Convergence in Bangladesh Media 

  

Introduction 

Historically, Bangladesh print media had performed its role as a watchdog of the society. As a pressure group its role was also significant in the past in bringing changes in the ruling. Different studies have proved that print media appeared as a vibrant media all the time against misrule of the British government and Pakistani occupant. While performing this role during 19th and 20th century when major reshuffle was taken place in print technology, Bangladesh newspaper industries never faced threat of non-existence unless and until any government tried to interfere to the rights of freedom of speech of a news organisation. History says that during all these years, print media of Bangladesh was always successful by transforming technological changes of the time. In the rapid changing digital age, the traditional media has also recognised its challenges and adopted technologies to continue their roles in the society. Most of the newsrooms have been made computerised and adopted necessary new technologies by the end of the 1980s. Before end of 1990s, all the leading newspapers developed their web version keeping in mind growing up of new web-based readership.

However, at the beginning of the 21st century when internet have become a major source of information of peoples beyond borders, the shift has yet to be reflected in the Bangladesh media. The changes in the web version of Bangladesh newspapers could not be found as per the changes taking place in the digital world. Soon after the introduction of web 2.0 which facilitates media professionals with many interactive features, media organisations throughout the world have diverted their focus more towards online viewers than readers. The online has been made more interactive, informative and less troublesome to get required information from one site by the site visitors. The popularity has left the newspaper industry in competitive stage. This situation gets worse after the recent global recession. Many newspapers have to close down production as they were already effected by significant drop of circulation. Multimediality, convergence, social networking etc helped the website users avoid hazard of visiting different websites of their interest and get their required information downloaded on the screen. So newspaper started to lose readers. The media analysts assume that as young generation is becoming more and more technology saavy persons and adopted a technology soon after its release, these people are likely to lead the newspaper organisations to bring a revolutionary change in defining news from writing report to its selection, presentation as well as designing business strategy very near future.

In the context of Bangladesh, it can be assumed that the media organisations have yet to take all these focuses into account. Whatever changes have been taken place in Bangladesh news websites have not done in accordance with the worldwide adoption of technologies and facilities from the point of view of sustainability in the competitive news world.

To find out the gap "why Bangladesh media despite giving due importance on website could not go along side by side with the digital world's changes",  this study has been conducted as part of the Asia Journalism Fellowship programme of School of Communication and Information of Nanyan Technological University, Singapore during February-April 2009. This paper studies two onlinenews websites of Bangladesh, not the electronic or web version of newspapers to compare features of those sites with internationally reputed news websites mainly New York Times as a benchmark. The main objectives of the study are to get an idea how far the Bangladesh online media advanced and what should be the steps to be taken by the media organisations to remain in the tract which has been changing frequently. Though this study is not done methodologically, it would help people to understand the Bangladesh situation and inspires the academic and professionals to conduct more comprehensive researches in the future.

Why the study was necessary                                                                                                                                                        

As earlier said, when many newspaper industries throughout the world are struggling to survive in the competitive online news world, Bangladesh media are not found in such position. The print media has so far remained in safe side because of the government subsidised-advertisement policy which is happened to be in absence of enough private sector development to provide advertisement support for the industry. In the rapid changing digital era, the newspaper offices consider the online news important but not from the point of sustainability in the competition. They still consider the newspaper readers more important than the online visitors. Online has yet to be made the main source of news for local readers and visitors' dependency on one newswebsite is needed for study. Not having clear idea about convergence among media professionals, online version has not been developed in the country with proper interactive and social networking perspective. The use of blog, multimedia presentation etc of these onlinenews sites could not be popular like many other recognised newspapers in the world. The newspaper offices, with some exceptional cases, are still reluctant to focus on the demand of web visitors to be met while reporting, writing, selecting and analysising news contents.  The concept of editing any report and designing web pages from online viewers perspective is also absent. Coming almost at the end of 1st decade of 21st century, newspaper readers still dominate the decision of the editors and get considerable importance in newspaper business strategy. 

  

The reason why the situation is like this when all newspapers have been maintaining electronic version since long is now a matter for research to find out different aspects of the industry. Preliminary findings show many features have worked positively for the survival of the newspapers. Increasing rate of literacy, less accessbility of people to the internet and less capacity to equip themselves with new technologies are among the  features that still help print media to rule in the media domain in Bangladesh. But those who consider the online as well important have diverted their focus from local perspective to beyond border one as internet has opened up the world for all. The Web has proven to be self sustaining medium with lots of exciting possibilities. The online readers nowadays do not feel that it is the newspaper must reach in their hand first in the morning. Due to the significant development in laptop that has given note book in comfortable position for all, people find website can meet their news thirst first than the print media. The 3G and 4G mobile are also an addition in this connection. Convergence is now the most pronounced word in the world-recognised media organisations as many software helped media professionals to discarge their task more conveniently than ever. It let visitors explore news and information of respective interest areas and get downloaded those from all option. A visitor now gets connected with other media reports, audio, video production, related blog, social networking, etc from one single page. Media organisations have no other option than to focus on online due to rapid rise of its users. 

  

A recent study conducted by Singpore-based Synovagte finds that 35 per cent of Asian youths had increased their internet usage in 2008 and close to a quarter had spent more time watching TV while 34 percent said that they had devoted more time to listening to music. Day by day the blogers and professional social networks have been the source of information. 

  

For all these reasons it was necessary to conduct the study to understand the readiness of media to be converged with media and related organisations which has now been common in most leading newswebsites throughout the world.


Procedure to select Bangladesh Onlinenews sites 

 

In the list of Bangladesh's onlinenewspaper.com, names of more than 70 news websites have been found. But names of few media organisations could be picked up from the list to compare those in true sense of online edition of the newspapers. Among the leading national newspapers, Prothom Alo, Ittefaq, Jugantor, Samokal, New Age and the Financial Express have well designed electronic version which however are the photo copy  of the newspapers with some facilities lke high text, email, print, etc. But interactivity, multimediality, textuality are still rare in these newspaper websites. The dailystar.net and bdnews24.com are the ones which have tried to introduce real sense online journalism in Bangladesh with some interactive features. 

  

In absence of enough selection criteria due to lack of study on onlinenews sites, this study has to depend on 

immediate availability of information by browsing different sites and interviewing media professionals for selecting the two sites. The study did less focus on the accuracy in the selection from the logic that whatever findings will be come out from it would create a place of understanding for others to conduct further study/ies. To decide on most popular or developed and well webpage designed one, this study has also to go for own observation and based on availability of information from rating website alexa.com. There might be other media organisations doing better than these two online editions but it can be sorted out by another study particularly focusing on this topic.

According to online rating website alexa.com, 'thedailystar.net' is not just the online edition of the newspaper, ranked the no.1 English daily of Bangladesh. It provides daily news updates to know fastest what's happening in Bangladesh and around the globe. Alexa.com rated traffic rank of DailyStar 14,330 where website visitors stay on average 5.5 minutes/day. The dailystar.net has linked with 1,465. Its website has been available since mid of 1990 and its domain was registered first by Alexa.com for rating in December 2002. About 78 per cent users of this site are from Bangladesh. It has viewers from India, the United States, Japan, United Kingdom and few other countries.
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Rated as the best, the fastest and the most reliable source of news on and from Bangladesh, bdnews24.com is the country's first online newspaper. It also sells content as a news agency (media.bdnews24.com) to national newspapers and TV channels. The bdnews24.com was the changed version of bdnewsonline which was launched in the form of news agency to serve some news organisations. Its traffic rank was 4,068 and visitors spend on average 8.5 minutes/day using 240 linked sites.   bdnews24.com launched 28-Aug-2004. About 83 per cent of its users are from Bangladesh followed by South Korea, United States, Saudi Arabia, Japan and few other countries. Alexa.com also rates of visit to the site 72 percent for news. Among other pages, 21.7 per cent vistors use the site Kidz.bdnews24.com.
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Interactivity and convergence features in Bangladesh online editions                                                                                             

  

  

thedailystar.net has total 20 features which are mostly shown in the home page. Among these, multi-media presentation is available in podcast and ATN bangla television channel english news link. Others indicators are archieve, blog, breaking news slide/scroll, comment, e-paper, link with advertisers, news having most discussed, most viewed, news email, profile, RSS feed, social network, stock market, story idea, voting, rating, weather and witness. These features are found in all pages but connectivity of all these features was not always in every page. It has linked with its magazine sections which however do not provide these features. If done, the concept to make it user friendly is absent. for example, lifestyle, star tech and literature magazine parts found in the below of the home page do not take the viewers straight to the sites. ATN Bangla news can be listened/viewed only from the home page. weather is done only by little information. The pages connected with the home page are also designed like a separate page which do not show the first page design. Icon shown of face book, print, etc do not work always. With the lead story, only four connectivities are shown. The convergence in some sense is found with ATN Bangla news and old version of the paper. 

Among the features used by bdnews24.com, BBC news, Reuters, DW  (Deutsche welle) news,  DWTV, VOA (Voice of America) show the convergence of media organisations. The visitors of bdnews24 get the BBC bulletin, BBC business news and BBC world service options in hand. Reuters agency news is also provided. Others features include RSS feed, add to my page, blog, tag in story archive, mobile phone news, Photo galary, photo archive, bilingual version, breaking news slide, weekly receipe, archive for special news and port folio of ministers. Blog of bdnews is more user friendly and activated than other onlines. still the bdnews online edition has more focus on home page design than any other pages. As a result, most of the features mentioned above are not available in connected pages which mean the online newspaper still has to do more to make its site user friendly. Different sections introduce in the page also were not designed in webpage concept. 

Finally the study found that both the online editions have yet to introduce an activated packages in each story like multi-media elements, use of games, use of internet features and link. 

Comparison  online editions with NYT 

While visiting different news websites, it is found that there is a huge gap of convergence between Bangladesh and world renowned news sites. Some efforts have been made by the above mentioned news websites, but those have many limitations and lackings in enjoying online facilities available and used by different world recognised online newspapers. 

Among these, New York Times (NYT)  introduces features like multimedia, network, archive of reports, reporters, photos, blog, email reporters, readers' comment, etc. in its sections -- Business, Technology, Science, Health, Sports, Opinion, Arts, Style, Travel, Jobs, Real Estate, Autos. In the global edition, it has focus on Africa, Americas, Asia Pacific, Europe, Middle East, U.S.  N.Y. / Region. Apart from this, NYT also facilitates its users with Comics, Tom Toles, Horoscopes, Sudoku, Crosswords, TV Listings, Entertainment Scrambler,weather and travel guide. There are also focus what famous agencies highlight. 

Convergence in NYT starts from the top of its site with 'times people' which is a social network of NYT's readers. Not only this part, all the sections have multi-media presentation with music and video to attract the visitors attention. The webpage design of the online newspaper has been done vertically putting readers' choicable icons every possible level to help them get it within the screen while scrolling up and down. From the lead story and stories in different sections are tried to be given same treatment by making all these page image like front page. Stories are linked with related stories of newspapers, television channel, radio and blog so that users get all their searches and information from one page. It has linked with its global edition, electronic paper not only from the home page also from the story to let the readers see how it appears in print version and which page of the newspaper. The importance on editorial section as well is given by sliding the topics of opinions with all interactive and converged options. There are more options like talking to newsroom, writing on reporters' blogs, visiting reporters previous stories. Use of pictures is given due importance in every story and home page contains this with almost all stories. 

Washington post has  its own convergence features. Its multimedia is rich with photo and vedio clipping from the viewers and connectivity within the news organsiations and other news sources and readers. it was different from NYT with to-do-list, where transscript is posted with suggestions to come out of the recession. Timespace is anotehr convergence in which google map, celebrity news and.... have been added. 

Reasons why the gap 

Due to lack of relevant data on news media and its online development, this study has to depend on information available in related organisations and in the internet as well as from the interview of people related sectors including online editors of the dailystar.net and bdnews24.com to ascertain the gap between Bangladesh newspaper online and most visited websites.  

In the e-readiness, bangladesh's rank is 142 out of 183 in 2007. Though the country shows a progress in the rank from 162 in 2005, Bangladesh e-readiness index  is 0.294 against the world index 0.454. Stated in the UN country report on e-government readiness,  Bangladesh position in web measure index is better with 0.351 against the world web index 0.354. But the south Asian country having 50 per cent of its 40million population  in poverty and illeteracy stage lags behind  the world index in infrastructure development and human captial index . In these two, Bangladesh are 0.025 and 0.503 against world's 0.210 and 0.783 respectively. e-participation index also shows the country's weaker state with 0.136 from the world index of 0.191. 

All these indics show the country's weaker position in measuring the capacity and willingness to use e-government for ICT-led development. The e-government readiness index incorporates the access characteristics, such as the infrastructure and educational levels, to reflect how a country is using information technologies to promote access and inclusion of its people. The measurement of e-government is an assessment of a state’s use of internet and the World Wide Web (WWW) for provision of information, products and services; plus the level of telecommunication and human capital infrastructure development in a country.  

Bangladesh has declared ICT a thirst sector and the present government has pledge to make the country a digital one by 2021 considering access to information technologies a crucial to development. It is realised that technologies impact development by increasing the efficiency and competitiveness of the economy; enabling better service delivery to the citizens and creating new sources of income and opportunities. Advancement in new technologies has made possible opportunities for improving living conditions. ICTs have allowed an unprecedented opportunity for countries to leapfrog traditional modes of service delivery and make manifold improvements in process effectiveness and efficiency. Still there is a gap between political declaration and implementing activities. 

According to UN data, the technological revolution has brought ICTs to much of the world. As a whole, considerable progress has been made in recent years. Between 1991 and 2003 telephone lines doubled and the availability of personal computers grew five fold. However as costs became affordable, the most revolutionizing progress was in the newer technologies such as the mobile technology and the Internet. Cellular subscribers increased by 83 times in the last 12 years while the increase in world Internet users was a whopping 151 times! Developing regions also speeded up their use of modern information technology recently. In the last few years there was phenomenal growth in the use of the Internet among all regions of the world and especially in the developing regions. The telecommunication infrastructure index is a composite weighted average index of six primary indices based on basic infrastructural indicators, which define a country’s ICT infrastructure capacity. These are: PC’s/1000 persons; Internet users/1000 persons; Telephone Lines/1000 persons; Online population; Mobile phones/1000 persons; and TV’s/1000 persons. Data for the UN Member States was taken primarily from the UN International Telecommunication Union (ITU) and the UN Statistics Division, supplemented by the World Bank. Constructing six separate indices for the indicators standardizes data across countries. 

As against these, statistics show that in Bangladesh, 45 million people are now enjoying telecommunication services. The tele-penetration rate was 32 percent by the end of December 2008. 

Telephones - main lines in use: 1.187 million (2007) 

Telephones - mobile cellular:   34.37 million (2007) 

Fixed-line telephone density of the country remains less than 1 per 100 persons. 

mobile-cellular telephone subscribership has been increasing rapidly and is approaching 25 per 100 persons. 

domestic: modernizing; introducing digital systems; trunk systems include VHF and UHF
microwave radio relay links, and some fiber-optic cable in cities 

international: landing point for the SEA-ME-WE-4 fiber-optic submarine cable system that provides 

links to Europe, the Middle East, and Asia; satellite earth stations - 6; international radiotelephone communications and landline service to neighboring countries (2007) 

Radio broadcast stations:  AM 15, FM 13, shortwave 2 (2006) 

Television broadcast stations: 15 (1999) 

Internet hosts: 1,440 (2008) 

Internet users: 500,000 (2007) 

Though the declaration of ICT a thirst sector and making a digital country by 2021, the Bangladesh government has yet to resolve domestic conflicts to introduce advanced digital facilities within its territory. There are number of conflicts with the government's regulatory body to issue licsense to Voice over Internet Protocol, e-payment, transaction through credit card over the internet and/or mobile phone, controlling cyber crime, . New technologies such as WiMax has yet to be integrated same as there is always a bureaucratic trend noticable to adopt new digital facilities like  3G or 4G in accordance with the world. 

On the contrary, the media institutions have their own impediments that block the way to overcome these kinds of shortcomings to the development of online journalism. These include lack of financial capacity of the newspaper organisations, lack of management vision, lack of understanding about online journalism and digital technology by the media industry leaders, relunctantness of the professionals of different ages to adopt new technology, massive use of pirated products in newsroom and personal setting, half-heartened functioning of the computers to enjoy different digital facilities and lack of smooth functioning of internet. The people interviewed for the study opine that media organisations and professionals have lack of understanding about the new technology, convergence. They always want to remain in traditional form of communication. Lack of professional groups in all sections of newspaper including management also linger the way to develop a concrete plan from which sustainable business policy be work out for the development online newspaper. 

Majority of newspaper business professionals believe that the increasing literacy rate of adults and less access of the people to the internet still thrive business of the newspapers and for that the advertising companies show relunctant to the online business side. 

The online editors argue that private sector advertisers have severe lack of understanding about the market size of online newspapers. People in different media have yet to realise the strength of convergence in developing increasing dependency of online readers for a particular page. Both dailystar.net and bdnews24.com have plan to converge their own radio and tv productions soon after they launch their own productions. 

This situation is like to sustain in coming days if some factors are not changed. The financial capacity of media professionals do not support them to buy digital products. Media organisations do not also provide financial scheme for their staff to buy those which is important to improve the professional skills. Most media leaders including editors are not aware of the online development which can be proved only reviewing the 7th Wage Board that give direction to the media professional about their wages and job description. The 7th Wage Board which was declared in June 2008 after more than 12 years fail to accomodate online newspaper's issues including post, wage, financial scheme etc. The wage board prepared with representations from all quarters including editor, publisher of newspapers as well as from news agencies and journalist-workers unions has failed to address any online issues including posts and investment to facilitate media organisations for their readiness to face the upcoming technological challenges.  

From the perspective young professional group, the study reviewed the curriculum of journalism schools in Bangladesh at both private and public sectors and found that the media graduates have yet to be trainned enough to remove the vacuum of the online journalism. The online editors of dailystar.net and bdnews24.com say that the facilities exist in these universities are not enough to provide practical training to the young graduate professionals. While talking to the course teachers of a number of universities, it is gathered that the students get some kind of idea about cyber journalism, citizen journalism but cannot earn enough skill to take the future challenges of the new journalism. 

Conclusion 

Millions of people are now sitting in front of the computer to get their daily feed for news from internet. Consumers these days are spending more time on using other media such as television, radio. The decline in readership rate is especially remarkable among young adults who come of age in a world of wireless and instaneous global networks.  People's daily task like communication, letter writing, news reading, clipping, sorting information all have now been done in computer and network. Since web 2.0 emerged, the things like programming, posting news, radio TV or any video have been now an ordinary matter. It is predicted that the mainstream media will no longer be the main and the only source of information, analysis and commentaries. People now want to spend more times in blogs, books and analytical reports to make sense of the complicated world. The media industry sits at a point where mass communication is also turning upside down.

Convergence is now the most pronounced word in the world-recognised news organisations.  It has removed the hassle of search engine and helps the visitors automatically get info downloaded on the screen. The visitors of a news web site now get specific info in all forms like report, audio, video, blog, related news website, social networking, etc from one single page. And this has threatened print media. In USA, the Tribune company bust, the Seattle Post-Intelligencer may close down or may have a web-only operation. Despite continuing efforts to survive, the Washington Post is losing money and the NYT faces financial trouble and constantly in the process of looking for more sources of money. Time has tied up with ABP for a local edition of Fortune, the Financial Times has a deal with Network 18 like Forbes. Associated Newspapers own part of The Mail Today, Disney has made investments in India, Turner (part of Time Warner) is launching a new Hindi entertainment channel along with the Alva brothers of India, NBC has invested in NDTV. All these have diverted the focus of many newspaper organisations to online.

Although the history of journalism is often confused with the history of the newspaper because NPs were one of the earliest and most common methods of distribution of information about public life. But the two are separate and distinct. NP are a delivery system. Today the delivery systems for journalism include radio, tv, magazines, books and sties online. Som people define journalism as an act-method and art of collecting and presenting information that ultimately is distributed through various channels. Others describe it as a ritual-a way of sustaining, enriching and challenging societal norms. Still others see it as the mere disseminating of information. infotainment, a blur of information and entertainment has has defined the essence of journalism.

In such circumstances, Bangladesh needs to consider growing focus on the online. Though half of its population are illiterate and live below poverty rate rate of literacy which but the country's focus should divert to online considering the rate of increase of literate adults. Due to the programme like Digital Bangladesh, it is hoped that  increase people's access to internet will be increased in the coming years. Besides the newspaper managements can lessen their tremendous pressure for growing newspaper production costs. In the coming years, the media organisations, professionals and academicians have now no option than to work on the media readiness for the internet. Extensive research, training programmes, newspaper investment for ICT have are become necessary to develop supportive skills and understanding on the new media from different aspects. Because the country has to ascertain and have clear understanding about online ethics, defamation, internet security, etc to avoid online hazards and help bring desirable changes in the society, which the traditional media has earned historically.  It is gathered that hardly any media organisations have annual budget to make the newsroom technologically updated, No scheme or financial supports are provided for letting the newspaper staff equipped with digital technology. Inhouse training on improving technology based professional skill is absent. There is lack of thought or consideration among the people working in all sections mainly reporting and editing to redefine news, contents, page design while carrying daily news affairs. They do not consider the online readers of its web version while doing these works. Academicians are also failed to support the newspapers demand for trainned journalists. They have to work on curriculum updated with the changes of digital technology and equipped their labs to earn their desired target. There is also a need to carry intensive researches whether to understand the country's newspaper industry's future as well as online newspapers. From the  advertisement policy to business strategy, the media organisations should bring changes to make their space on online journalism. With all these efforts, the traditional media can continue their role as pressure group to the government as to remove ICT infrastructural related bottlenecks and help bring revolutionary change in information dissemination, business and society. 
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