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A former head of ABC TV News and Current Affairs has called on the broadcaster to "get its act 

together and start defending freedom of speech", after the broadcaster promptly apologised for 

having had Zaky Mallah ask Steve Ciobo, the parliamentary secretary to the Minister for Foreign 

Affairs, a question on Monday night's Q&A. 

Mallah derailed the conversation after he followed up his approved question with a statement: 

“The Liberals now have just justified to many Australian Muslims in the community tonight to 

leave and go to Syria and join ISIL because of ministers like him.” 

Host Tony Jones quickly stepped in and ruled the comment out of order, but the ABC early the 

next morning issued a statement saying Mallah's inclusion in the program had been "an error of 

judgement". 

But Peter Manning, a former executive producer of Four Corners and ex-head of ABC TV News 

and Current Affairs, told Crikey this morning the ABC shouldn't have apologised. "I think senior 

ABC management needs to get their act together to defend freedom of speech, and 

theQ&A program, and not buckle at the first whimper from the federal government as they did 

yesterday," he said. 

Manning said it was prescient that former prime minister Julia Gillard had yesterday criticised the 

ABC for pulling its punches, writing in an updated chapter of her book published on The 

Guardian that she believed the government's persistent criticism of the ABC last year had had 
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the impact of making the ABC fearful of criticising the government. 

Yesterday, Prime Minister Tony Abbott asked the ABC to pick sides in the War on Terror. “I think 

many, many millions of Australians would feel betrayed by our national broadcaster right now, 

and I think that the ABC does have to have a long, hard look at itself, and to answer a question 

which I have posed before: whose side are you on?” 

Manning slammed the comments as "an insult to journalists", especially coming from "a prime 

minister who claims he briefly was one". "Every journalist is supposed to be fair, balanced and 

accurate in their writing and broadcasting. It’s an insult to journalists ... to demand that they get 

on ‘his team’ or ‘Australia’s side’." 

In The Monthly yesterday, former Gillard staffer Sean Kelly also criticised Abbott for his 

comments, writing: "A prime minister who asks which side a journalist is on wilfully 

misunderstands -- and misrepresents to the public -- the role of news organisations.” 

There was no issue with airing interactions like the one between Mallah and Ciobo on live TV, 

provided a strong host was in charge, Manning said. "Tony Jones did a fine job of letting this guy 

have his say, and pulling him up when he needed to. I don't see why it needs to go further than 

that." Asked whether it was appropriate to have a convicted criminal address an MP on live TV, 

Manning said Australia was built by criminals who had been given freedom of speech. "There are 

circumstances where broadcasters have to be careful, but in this case, I think good can flow from 

letting people like Mallah have their say," he said. 

Yesterday, The Guardian published an opinion piece by Mallah explaining in his own words the 

circumstances of his appearance on Q&A. Asked if The Guardian had been worried about giving 

someone like Mallah a platform, deputy editor Will Woodward told Crikey this morning the 

publication trusted its readers to make up their own minds on Mallah's past views and actions. 

"On this occasion we felt it was worthwhile to ask him to respond to the Q&Acontroversy, not 

least because his response was unknown and in many cases his position was being 

misrepresented. It is notable how many other media organisations quoted from the article once it 

was published." 

The Project also interviewed Mallah last night, though it's worth noting the interview wasn't live. 

Speaking on Radio National, former Media Watch executive producer David Salter 

said Q&Ashould be recorded to better control such occurrences. Nonetheless, he said, the ABC 

shouldn't have apologised so quickly . 

"It can’t have been a considered apology," he said. "It must have been a forced apology of some 

kind. What I know is if you rush to apologise, you’ll fall into a bigger bear trap. And that’s what 

happened -- it opened the gates." 

"What was the great hurry? Why can’t we have a short internal inquiry, and if there’s felt a need 

to have another external inquiry, go ahead with it." 

The ABC has confirmed to Crikey its board signed off on an external inquiry into Q&A two weeks 



ago at its last board meeting. The inquiry would be the latest in the editorial reviews chairman 

James Spigelman announced in December 2013. A previous review (or "editorial audit") of the 

ABC's budget coverage drew some controversy for criticising Sarah Ferguson's interview with 

Treasurer Joe Hockey on the night of the 2014 budget (former 7.30 host (nowFour Corners) 

Kerry O'Brien wrote in Crikey that the reviews were too subjective and risked creating a climate 

of fear and timidity among ABC journalists). 

In addition to the editorial audit, ABC Television is also conducting a smaller internal review into 

"the circumstances of Mr Mallah’s appearance". Unlike the full editorial audit, it's not clear if this 

review will be made public. 
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