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A great deal could be written of the negotiations between the
Organising Committee in Melbourne [1956] and the proprietors
of television networks and cinema newsreel companies. To
write such a history would probably not be profitable, because
at the end of writing one would have to come to the conclusion
that the whole operation was handled extraordinarily badly by
both sides of the argument (Lewis Luxton, Deputy Chairman,
Melbourne Organising Committee, 13 May 1957).

In recent years, staggering sums of money have been channelled to
Olympic Organising Committees and the International Olympic Committee
(I0C) through the sale of US network television rights. The 1988 Seoul and
Calgary Olympic Games attracted successful bids from US corporations
which totalled $609 million. For the 1992 Olympic Games the total
exceeded $644 million. This figure was increased in 1994 and 1996 when
the Lillehammer Organising Committee and the Atlanta Organising
Committee, in conjunction with IOC negotiators, secured US television
contracts for $300 and $456 million respectively. It is widely accepted that
the revenue and world-wide exposure provided by television since the
initial marketing of television rights in 1960 has had a significant impact
on the quadrennial Olympic traditidn.

This article argues that the debate between television executives and
the Melbourne Organising Committee (MOC), concerning the transmission
rights for the 1956 Olympics, contributed importantly to the expanded
publicity for and marketing of the Games. The Australian episode acted
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as a springboard for the revision of Rule 49 (Publicity), the 10C’s initial
legislative effort regarding the marketing of television rigftsriously,

the Melbourne television scenario has received cursory historical tredtment.
The television problem surrounding the Melbourne Games provided an
important chapter in the history of the Olympic movement. It resulted in
the gravitation of the IOC towards the marketing of television rights. In the
process, it led to an important debate about the extent to which the Games
should be viewed as a news event or an entertainment package.

The above statement of MOC Deputy Chairman, Lewis Luxton
accurately reflected the problems involved in arrangements to gain
television rights to the 1956 Summer Olympic Games. The breakdown and
subsequent failure of the dialogue between the MOC and the networks was
significant. The refusal of international television networks and cinema
newsreel companies to pay royalties, for the privilege of showing Olympic
newsfilm on a delayed basis, caused a wide-ranging boycott of the
Melbourne Games by these organisations. Consequently, newsreel coverage
of the Melbourne festival was limited. Although IOC President, Avery
Brundage, was aware of the stalemate between the Australian organisers
and the networks, he elected to remain aloof, though the threat of
commercialism with the sale of television rights and necessary involvement
of advertisers troubled him. A second element of this study involves
Brundage’s changing attitude towards television and the Olympic
movement.

By the mid-1950s, a number of IOC members began to recognise the
financial windfall that television could provide if television rights were
marketed for a fee. In 1955, Lord Killanin of Ireland, broached the subject
of potential television revenues to Brundage. A staunch opponent of
commercial intrusion upon the Olympic movement during his twenty-year
Presidency, Brundage was wary of this initiative. Nevertheless, his
business acumen dictated that he should consider the advantages of
pursuing television revenues. Brundage recognised the benefit of additional
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funds as the money would enable the I0C to expand its staff, and he
coveted the opportunity to more effectively spread ‘Olympism’ throughout
the world’He summarised his views on the matter in a letter to the 10C
Executive Board:

The International Olympic Committee has always kept itself
free from financial entanglements, so free, in fact that it has
never had enough money to do the useful work it could be
doing if it had a larger staff. | am not sure that we should ever
get into ‘business’, but on the other hand we should not give
millions of dollars away.

On the negative side of the ledger, Brundage surmised that television
potentially posed a source of friction between the I0C and future
Organising Committees. He also indicated some anxiety as to what
philosophical course the Olympic movement might follow in the event of
adopting such a strategy. Brundage added cautiously: ‘If one adds to the
intangible benefits which accrue to the organisers of the Games, a huge
bonus from TV rights, one can readily imagine the complications and
dangers that may arise.’

Brundage’s circumspect approach to the television question reflected
his devotion to the ideals of Pierre de Coubertin. All members of the IOC
were sworn to promote, guard and preserve the Olympic movement
according to the principles espoused by de Coubfitiarenovateur had
taken a dim view of the potential infiltration of commercialism into
amateur sport. De Coubertin had identified Greek athletics and medieval
chivalry as two significant sporting movements which had been sullied by
‘the commercial spirit’He had sought to protect amateur sport and the
Olympic movement from descending ‘into the slough of commercialfsm’.
Brundage, true to his predecessor’s beliefs, regarded commercialism as a
threat to the sanctity of the Olympic movement.
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The Melbourne Scenario

The MOC began to investigate the question of television and film
coverage of the Games in 1954. The Australians were informed by the
National Broadcasting Company (NBC) that the United States networks
would not be interested in undertaking a large-scale reproduction in that
country because of technical difficulties due to distance involved. Similarly,
a proposed series of short entertainment films drew limited interest from
the networks because of the three-day flight time between Melbourne and
New York“*The MOC chose to pursue other channels in order to recoup
a portion of expenses.

In 1955, Luxton and the MOC reached a tentative agreement with
Associated Re-Diffusion, a London-based company, for exclusive film
rights to the GameéThe decision elicited a swift response from the
international television networks. Executives asserted that no single
company should retain exclusive rights. According to the industry
representatives, the Olympic Games was a news event, not an entertainment
package. Although these organisations were not interested in acquiring
live television rights, they still desired access to cover the Games as a news
event. The networks maintained that all television networks and cinema
newsreel companies should enjoy equal access to the Gahwes.
Chairman of the MOC became a prime target for criticism.

MOC Chairman, Wilfred S Kent-Hughes, was confronted by an
agitated Australian media that lobbied him aggressively to grant television
and newsfilm coverage free of charge, to publicise Australia. A number
of media representatives insinuated that it would be detrimental to his
political career if he failed to heed their overtufd@ge MOC desired a
compromise fearing that free film access would threaten the viability of
the Committee’s official Olympic film targeted for commercial distribution
following the Games.
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The determination of the newsfilm industry to secure free and equal
access was considerable. In January 1956, representatives of a number of
the television networks and cinema newsreel companies assembled to
discuss the issue. Administrative officers from the Australian Broadcasting
Commission, the British Broadcasting Corporation, Fox-Movietone News,
Cinesound Review Newsreel, NBC and United Press attended the meeting.
A proposal which drew unanimous support was forwarded to the MOC.
Newsreel access to the Games, it bluntly stated, should be free to all,
distinct from those companies contracted to complete an official™film.
Subsequent meetings in Great Britain and the United States produced
similar resultsiThey demanded the same access to Olympic events
enjoyed by print journalists and still photographers.

It is understandable that the MOC was agitated by the extent of the
discussion between the network officials. Henry Lawrenson of Australian
Movietone News and Ken G Hall of Cinesound Review Newsreel had
reminded Kent-Hughes in April of the resolve of the newsfilm companies
to see the issue through on their terms. The MOC would not receive money
for news coverage of the Games. Lawrenson and Hall counselled Kent-
Hughes:

We trust that you and the members of the Committee will

understand very clearly that a matter of definite principle is at

stake — i.e. no payment for news coverage of anything — and
we finally deplore any suggestion that there has been any

ganging up!

The news divisions of the networks and the cinema companies attempted
to convince Kent-Hughes that they were not in a position to receive extra
revenue from delayed daily coverage. Generally speaking news services
were funded twelve months in advance. As the MOC's position represented
an unplanned budgetary expenditure, this practice reduced the availability
of funds for the Melbourne Olympic Gamé&Rleadings were also made

to Avery Brundage.



Lights! Camera! Little Action 43

NBC News Director, William R McAndrew, informed Brundage
that many people had a false perception of the wealth of television stations.
The popular belief that they were awash with money was, ‘a most
unfortunate and untrue canard’, with the large salaries accorded to
television stars such as Bob Hope, Mary Martin and Milton Berle the cause
of such an erroneous view. News departments and newsreel companies
conducted their business with smaller budgets. McAndrew added that
sizeable royalties paid by networks to telecast events such as the World
Series of baseball and major boxing events were contingent upon ‘live
exclusivity’. Newsreel coverage on a delayed basis did not possess
comparable market vald@rundage’s reply to the McAndrew missive
indicated the careful consideration he gave the matter.

News versus entertainment

Brundage enquired whether there was any type of daily limit on the
number of minutes of Olympic film telecast on news programs. Specifically,
he desired to know the point at which news coverage became entertainment.
What guarantee did the MOC have that the news organisations would not
seek to edit film creating some form of commercial projéttds
important to recognise that the I0OC had no intention of intervening in the
affairs of the MOC at the 1956 Games, rather its priority was to establish
policy for the 1960 Games.

NBC’s McAndrew thought that a reasonable time limit on daily
news coverage could be established. A show would be deemed
entertainment if it had been specifically scheduled for the purpose of
displaying Olympic material. All Olympic footage would be shown on
regularly scheduled newscasts. In addition, McAndrew stated that newsreel
companies would not consider a commercial product without the permission
of the 10C*The foundation for an agreement seemed evident.
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Dialogue between the MOC and newsreel negotiators resumed in
April, seven months before the Games. Executives from the BBC,
Australian Movietone and Cinesound Review Newsreel-these organisations
had been entrusted to carry out negotiations on behalf of the US networks
—approached the MOC. They proposed that all nhewsreel companies and
television network news divisions be allowed access to three minutes of
newsfilm per day. The MOC was favourably disposed to the initiative, but
delayed consummating a final agreement until arrangements pertaining to
the commercial (official) Olympic film were complet&4. three month
delay ensued during which both sides gave further thought to the issue.

Impasse in negotiations

In July, Kent-Hughes and MOC's recently-appointed chief negotiator,
Paul Talbot of Fremantle Overseas Radio, convened with the representatives
of the cinema newsreel groups to approve the terms of the previous
proposal. The negotiators agreed to the royalty-free allotment of three
minutes of daily newsfilm. With difficulties seemingly resolved, Kent-
Hughes and Talbot huddled with the executives from the television news
divisions later in the day. Much to their chagrin, the position of the
television stations had changed. As network television delivered three
newscasts per day, negotiators pressed for nine minutes of Olympic film
to be equally distributed over the news programs, using three different
Olympic clips. Kent-Hughes was not conciliatory, while Talbot stated that
the demand would only receive consideration by the MOC if guarantees
were given that any added exposure would not diminish the potential
income from the commercially-distributed Olympic fifin.

Additional television exposure, the MOC was advised, would limit
the profit potential of the Olympic film, especially in the lucrative US
market®Peter Whitchurch, the film maker in charge of the Olympic
project, later told Brundage: ‘If the newsreels had been allowed their
requested 9 minutes per day for 15 days, their total output would have been
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2 hours and 15 minutes.” The commercial film, he said, designed for
viewing by theatre patrons was of shorter durafibifferences about the
daily minute allotment was ‘the rock upon which the ship foundered’,
MOC'’s Luxton later reported to Brundagje.

J P Meroz, General Director of the Société Suisse de Radio Diffusion,
charged the MOC with failing to honour an agreement for equal access to
the nine minutes of news film per d3tis view, expressed in a communiqué
to IOC Chancellor Otto Mayer, was echoed WWeav York Herald-Tribune
writer who quoted a network executive, ‘we had a firm arrangement to use
nine minutes of film and we feel that they reneg&@eorge Griffith Jr,
of Melbourne Hoyts Theatres Ltd, described the negotiations as ‘fruitless’,
and criticised the ‘onerous restrictions’ imposed by the M@@parently,
the MOC also desired editorial control. Such an arrangement would have
resulted in American, European, Australian and Canadian newscasts
showing identical footage rather than film clips tailored to the respective
interests of national audiencésledia representatives assumed that
continued pressure would force the MOC to retreat from its position.

Newsreel companies were confident that the MOC would eventually
accept the nine minute condition, and remove its demand for editorial
control from the negotiating table. In fact, these organisations initiated a
world-wide publicity campaign highlighting the upcoming Olympic
Games coverage. The MOC refused to capitulate and a stalemate ensued.
MOC members viewed any form of concession as compromising the
negotiating positions of subsequent organising committees.

Melbourne boycott

The resulting boycott of the Melbourne Games by newsreel companies
and international television networks was responsible for the limited
publicity Australia received. ‘The Olympic Games as an institution,
Australia as a nation and television as a medium of the free world,” Jack
Gould of theNew York Times acknowledged, ‘all have suffered from the
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consequences of the extensive blackdlihe sense of regret was
widespread within the MOC and the television and cinema news industries.

Although both sides recognised the tragic nature of the absence of
television and cinema news industries from Melbourne, neither was
willing to accept responsibility for its occurrence. Harry Robert, sports
editor of Tele-news, was angered by the discriminatory treatment accorded
to television on the assumption that it had money to pay for rights. He
advised Brundage: ‘There is no significance in saying newsfilm is
supported by commercial sponsors until you can point out the newspapers
that run without advertising.” Robert was indignant about what he regarded
as the hypocritical actions of the MOC, and the I0C, which provided tacit
approval through non-intervention. The IOC and National Olympic
Committees’ enforced the tenets of amateurism, he maintained, in order
to prevent athletes from exploiting their obvious skills for profit. He found
the situation offensive as the opposition had attempted to, ‘put these skills
to work for great financial gain for their own tills. You cannot be flesh to
one group and fish to anothéiGeorge Griffith Jr stated succinctly that
the problem would not have arisen if the television industry had been
granted the same rights as print journalists and still photografihers.
Games came and went with virtually no television coverage.

Following the Melbourne Games, the paramount concern of the
newsfilm industry was to rectify the situation prior to the 1960 Winter and
Summer Games. It aggressively lobbied for a nine minute daily allowance
of Olympic coverage. Both Brundage and Chancellor Mayer were hesitant.
They favoured partial protection of the Organising Committees through
the establishment of a six minute time lifiBrundage was stupefied by
the rigidity of the newsreel companies’ position. He observed:

Everyone reads about these huge sums which are paid for television

rights to football games and wonders why television companies

seem unwilling to pay for the rights to the greatest sports spectacle
of all, which is moreover practically always operated at a’loss.
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Robert again attempted to pacify Brundage by assuring him that the
commercial value of the live coverage rights in European countries would
be significant. The US market was even more promigiRgbert
advocated the separation of commercial and newsfilm coverage rights in
any future 10C legislation.

Following extensive discussion with television and newsreel company
leaders, the 10C accepted a significant expansion of Rule 49 on Publicity.
The major principle of the modified Rule 49 was the distinction between
news coverage and live television rights (entertainment). The Rule
specified that Organising Committees were responsible for concluding
arrangements for live television coverage of the Games. The money was
to be distributed according to the wishes of the dCactuality, the
international body did not formulate an official distribution policy until
1966 °The changes to Rule 49 showed Brundage and the IOC acquiescing
on the time limit pertaining to news clips. The 10C publicity policy in 1958
was a brief one page statement. A generation, and billions of dollars later,
IOC policies for publicity were recorded within a manual separate from
the Olympic Charter.

Conclusions

The Melbourne newsfilm controversy represented an important
episode in the history of the involvement of television in the Olympic
Games. Prior to the festival, representatives of international television
networks and newsreel companies argued that television was an emerging
arm of the world’s media. The industry deserved equal and free access to
cover the Olympic Games as a news event, they maintained. Negotiations
between the MOC and various media interests proved unsatisfactory to all
parties concerned. The problem did not lie with the MOC. Rather
discussions stalled because of a changing order in world media. Since
1958, the rise in sport spectatorship through the medium of television, and
advances in technology, have made live coverage of the Games dominant.
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The multi-million dollar contracts with television networks throughout the
world indicate that advertisers and sporting enthusiasts remain fascinated
by the Olympic spectacle.

Importantly, the enormous sums of money offered by the US
networks for Olympic television rights in the 1980s and 1990s did not
become possible until the upsurge in the popularity of sports television in
the 1970s. Nevertheless, the IOC’s movement toward the marketing of
television rights following the Melbourne fiasco was acritical development.
The US television rights to the Games to Squaw Valley and Rome (1960)
were sold to CBS for a total of $444 000. Brundage was not satisfied with
the amount of money offered as he considered the Olympics to be the pre-
eminent sporting spectacle in the world. And yet, Brundage may not have
been any more satisfied with the $456 million US television contract
negotiated by the IOC and the Atlanta Organising Committee.

It is interesting to note that the Olympic supremo, and long-term
soldier of anti-commercial Olympism, Avery Brundage, had ambivalent
feelings about the issues raised during the Melbourne controversy. While
he was aware that too much commercialism had the potential to destroy
the amateur ethos of the Olympics, he was attracted by the potential
windfall profits from publicity which would further elevate the Olympic
festivals as spectacles. By the end of his Presidential term in 1972,
Brundage was disturbed by the I0C'’s financial dependence upon television
revenue and the effects of commercialism upon the Olympic movement.
‘Distressed and disillusioned’, commented Allen Guttmann, ‘Brundage
watched as the IOC first adopted the financial procedures and then the
fiscal attitudes of a modern corporatiéiibwever, his clarion call for the
IOC to reduce drastically its financial involvement with television fell
upon deaf ear8During the 1960s, leaders of the International Sport Federations,
National Olympic Committees and Brundage'’s colleagues on the I0C developed
a marked appreciation of available television revenue and regarded the money
as critical to the execution of their mandates.
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