning of the material that was broadcast, it then assesses compliance with the Code.
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