PRESS RELEASE

BY THE PRESIDENT OF THE TRINIDAD & TOBAGO PUBLISHERS & BROADCASTERS ASSOCIATION ON THE OCCASION OF \

WORLD PRESS FREEDOM DAY

As Trinidad and Tobago joins the world in observing World Press Freedom Day (May 3), we are cognizant of the many challenges facing the industry – both locally and internationally. There continues to be heated debate of the role of free media in capitalist, market driven economies and whether there are inherent social responsibilities on media to try and improve the quality of civil life. 

Some commentators argue that media freedom should be total, while others argue that no freedom is absolute and must be limited by the collective good of society. Others still, advocate that media/journalism ought to exercise its social responsibility by fostering participation and debate, which are best achieved through independent critique of society and its institutions and by encouraging public expression and participation. 

Such debate was heightened only recently with satirization in European newspapers, of the Muslim Prophet Muhammed, even though Islamic tradition explicitly prohibits any depiction of Allah and the Prophet. There is nothing unique about this kind of controversy as history is littered with instances where media have sought to justify controversial content on the basis of free speech and free expression.

Conversely, history is replete with examples of media practitioners and media owners who have been all too willing to sacrifice ‘press freedom’ for self-serving commercial interests. Whereas ‘free media’ are assumed to be independent and owe allegiance only to the public, the reality is that other influences, including the political commitments and private interests of shareholders, can shape the media. It is recognized internationally that where media conglomerates exist, there is sometimes reluctance among journalists to report on matters that may require them to step on the corporate toes of a parent or sister company. There is the example of a pact between the leader of Britain’s Tony Blair and media-magnate Rupert Murdoch, in which Murdoch’s several media refused to publicize matters that were potentially embarrassing to Blair’s Labour party. There is another example of an unholy alliance among Australian entrepreneurs and their Labour government, during the 1987 election – in which newspapers that were highly critical of the government ceased, without explanation, publishing any criticism of the government. In Argentina, media tycoon Eduardo Eurnekian stopped a television report on construction of an expensive airstrip on the private property of then President Carlos Menim – only to be rewarded after the election with several lucrative state contracts. In the words of noted media commentator, James Curran: “the market can give rise not to independent watchdogs serving public interest but to corporate mercenaries which adjust their critical scrutiny to suit their private purpose”.

Though nothing quite so drastic has yet emerged among local media, there has been lately, growing suspicion among the population that so-called free media may not be so free afterall. While the legitimacy for harbouring such concerns remains debatable, media would do well to recall the old adage that “perception is reality” and to that end, make a conscious effort to weigh issues of press freedom and people’s right to know, against their own social conscience. It may be worth noting the comments of William Hocking in a 1947 report by the American Commission on Freedom of the Press and the Theory of Social Responsibility. He concluded that: “Inseparable from the right of the press to be free has been the right of the people to have a free press. But the public interest has advanced beyond that point; it is now the right of the people to have an adequate press…and it is the right of the public that now takes precedence”.

As we celebrate Press Freedom Day, it is important too, to acknowledge the rapidly changing media environment from which small, developing states such as Trinidad and Tobago cannot escape. Rapid changes in communications technology mean that if it is to keep apace, regulations also need to be constantly reviewed and revised. Internet, satellite and cable communications have all brought new dimensions to the debate, largely because of the challenges they pose to current thinking about media regulation. The absence of boundaries, lack of clear organization, and lack of ownership and consequently accountability, all make the internet, in particular, difficult to regulate. Even where regulation may be possible within the legal framework of a particular locality, the global reach of the net and accessibility make such regulation almost irrelevant. Similarly, the expanding global reach of satellite and cable transmissions, makes it possible for print, broadcasting and telecommunications to be delivered all in the same way. This challenge from convergence of communications systems makes regulatory separation arbitrary and artificial and makes a mockery of regulations imposed on local systems. From the early days of publishing when access was limited to a select few, to today’s world of cable, satellites and internet that offers global access at relatively low cost, mass media continue to develop. Processes of deregulation, globalization, internationalization and privatization are playing increasingly important roles in both “developing” and “developed” worlds. Such processes have touched just about every region, though inconsistent in the ways they have impacted them.

In that context, one has to question the relevance and applicability of the recently published (and recalled) Draft Broadcast Code that may have been more suited to a pre-historic era. We commend the Telecommunications Authority for (apparently) recognizing the fatal flaws in its initial Draft Code and look forward to a document that is more in sync with today’s reality of transnational communications and which would follow the global trend towards lifting restrictions, rather than attempting to impose new ones.

In recognition of all these challenges, and still emerging ones, the Trinidad and Tobago Publishers and Broadcasters Association (TTPBA) is firm in its belief that more adequate training for local practitioners and media managers has become of paramount importance. 

The stark reality is that an explosion of media, especially in broadcasting, has not brought with it the expectant improvement in reporting standards. On the contrary, what has been evident has been a marked deterioration in the quality of reporting as uninitiated and untrained personnel are “let loose” by media houses, upon unsuspecting audiences. To that end, we continue to explore training opportunities for our members and their respective workforces. This year alone, the TTPBA will associate itself with several training projects – several at advanced stages of development – aimed at improving the skills of existing practitioners, as well as improving the skills bank available to media. 

It is the hope of the TTPBA that through these initiatives, we would develop a Trinidad and Tobago media that is cognizant of its role within the national community; that could competently manage its goal of being a lucrative industry and its social responsibility; and in which the meaning of press freedom could truly be appreciated.
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