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Fairfax Media told the government's media inquiry yesterday there was no case for further regulation of, or
intrusion into, the media and it would not be in the national interest for it to happen.

We do not believe there are problems with integrity, accuracy, bias or conduct in our media. And as
Australia's largest media company, we are proud to be able to say it.

We believe freedom of speech and a robust media, truly independent from government, is essential to a
strong democracy and a strong economy.
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As Australians we pride ourselves on being able to call a spade a spade. We can agree and disagree at will,
and we hold dear the fact that, if we stay within the law, we can do it without fear or favour. Not everyone
is so lucky.

It will be a surprise to many that the Australian media, including the press, is already heavily regulated by
most global standards. There are scores of legal and legislative restrictions on what the press can and
cannot do, write or say. Thankfully there are no laws that say we cannot ask tough questions and challenge
and explore ideas and notions. For all of us, hopefully, there never will be.

We are living in a media- and opinion-rich world. Views are flying from all directions. Opinions can be
formed, disseminated, digested - and possibly twisted - in moments in a fast-flowing stream of tweets.
Anyone can share a view. And that's fantastic. These new fast ways of communicating are satisfying, or
perhaps even feeding, a hunger for greater engagement with political and policy developments.

We must celebrate a nation engaged in its governing. While there can be no doubt it makes governing
more challenging, we are all the better for it. The challenge for a healthy, free society is to ensure debate
can take place in a constructive and responsible manner.

Independent and responsible journalism has always been at the core of Fairfax. It is our creed. As a daily
reminder, in a prominent position near the main lifts on the Sydney Morning Herald's editorial floor is an
excerpt from the paper's creed from 1831.

It says: ''Our editorial management shall be conducted upon principles of candour, honesty and honour. We
have no wish to mislead; no interests to gratify by unsparing abuse or indiscriminate approbation.''

That has not changed. We pride ourselves on the strength of our culture and systems. We do make
mistakes. We admit to them. We correct them. We have procedures and practices in place to minimise
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them. It is in our interests to do this.

In this crowded and chaotic news environment our readers are growing in number. More people than ever
want our journalism. We believe it is because people seek news and views they can trust to be anchored in
our honesty and integrity.

If we breach that trust we have no right to assume you will read our journalism. We know you have an
enormous range of choice. We believe professional, independent journalism and expert comment crafted
and edited by professional media operators is the foundation for the success of our business.

It is in this environment that we are dealing with a government media inquiry questioning whether the
current freedoms are appropriate.

While any system can be improved, we believe the current regime - under which journalists have the
freedom to report any issue without fear or favour - is as fundamental to our strong democracy as at any
previous time.

At the heart of the government's query seems to be the question of whether the Australian Press Council is
playing an adequate role as a mediator and moderator of the press.

The council was created to provide an efficient and effective alternative to costly legal proceedings for
people wanting to challenge media stories. There is little debate that it has, sadly, evolved to become a
forum for often trivial and vexatious complaints.

Fairfax Media believes the functioning of the council can and must be improved - but through media
industry action, not government intervention. We see no reason why problems cannot be dealt with through
existing systems and structures.

We see encouraging signs that the press council understands the need for reform. We will support the
council in this regard and agree it should have greater visibility and prominence as a self-regulatory body.

However, we do not support the proposition to link membership of the council with any statutory
protections afforded to journalists and their employers.

The council should remain an entirely voluntary organisation and, with some better focus, provide a robust
mechanism for mediating and adjudicating complaints against press and internet members.

This is no place for the government. We believe the press must remain free to fulfil its responsibilities to
the public good and that its future prosperity and success lie in its own hands.

Now is the time to recognise and embrace the opportunities ahead for a free, unfettered press and the
audiences it serves.

Greg Hywood is the chief executive of Fairfax Media, publisher of The Age and The Sydney
Morning Herald.
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