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14 October 2021 

 
SBS  
14 Herbert Street 
Artarmon NSW 2064 
 
Email: David.Hua@sbs.com.au;  
Cc: Mandi.Wicks@sbs.com.au;  
 
 
Dear David 
 
Re: SBS Language Services Review 2021 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Language Selection 
Criteria (published by SBS on its website at 
https://www.sbs.com.au/radio/languageservicesreview, accessed on 8.10.2021), 
upon which SBS proposes to determine which languages will be serviced across 
its platforms, including AM/FM radio.  
 
We make this submission on the basis of feedback we have already received 
from within the Australian Jewish community, of which our organisation is the 
peak national representative body. 
 
The proposed new criteria  
 
We note that the proposed criteria take a very similar form to the Final Language 
Selection Criteria which were adopted for the SBS Radio Services Review in 
2017, except that: 
 

x The factors which SBS may take into account with regard to a sizeable 
ethnic community whose needs are significant but not adequately 
captured in the Large Language or High Needs Selection Criteria now 
include “Access to quality in-language media sources”;  

x SBS will take into account the socio-economic impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the Australian community; and 

x SBS will take into account language services provided by all parts of the 
organisation. 

 
We have no issue with these proposed changes.   
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Retention of third selection criterion 
 
We welcome the fact that SBS is proposing to retain a third selection criterion which will include 
“a sizable ethnic community if its needs are significant but not adequately captured in the Large 
Language or High Needs Selection Criteria”, for example, due to: 
 

“Discrimination/Vilification: where a group is subject to frequent discrimination or 
vilification in Australia based on race, colour, descent or national or ethnic origin”.    

 
This category applies squarely to the Australian Jewish community, and it is on this basis that we 
seek a continuation in the new program schedule for SBS radio of the existing Jewish community 
radio program in its current time slot on Sundays. 
 
The retention of the third category, which has both a community focus and a language focus, is in 
accordance with the SBS Charter which provides that: 
 

The principal function of the SBS is to provide multilingual and multicultural radio and tel-
evision services that inform, educate and entertain all Australians, and, in doing so, reflect 
Australia's multicultural society.1 (Emphases added). 

 
If the mere provision of multilingual broadcasting services were to be considered sufficient to 
fulfil the function of providing multicultural broadcasting services, the words “and multicultural” 
in the Charter would have no work to do and their addition by Parliament would have been 
unnecessary. 
 
The Jewish community in Australia is recognised in the Australian Standard Classification of 
Cultural and Ethnic Groups, 2019 used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics,2 and judicially,3 as a 
distinct cultural and ethnic group in Australia’s multicultural society.  Yet for a range of historical 
reasons, the Jewish community is not associated with a single non-English language, whether 
spoken at home or used in other social or family contexts.  Jews in Australia come from many 
countries and speak many languages and the community cannot be defined in terms of a single 
language. 
 
Population numbers of Jewish Communities in Australia 
 
Australia is one of only six countries in the world in which the Jewish population is increasing.4 
According to the most recent demographic study, Australia’s total Jewish population was 
estimated to be 117,903 in 2016, a growth of 1.2% since 2011, and Jewish Australians thus 
constituted 0.5% of the national population.5  (We still await the results of the 2021 Census). 
                                                 
1 Subsection 6(1) Special Broadcasting Service Act 1991 (Cth). 
2 ABS catalogue number 1249.0, Table 1.2, Item 42.  
3 Miller v Wertheim [2002] FCAFC 156 at paras 13-14. 
4 The others are Israel, Germany, Canada, Hong Kong and Panama: Information from demographer, Professor Sergio 

Della Pergola, chairman of the Harman Institute of Contemporary Jewry at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, 
cited in http://www.simpletoremember.com/vitals/world-jewish-population.htm#_ftn3 

5 Dr David Graham with Leon Narunsky, The Jewish Population of Australia: Key findings from the 2016 Census, 
Monash University Centre for Jewish Civilisation and Jewish Communal Appeal, 2019, pp.3, 9. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/classifications/australian-standard-classification-cultural-and-ethnic-groups-ascceg/2019/12490do0001_201912.xls
http://www.simpletoremember.com/vitals/world-jewish-population.htm#_ftn3
https://jca.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Census-Report-2016-1.1.pdf
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Whilst the answers to the 2016 Australian Census indicated a decline in the Australian Jewish 
population to 91,023 compared to 97,336 in the 2011 Census, according to the study the raw 
Census figures cannot be taken at face value.6  There are several reasons for this, including: 
 

x The question on religion in the Australian Census form does not provide a box to be 
checked for “Jewish” or “Judaism”. A person wishing to identify as Jewish must write in 
the word “Jewish” or “Judaism” to be counted as such. For historical and cultural reasons, 
rather than write in the word “Jewish” or “Judaism”, Jews are more likely to skip the 
question on religious affiliation than are other respondents.  For example, conceptually, the 
question on religion refers to belief and religious affiliation.  However, there is a difference 
between ‘being Jewish’ and ‘adherence to Judaism’ (Judaism being one of the ‘Other’ 
optional answers available in the religion question). It is not necessary to observe Judaism 
in order to identify with the Jewish people. In that sense, identifying as Jewish is for many 
people an expression of national/ethnic/cultural attachments in addition, or as an 
alternative, to religious attachment. The current question is therefore difficult to answer for 
some members of our community who have nowhere else on the form to indicate that they 
are Jewish other than ‘by religion’. The ancestry question also creates difficulties because 
of the narrowness of the concept of ‘ancestry’, among other reasons.  Accordingly, 
demographers, including the ABS, have long agreed that the census under-counts (‘under-
enumerates’) the number of Jews in Australia.   
 

x In the 2016 Census, the list of optional answers to the question on Religion was 
fundamentally different to that which appeared in earlier Censuses. Rather than the 
question being followed by a list of religions, as had been the case in all previous Censuses, 
the question text in the 2016 Census was followed by a list starting with the option 
‘No religion’, which itself was separated by a notable gap from the subsequent list of 
religions. Prior to 2016, it was implicit in the way the question was presented that 
respondents held a religion but in 2016, by isolating the category “No religion” and making 
it so prominent, the question subtly changed to one where not holding a religion was the 
implicit starting point. This was visually more prominent online and so would have had 
a disproportionate impact on Jews, given they were 26% more likely to respond online than 
was generally the case, and that a proportion of people who identify as Jews ethnically or 
culturally only, may have looked no further than the first optional answer (“No religion”) 
and ticked that box. There would thus have been no record that they identify as Jews.7  
 

Regardless, the Australian Jewish community on any analysis meets the criterion of a “sizable” 
community, especially having regard to the fact that the Draft Language Selection Criteria deem a 
population of approximately 25,000 or greater to be a “Large Languages” group.   
 
It is also noteworthy that Australia’s Jewish population has an older age structure than the general 
Australian population:   
 
 

                                                 
6 Ibid.  Appendix 3, ‘2016 Census adjustment methodology’, pp. 70-72 
7 Ibid, pp. 7-8 
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“Jews have an older age structure than the general population. In all age groups from age 60 
and above, there were proportionately more Jews than was generally the case… Jews were 
twice as likely to be aged 90 and over and almost twice as likely to be aged in their eighties. It 
is notable that the baby boomer group (aged in their sixties) was proportionately far larger 
for Jews than in the general population, a reflection of the high influx of Jewish refugees and 
Holocaust survivors post-Second World War.”8 

 
People in this older demographic group have lived most of their lives using traditional media, in-
cluding radio, for news, information, community contact and entertainment, and are thus likely to 
have a higher continuing need for such services in the future than people in younger age groups. 
 
Finally, between 2011 and 2016 the largest increase in the overseas-born Jewish population was 
from Israel (8%).9  The segment of the Jewish community radio program which is in the Hebrew 
language provides a vital service and information for them. 
 
Frequent discrimination and vilification directed at the Jewish community in Australia 
 
From 1 October 2019 to 30 September 2020, there were 331 antisemitic incidents logged by volun-
teer Community Security Groups (CSGs), official Jewish state roof bodies, and the ECAJ. Alt-
hough this represented a decrease of 10% in the overall number of reported antisemitic incidents 
compared to the previous year, given that the average number of reported antisemitic incidents 
each year from 2013 to 2019 was 272, the number of reported incidents in 2020 was above the av-
erage by 59 incidents.  
 
More worryingly, from 2019 to 2020 there was a marked increase in the number of the most 
serious categories of incidents: with a doubling in the number of reported incidents of physical 
assault from 4 to 8; a 12% increase in direct verbal abuse, harassment and intimidation from 114 
such incidents in 2019 to 128 in 2020; a 229% increase in the number of reported direct threats by 
postal mail from 7 to 23; and slight increases in threats via telephone and posters and stickers.  
 
The increase in the number of more serious incidents is especially concerning in light of the fact 
that synagogues and other Jewish community facilities were closed for varying periods from 
March onwards due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and there were thus fewer opportunities for anti-
semites to abuse, harass and intimidate Jews in the vicinity of those facilities as they have done in 
the past. In previous years, these kinds of incidents have often occurred during the Jewish Sabbath 
(Friday evenings and Saturdays) and festivals when many Jews walk to and from synagogue. The 
fact that substantial increases occurred in the number of assaults and incidents of direct verbal 
abuse, harassment and intimidation at a time of significant reduction in the visibility of Jews on the 
streets may indicate a rise in the underlying level of anti-Jewish sentiment.  
 
This would correlate with the proliferation during the year of antisemitic discourse blaming “the 
Jews” for the pandemic, a new iteration of a classical form of antisemitism that is based on un-
founded conspiracy theories. Most of this discourse was online, but there was also one reported 
incident of graffiti with the words “The real virus is globalism” juxtaposed beside a Star of David. 
Several incidents of antisemitic bullying of Jewish students in schools which had gone unreported 

                                                 
8 Ibid, p. 21. 
9 Ibid, pp. 25-26. 
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in previous years were publicly exposed during the year in review. In the wake of publicity con-
cerning the bullying of two Jewish boys, aged 5 and 12, in Melbourne public schools during 2019, 
other Jewish students came forward with their own experiences of bullying and assault in yet an-
other public school in Melbourne. These allegations became the focus of a further official inquiry 
in Victoria.  
 
Another notable feature of the year was the number of incidents involving the public display of 
Nazi symbols and the public sale of Nazi memorabilia. Incidents included the flying of Nazi flags 
in public, swastika graffiti in the streets, and advertised trade in jewellery composed of Nazi swas-
tikas and sonnenrads (sun wheels), and Nazi symbols used in artwork. The tendency of these activ-
ities to ‘normalise’ and ‘mainstream’ Nazi symbols, and thereby to desensitise people to the geno-
cidal nature of Nazism, was the subject of public comment by the Executive Council of Australian 
Jewry, among others.  
 
The rise in right-wing extremist discourse was especially visible online, including on nonmain-
stream sites which allow almost unfettered speech. The “white replacement” theory, which places 
the blame on “the Jews” for the supposed demise and destruction of the European races, culture 
and civilisation, including in Australia, is uncritically accepted within the right-wing extremist mi-
lieu. Many subscribers to the theory continue to express support for violence, armed action, revolu-
tion, terrorism and race war.  
 
The reinvigorated Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement in the US, after the death of George 
Floyd in May 2020, galvanised and excited many Australian right-wing extremists, as they 
focussed on acts of violence by some segments of BLM which they viewed as “accelerating” a 
coming race war, that they so fervently hope for. Conspiracy theories by right-wing extremists 
blamed “the Jews” for creating and spreading the Covid-19 virus, generally either as some massive 
money-making scam and/or as a means to decimate the European races. 10 
 
More recently, the activities of antisemitic white supremacist groups have escalated in seriousness 
and seem calculated to foment hatred and strife in Australia between different ethnic communities 
and different religious communities, and to intimidate the general public and the police.  The activ-
ities include assembling in large groups, wearing military-style clothing and army-style boots and 
packs, chanting racist hate-slogans, giving Hitler-salutes threatening onlookers, and posting online 
images of the police who con-front them as well as their name badges.11   
 
The hostilities between Israel and Hamas in May 2021 gave rise to a surge of antisemitic incidents 
which negatively impacted on the security and wellbeing of Jewish communities around the world, 
including Australia.  A few summarised local examples are as follows. The list is by no means ex-
haustive: 
 
• On 11 May there was a large spontaneous protest near a mosque in Lakemba where flags of 

the terrorist Hizballah organisation were flown, and an Israeli flag was burned. 
 
                                                 
10  The information in the preceding paragraphs of this section has been extracted from the ECAJ’s Annual 

Report on Antisemitism in Australia 2020, pp. 6-8. 
11  Nick McKenzie and Joel Tozer, ‘Neo-Nazis go bush: Grampians gathering highlights rise of Australia’s far right’, 

Sydney Morning Herald, 27 January 2021. 

https://www.ecaj.org.au/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/ECAJ-Antisemitism-Report-2020.pdf
https://www.ecaj.org.au/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/ECAJ-Antisemitism-Report-2020.pdf
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/neo-nazis-go-bush-grampians-gathering-highlights-rise-of-australia-s-far-right-20210127-p56xbf.html
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• On 12 May a Synagogue in inner Sydney was draped with Palestinian flags and a shredded 
Israeli flag. A synagogue in Adelaide was spray-painted with the words “Free Palestine.  
F**k the Jews”. 

 
• On 15 May and 22 May the Palestine Action Group rallies in the Sydney CBD featured the 

display of overtly antisemitic placards, and Hizballah flags. 
 
• A peaceful Jewish community solidarity rally in Melbourne on 23 May was marred by har-

assment by counter-protesters.  
 
• Individual Jewish community workers and employees have been subjected to threats over so-

cial media. 
 
• There have been increases in the number of reported security incidents, incidents of verbal 

abuse, and antisemitic graffiti at communal institutions, leaving Jewish parents fearful for the 
safety of their children in public, at communal institutions and sporting venues. 

 
• Negative social media has been rife, and abusive emails and antisemitic literature has been 

circulating on widely accessed sites. 
 
Although Australia generally remains a stable, vibrant and tolerant democracy, where Jews face no 
official discrimination, and are free to observe their faith and traditions, antisemitism persists. 
There are segments of Australian society which are not only hostile towards Jews, but also actively 
and publicly express that hostility with words and threatened or actual violent acts. As a result, and 
by necessity, physical security remains a prime concern for the Jewish community.  
 
The Jewish community is the only community within Australia whose places of worship, schools, 
communal organisations and community centres need, for security reasons, to operate under the 
protection of high fences, armed guards, metal detectors, CCTV cameras and the like. The necessi-
ty is recognised by Australia's law enforcement agencies and arises from the entrenched and prote-
an nature of antisemitism in aspects of traditional western and Muslim culture and contemporary 
political culture, resulting in a high incidence of physical attacks against Jews and Jewish commu-
nal buildings over the last three decades, and continuing threats.  
 
Radio programming for the Jewish community to date 
 
Radio programs specifically for the Jewish community have been broadcast in Sydney and 
Melbourne since the inception of ethnic radio in June 1975 and have for many years also been 
broadcast nation-wide.    The languages used have been English, Hebrew and Yiddish.   
 
Following a review in 1994, SBS recognised that Jewish Australians constitute a distinct cultural 
and ethnic community who, unlike other such communities, do not speak only one language other 
than English.   
 
Accordingly, unlike other non-English language programs, programs in Hebrew and Yiddish were 
permitted to devote a part of their allocated time to broadcasts in the English language.  The 
Jewish community program on SBS Radio on Sunday between 11:00am and 1:00pm continues to 
accommodate all three languages.  This nation-wide program has become well-known and widely 
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listened to in the Jewish community, as this time slot has been used for Jewish community radio 
programs since inception in 1975.  It is therefore essential to maintain the Jewish community radio 
program in its current time slot and format, especially given the older age profile of the Jewish 
community compared to the general community.   
 
It should also be recalled that prior to 2003 there were six hours per week of Jewish community 
radio programming on SBS.  This was reduced that year to four hours per week, the same number 
of hours allotted to much smaller communities.  Since 2012, it has been two hours per week.  
Ideally, a return to four hours a week should be accommodated. But there can be no case for a 
further reduction in hours or any rescheduling. 
 
The importance of the current program to the Jewish community 
 
Members of the Jewish community, as a recognised ethnic and cultural group in Australia, have a 
continuing need for the kind of Jewish community radio programming that has been provided by 
SBS to date.  Existing programs have a loyal following within the community because they 
include: 
 

(a) news about events within the Australian Jewish Community which often relates to or af-
fects them and family members personally, as well as information about art, cultural and 
entertainment activities; 
 

(b)  information and preparations for upcoming Jewish national and religious holidays and fes-
tivals;  
 

(c) messages from Jews overseas seeking lost relatives; 
 

(d) messages and information bulletins issued by organisations and individuals; 
 

(e) interviews with local, visiting and overseas guests;  
 

(f) Hebrew and Yiddish segments for those who understand or are currently learning those 
languages (whether they are spoken at home or in other contexts);  

 
(g) detailed and quality news stories from Israel (including domestic Israeli politics) where a 

very high proportion of Australian Jews have family relatives; 
 

(h) terrorism and security alerts, which can at times be critical, not only because of the need to 
protect the community from physical threats but also to calm and reassure members of the 
community in appropriate circumstances. The persistence of antisemitism is a sad fact of 
life in Australia, as noted above, and as documented in the annual reports on Antisemitism 
in Australia published by our organisation since 1989. 

 
The weekly audience figures for the Jewish community radio program’s podcasts in Hebrew, 
English and Yiddish have been impressive, and it is likely that these are indicative of a 
correspondingly wide listenership for the live radio program. 
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Conclusion 
 
It remains the principal function of SBS under its Charter to provide multicultural, and not only 
multilingual, radio programs.  The Australian Jewish community meets the criteria of a sizeable 
community with special needs arising from the fact that the community continues to face high 
levels of discrimination and vilification, as defined in the proposed criteria. 
 
As such, our community remains both eligible and entitled to make a call upon SBS for a fair share 
of its resources, to which our community’s taxes contribute, for a continuation of the existing 
Jewish community radio program. 
 
We wish SBS well in conducting its review and look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

       
Peter Wertheim AM  
Co-CEO 


