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Study shows concerning decline in regional media and alarming implications 

 

A survey of regional media by the Public Interest Journalism Initiative and the Australian Local Government Association 

has shown a “sharp and worrying decline” in the amount of local news available to Australians.  

Results of the national survey, presented by co-author Margaret Simons to ALGA’s National Government Assembly in 

Canberra on June 16, shows the effect is across the board, with 68 percent of metropolitan suburbs and 45 percent of 

regional areas reporting a very sharp decline. 

“This is important because research worldwide shows a close relationship between journalism and the broader civic health 

of communities, so it has serious implications for the agency, power and health of citizens in Australia’s regions,” says 

Margaret Simons, Associate Professor of Journalism at Monash University and Board member of the Public Interest 

Journalism Initiative. 

 “You can’t really substitute local and regional news. It fills a special role in communities that metropolitan media doesn’t. 

It’s closer to local people and advocates for them.” 

The report, which surveyed media managers employed by Local Government Areas (LGAs) in metropolitan, regional and 

rural areas, shows not just the decline of journalist numbers and news outlets, but also less reporting of local issues. More 

than a third of councils said there was no reporting of local courts and council meetings. “This means people in the area 

aren’t informed, which has a big impact on institutional accountability and citizens’ power of voice in our democracy.” 

Associate Professor Simons says the report substantiates the impact of the breakdown of the media business model. 

Audiences are now fragmented, accessing many different sources of information, which means it is harder for traditional 

media to earn money from advertising. Growth in advertising flows almost overwhelmingly to search engines and online 

platforms, and this has exacerbated the earlier crisis in which classified advertising moved from newspapers to online 

platforms. 

Between 2013 and 2017 the total advertising market in Australia grew by 11 per cent, but overwhelmingly this growth 

was not captured by those who create the content against which advertising is served, but by search engines and online 

platforms.  

“The problem is not demand for news,” said Associate Professor Simons, “People are accessing news, it’s just that the 

organisations providing the content aren’t reaping the financial reward and those organisations have responded with ever 

increasing journalist redundancies – on best estimates, at least 3000 in Australia in the last five years.” 

The ultimate impact of the decline, she says is media that is likely to become more partisan, selective, or manipulated and 

regional communities that are more fractured, vulnerable, isolated and poorly informed. Both have serious implications 

for the democratic health of the nation.  

The report is published as a chapter in the ALGA’s 2019 State of the Regions report. The chapter will be put on PJIJI’s 

website on the morning of June 16, but can be made available earlier by email on request.  

The Public Interest Journalism Initiative is a not for profit group that aims to raise awareness of the loss of public 

interest journalism and to influence public policy that will help sustain it.  
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