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Key messages

Merits and drawbacks exist in all
forms of media across the world. We
must carefully consider what kind of
journalism we want here in the Pacific.

There are other ways to progress

the media freedom cause aside from
raising awareness and discussing the
issue explicitly.

Media outlets and professionals have
a role to play in shaping and informing
policy discussions

The internet and social media

are changing the game and both
government and traditional media must
engage with the online world.

Better connectivity between media,
government and international
organisations can help improve quality
journalism and in turn, garner greater
media freedom.
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POLICY,
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Having been taken in 16 times between December
2006 and July 2007, former Chief Executive of Fiji
Broadcasting Corporation, Francis Herman finally
resigned. Despite the incredible challenges he
faced, Mr Herman wonders whether things could
have worked out differently:

I think we failed. And its easy for me to talk because I'm out of the country, but | think
we could have... we didn't try to engage them, we should have engaged them.
What we did was fight them and we'd lose anyway, but what didn’t happen and
what hasn't happened in my view, is that the media really hasn't engaged the military
to the extent of saying, “okay these are the options, have we tried this or can we just
try that?” | did it in ‘87 we did it in 2000. | was Parliamentary reporter in ‘87, | was
acting chief executive in 2000 when they had the Speight coup and | slept in the
office for 56 days. But we managed to get them to see things... When the military
took over and they planted people in our newsrooms in 2006. .. we rang the military
and said, “We need to talk”... We sat with the military top brass, and we said, “take
your military out and let's engage” and they agreed. Immediately they withdrew their
military from the newsrooms, our people were able to function. But | don't think we
did enough of that... I think moving forward, the media really needs to look at, did
it cause a lot of the aggression that lead up to 2006 and I'm saying ves it did, the
way we reported, and I'm to blame as well, the way we reported, it was top news, it
was hot news, the Prime Minister fighting the military, it was awesome news. But we
never stood back and analysed it and said, “Okay, what is the impact?” | don't think
we spent enough time thinking about the impact of the stories and the programs we
have. Having said that | don't agree with any form of censorship.’

Is the idea of a free and open press antithetical to Pacific ways of life? No, freedom
of expression is an inherent part of it, with people holding open discussions under the
banyan tree, for example, for thousands of years. So, what are the best ways for us,
here in the Pacific to reclaim and enhance this freedom?

Media freedom and the people

No matter where a journalist resides or whom they work for, they face pressures to
publish certain stories in certain ways. Indeed all people in the employ of others are
required to accept some degree of personal compromise. While in the realm of South
Pacific media, the extent of compromise and self-censorship required is often high, that
doesn’t necessarily mean that journalists can’t report in meaningful ways. The media’s



stories can still play a role in focusing public attention on particular
topics and effectively ‘set’ the public agenda by consistently and
prominently featuring issues in their news coverage.” So, while
it may be hard to name a specific corrupt politician for fear of
censorship or retribution, it might be possible, without a journalist
being overly explicit, to highlight departmental funding received
in the last budget, the promises made prior to the last election,
the lack of progress made on certain projects and let the people
themselves, given the key pieces of information, come to their
own conclusions.

Sometimes too, it seems the media has a yearning to focus on
conflict, scandal and gloom. In the West, there’s an overt tendency
to sensationalise events and fan the flames of fiery issues.
Numerous studies fault reporters for focusing on trivial issues, for
being too closely tied to official sources, for not providing sufficient
context to understand contentious policy options, for their biases
and for lacking technical proficiency in matters they write about.®
These are issues faced by all media, free or not. These challenges
should be kept in mind as we explore the issue of media freedom.
This can lead one to wonder where the ideal media models exist?
Is itin the USA, the home of Fox News? Is it Australia where media
ownership is concentrated in the hands of a few? Media freedom
is a worthwhile cause but if we are to jump onto a media freedom
bandwagon, it is worth considering where this ride will end. Do
Pacific Island nations want to emulate a Western style of media or
do we want to develop something of our own?

Western journalism, | personally have a problem with because
all they're doing is looking for conflict and wherever there is
a conflict that's where they parachute their journalists... and |
just think that is so shallow and restrictive. We need to move
on and really tell the stories of our people (Kalafi Moala).*

As we strive toward freedom, we should take a moment to
consider what kind of media we want to exist in our region down
the track. While the traditional, cultural and demographic aspects
of our societies, along with fears of suffering retribution can result
in censorship, self imposed or otherwise, Pacific journalists can
still present important issues in ways that feel natural to them and
will appeal to their readers. It is possible to display respect while
also informing the public.

You don't have to be gung-ho. You don't have to be a star;
you get no points for it but it's how you engage with them. ..
There are other ways of doing it, other ways to skin the cat. |
think we give up too quickly. It's not that we are limited in our
intellect or anything, but | think we are so steadfast in, “this
is the only way to do it” but we have to fight for freedom, we
can't give in (Francis Herman).®

The media is widely acknowledged as playing a role in policy-
making, primarily through ‘agenda-setting’ and ‘issue framing’.
By writing certain stories, the media can help set the agenda
for politicians, policymakers and other actors. In their framing of
issues, the media can influence the way a subject is discussed, in
turn influencing public opinion. The media is able to communicate
not only to the people from the government but to the government
from the people too. Poaliticians rely on media cues to help inform
their decisions and actions, especially on subjects likely to
result in electoral punishment. While it can be more challenging
to communicate completely openly in the Pacific, it is possible,
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especially when done in a Pacific way.

No two democracies are the same and it would be impossible to
find consensus on which nation’s democracy is best. While it can’t
be denied that a free media can help improve accountability, lift
the standard of public servants and improve governance in other
ways, it is worthwhile to recognise that each democracy has its
flaws and we should be careful in assuming we know how best to
‘fix’ a sovereign nation’s democratic system and or media. After
all, it is not only governments that have the potential to limit media
freedom; the church, lobbyists, media owners, old prejudices, and
personal biases limit freedom too. Journalists, like politicians, are
human and are not incorruptible.

I've been to many seminars at conferences, where people get
up have all this big talk... and say media serves democracy
and we do things that serve democracy and sometimes |
wonder, what about the people? | thought we were meant
to serve the people. Where are the people”? Sometimes in a
democracy the people are caught in a network down below
and the democracy is just for a few (Kalafi Moala).®

A freer media is essentially good for democracy but it is worth
considering how much the wider population of the Pacific know
about and understands the importance of media freedom. Do
people in remote villages, living subsistence lifestyles really think
about media freedom and the intricacies of politics in a distant
capital city or do they focus more on the lack of decent roads,
hospitals, schools and the regularity of ships to take their copra? If
they hear a radio report about a media freedom conference in the
capital, will they be encouraged and motivated to act? Or would
they react more to a story highlighting their plight in relation to
the state of their roads, and the funding promised for it at the last
election?

Critical policy discussion is limited by lack of knowledge on
the reporters part and a belief that there is little interest in the
issues from the public... To overcome it, try it. And try and do
itin a way that is engaging, which breaks the issue down and
will relate to those affected (Campbell Cooney)’

Considering a strategic struggle

Sean Dorney argues that in a climate where some Pacific
governments appear to have a belief that the media is something
1o, ‘be controlled and do what we want it do’, the media’s attention
on itself is not obsessive and that ‘the media needs to keep on its
toes’.® At the same time though, Dorney recognises that the issue
of media freedom probably isn’t front of a lot of peoples’ minds.

If you look at the survey® done in Fiji where 66% of people
support Bainimarama, yet there is near universal support and
great value placed on media freedom too. Undermeath it all,
people want to know what's going on! They don't want to be
fed propaganda (Sean Dorney).™

There is no denying that a free and open media is a worthwhile goal
and that a free media can strengthen democracies, but it may be
prudent to reflect on how much time, resources and attention we
should spend on self-reflection and pity for the industry. Keeping an
issue topical is important but we should be wary of displacing other
stories, which may be indirect but equally effective in garnering



stronger democracies. Perhaps media freedom can be just as well
achieved by making the best of a difficult situation and working
within the context in which we find ourselves? Do we need a re-
think around the idea of public broadcasters, given the questions
of how effective they are? With state owned broadcasters often
ending up as little more than government mouthpieces, perhaps it
is time to recognise that even if state broadcasters are unlikely to
give an independent view and unlikely to speak negatively it would
still be worth encouraging those journalists to find some kind of
middle ground. It is possible for journalists to work for the state
but still have a positive impact by improving on their own brand of
development journalism, hopefully with commercial and/or social
media increasingly playing some sort of watchdog role.

The genius of journalism today is that there are situations,
conflict situations where you can manoeuvre around it... If
government don't want their stories, tell the other stories! There
are alot of other stories. .. society is so one-dimensional when
we only think that politics is the one main area (Kalafi Moala)."

There is an abundance of expertly written articles to be found
centring on issues of media freedom in the South Pacific and
entire organisations exist to promote the issue but how many of
these articles resonate with the ‘man on the street’? How many
of the stories reach him? Journalists, academics and the media
at large could consider writing more articles that will engage the
community at large, not just their colleagues. Perhaps a freer
media can best be achieved not only by writing about the topic
and asking for it directly from government, but by giving the
community itself a thirst to read and learn more.

Just as scholars in Eastern Europe have accused donor-
sponsored anti-corruption campaigns of encouraging populism
and discrediting leaders, displacing debate about policies, and
contributing to popular disillusionment with democracy,’ media
freedom campaigners should be wary of having a similar effect.
An inflated rhetoric of media freedom could undermine the very
democracies that media freedom advocates hope to bolster and
give those countries’ media themselves a lower public standing.
Focusing incessantly on conflict scenarios and a lack of freedom,
the media may inadvertently give an excuse to leaders to be
more authoritarian and create a self-fulfilling prophecy of greater
oppression.

Publicly what's going out is that we are all fighting amongst
ourselves. Everyone is on an ego trip. Seriously. We're all
fighting amongst ourselves to see who is president of this,
who is secretary of that, which country will host. And that for
me is irrelevant, Already, there is that “us and them” kind of
thing there and we need to move past that (Francis Herman).™

Technology and the media

You find with social media people, you hardly find them talking
about media freedom, they've got it, you know? (Kalafi Moala)™

Technological advancements are making it more possible than
ever to employ alternative media in order to communicate more
freely.’® The opportunities presented by social media applications
such as Facebook, Twitter and the proliferation of blogs are
obvious examples. Even if newspapers are muzzled, it is possible
to make blogs that are not. The internet has not penetrated the

wider population of the South Pacific to the extent that mobile
phones have yet, but with submarine cables expected to make
their way to Tonga and Vanuatu in the near future, the increasing
affordability of smart phones and trends of urbanisation,® it is only
a matter of time before the majority are connected. The argument
that the internet and social media is not relevant in the Pacific is
losing validity and news media outlets need to adjust if they want
to remain relevant and influence Pacific populations.

I think it's still growing, | don't think it's as big as it can be
just yet, although having said that, we're dealing with the
government and dealing with the private sector and people
in authority. Most of the people online are people that are
working and in jobs, sort of like the middle class and they're
able to influence the leaders — in government and business
— and are also in the cities and towns as well. So, although
it may not represent the entire country in terms of reach, it is
discussion and interaction that is taking place on some level
and with influential people (Emmanuel Narakobi)'”

Pacific islands media outlets can do more to tap into web-
based applications like Facebook to engage their readership and
spark important debates. Even a restricted media can provide
information that can act as a catalyst for a public hunger for ‘real’
news. The pursuit of complete media freedom is an up-hill battle,
made tougher by a public that doesn’t always understand what
that really entails and what level of freedom they currently have.
As social media penetrates populations and the public comes to
hunger for more news and more truthful reporting, journalists and
editors will become further enabled, with wider public support, to
print stories that may not be possible at present. Itis not uncommon
for people posting on Facebook to call on journalists to verify facts
and check on the validity of rumours. This would suggest that
journalists are respected to some extent as professionals with
investigative skills. Perhaps journalists could do more to capitalise
on these opportunities to ensure they stay relevant in a new era of
information and communication technology.

Young people, they're not watching television, they don't get
information from newspapers any more, its from social media
and | think many of us professional journalists and information
people have not woken up. We talk about it at conferences
but we haven't woken up to the fact that this is where the
world is moving! The flame of journalism has been snatched
up from our hands and made common. There is power now
among the consumers, and the consumers are producing the
information, the delivery, and its fastl And in many ways it's
getting more professional (Kalafi Moala)'®

A poignant example of where social media appears to be
fomenting change is in PNG."” As technology becomes cheaper
and more accessible, the people themselves, not journalists, have
the potential to drive change. So where does this leave traditional
media? Cooney notes that in places like PNG, ‘social media has
given an outlet for those with a view not always being covered in
the mainstream media’ but at the same time, he laments a lack
of ‘informed policy debate on social media.” An objective article
explaining key points placed on a Facebook page for example,
can further inform people who are already engaged and motivated
to discuss issues. Again, the article itself does not need to be
controversial or inflammatory to effectively stimulate debate and
help the people come to their own conclusions. Social media
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holds traditional media to account. If the one nightly news bulletin
tells the public everything is okay as thousands of your online
countrymen scream otherwise, which media would you believe?
There is also a role for traditional media to engage with social
media more actively. Sean Dorney, who covered the elections in
PNG, interacted with the Tarvurvur Garamut blog, noting that it
was,

miles ahead of the electoral commission in terms of keeping
me up to date. Also interesting were all the comments coming
to the blog from outside and the lively exchanges. You never
would have seen anything like that five years ago (Sean
Dorney)?!

The ability of ordinary people to create and sustain a new narrative
is vital in the development of democracies. The Internet allows
citizens, ‘... to change their relationship with the public sphere.
They no longer need to be consumers and passive spectators.
They can become creators and primary subjects. It is in this sense
that the Internet democratises.’*

| think the media have made a couple of attempts with trying
to speak about issues and trying to create different formats
like TV programs and so on but they haven't been doing it
effectively... They haven't really taken into account the social
media where there are a handful of people bringing up issues
and discussing things in a more comprehensive manner
which could get more involved in the whole traditional media
conversations (Emmanuel Narakobi)*

Social media is an area that can be better engaged with not only
by journalists, but by governments, civil society and others too.
Social and traditional forms of media can improve their interaction
and draw on each other more often. But these relationships need
to be cultivated with care. Narakobi mentions an issue where

A Post-Courier journalist cut and pasted a bloggers text for
a front page article without any acknowledgement. This is
not the first time and this creates a divide of “us and them’”.
Perhaps but blatant plagiarism is not acceptable. The only
media that has been effectively using content from social
media here has been Radio Australia (Emmanuel Narakobi)**

Interestingly, Fiji is a place where the government has fought online
fire with online fire. Unable to stop anti-regime bloggers, a number
of pro-regime blogs began to appear, countering accusations
levelled at the regime.” Despite the incredibly tough time faced
by journalists in Fiji, new opportunities to engage appear to be
available, with Bainimarama and the Constitution Commission
headed by veteran Kenyan lawyer, Yash Ghai, calling for public
input and claiming that consultation sessions will have an ‘open,
free, fair and fearless atmosphere when making submissions’.”
A strategic, measured approach by local journalists during
these consultations could prove fruitful and this opportunity for
constructive engagement is one that should not be wasted.

Face to Face
What is not there is a space where people can discuss things.
It's absent. What is the media doing to create that space”?
The media claims they're doing it but in reality if you were to
do a content analysis of what they're doing, it's what | would
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call “developmental journalism”. It's to do with supporting, |
suppose the government's development policies. .. (Francis
Herman)*”

Apart from social media, there are other ways to let the population
access information and express themselves more freely. For
example, The Pacific Institute of Public Policy’s (PiPP) “MP Face to
Face” program in Vanuatu brings politicians face to face with their
constituents in an open-forum style question and answer setting.
An integral component of the events is that they are usually
broadcast in a live and uncensored format across the country
through Radio Vanuatu. PiPP doesn’t push a particular agenda;
it provides an opportunity for discussion to take place and allows
the public to ask the questions most meaningful to them. All the
media needs to dois turn up and record it. The radio network or the
TV channel can’t be blamed if an angry citizen accuses a politician
of misappropriating funds. This live, open forum style provides an
excellent avenue for the public to be heard and for the media to
cover something raw and uncensored. It also gives politicians a
greater sense of accountability. While the costs associated with
getting journalists to outer islands and the equipment required
can be prohibitive to many Pacific news agencies, development
partners can probably be drawn on to assist. Lofty goals like
improving governance and capacity tie in well here. Programs
like MP Face to Face also provide opportunities to find out what
issues the electorate care about, which informs governments and
provides journalists with valuable cues they can draw on and help
guide them in deciding where to focus their efforts.

Improving connectivity

Even in Pacific countries with relatively high levels of media
freedom, there are weaknesses in reporting. We need to be wary
of conflating issues of media freedom with other causes of poor
media production. There is room for journalists, development
partners and governments to work together better. A couple of
fundamental challenges facing traditional media in the region
include low wages and a situation where many of the best
reporters are ‘sucked out’ by international organisations or
governments themselves.” These factors make it especially
difficult for overworked journalists.

The media don't have a lot of money and they don't have
the time to devote to great investigative journalism. It's really a
matter of getting that paper out each day. There is not a lot of
time to sit around and discuss issues so deeply, and that is
the same all over the region. It's in the nature of media itself.
There just aren't that many people there to dig and dig and dig
and come up with the gems (Sean Dorney)*

These days, everybody is in the information game, and for the
media to operate better, Pacific governments themselves need
to improve their communication skills too. At present, journalists
are forced to spend too long digging for basic information that
governments should be able to provide as a matter of course.
Easier access to information would let journalists get the basic
information quickly and then have more time to spend value
adding, using their journalistic skills. Here too lies a potential
role for international organisations—information conduits for
journalists. The wealth of statistical data and wilingness most
organisations have to co-operate with media are resources worth
tapping into. Most organisations are only too happy to have the



fruits of their research shared more widely in the hope that policy
reform can gain public traction. There is a symbiotic relationship
between media and policy specialists here worth nurturing.

If I was working in an NGO I'd offer regular columns directly to
newspapers. It probably happens already. The media here in
the Pacific are often so desperate for content, it's wide open
to people wanting to put their point of view forward and there’s
a good avenue there for them (Sean Dorney)®

Of course, there are also potential pitfalls that need to be
considered. It could be tempting for newspapers to just copy and
paste a report that is not entirely appropriate for a daily newspaper.
This could result in a bored readership, a less popular journalist
and a research organisation that has, rather than engaging the
public on a key policy issue, either failed to get people on board
or alienated them. Newspaper readers don’t want to read a long,
wordy report intended for, and written by policymakers (many
policy makers probably don’t either). A more successful situation
for journalist, policymaker, and reader would be one where the
report was paraphrased, condensed, and linked to a real-life
example and told like a story in a Pacific way.

NGOs can also look at how they tailor their messages for
traditional media to easily push it out (Emmanuel Narakobi)®'

Conclusion

The media in the Pacific appear to be faced with a few main
options — do nothing about media freedom; try to have a positive
influence in the imperfect system in which they find themselves;
work outside traditional print media systems; write the stories
they want to at risk of persecution; write articles about how
unfair things are. Each has its merits and its drawbacks. The key
message here is that while media freedom is indeed important and
worth fighting for, that is not the whole story. There are avenues
available for traditional media to engage more and in different
ways, not only with social media but also with governments
themselves. Alternative methods can be employed to push for a
common cause, a Pacific region with more accountable, stronger
governments that communicate more effectively and can develop
their democracies to better serve their peoples.
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