The Future of Public Service Broadcasting.

Introduction

In the last two decades, media has seen itself manifest into a proliferation of digital platforms, a rapidly expanding Internet penetration, a burgeoning cable and satellite television and a highly competitive print media. 

Addressing the World Social Forum in Brazil, Ignacio Ramonet, Professor, Communication Theatre, University of Paris, said, ‘for a long time media was seen as the fourth state but now it no longer has the power. With the advent of globalization,

global companies have more role to play than the media. Corporations now own and produce not only traditional media but everything which we call culture and communications. These were earlier separated from media. Now we have fewer differences in what is done in journalism, advertising and mass culture. They are also involved in leisure, pop music, cinema and sports. Key companies like Time Warner, Disney and AOL are the key lead actors in globalization. They have become the fourth power’. 1
Indeed, today the media seems to be above all a lucrative and profit-driven activity. The media industry and markets are beginning to dominate agendas and content rarely touch on critical development issues which plague nations such as poverty, education, health, gender, equality and the environment. In the past, news editors frowned if you mentioned a company’s name in the news. Then, the public was more worthy of news space than private, politics more than business and governance more than entertainment. Gone are the days.

Contrary to those days, now “private television networks appear more keen to promote their pro-market views. For example, the coverage of corporate world, of stock markets and exchange rates reached feverish pitch during the 2004 election coverage in India. The big media gave the ‘suffering’ in the stock market more space then they did for the thousands of farmers who committed suicides. The increasing marketization of television has left majority of Indians, the poor, especially those living in the countryside out of the picture.It is ironic that the country that pioneered the use of technology has ignored the educational potential of television”, writes Daya Kishan Thussu.2
1 Media Plularism in Asia  The Role and Impact of Alternative Media, edited by Kalinga Seneviratne, AMIC, 2007, p iv

2 Asian Communication Handbook,2008, edited by Indrajeet Banerjee, Stephen Logan, AMIC

And in the words of Shashi Tharoor, former Under Secretary general of the United Nations, “many journalists and media proprietors would tend to instinctively dismiss the idea that they have any responsibility at all beyond those directly relevant to their profession or business. But they cannot disagree with the proposition that the purveyors of both news and entertainment send indirect messages to their audiences whenever they speak. If that were not true, advertisers would not be so desperately interested in the media or so strongly committed to using it for their ends”. Can the new media has a role to play here?

New Media as News Provider

There is doubt that the Internet has transformed communications. The Internet is a combination of all media we have until now. But one cannot also forget that, one of the challenges faced by media today is in the sphere of new media technologies. While these new technologies have tremendous potential to increase public expression and participation through what is commonly known as citizen journalism (manifested through blogs, podcasts and Internet-based media exchange platform), if left totally unregulated, these can pose challenges and risks.

Indrajeet Banerjee, Secretary General of Asian Media Information and Communication Centre argues in the introduction to Asian Communication Handbook, 2008 that ‘the growth of terrorism is a real threat to peace and development and there have been numerous instances where terrorists have effectively harnessed new media technologies to carry out their activities’.

The co-ordinated attacks on Mumbai in 2008 are nothing like the world has seen and will herald a new age in terrorism. No one yet is sure how they were organized and what their purposes were. But it is perceived that some of the planning and execution of these attacks were done using the Internet. Most previous terrorist attacks have been planned using the mobile phones.   

Al Qaeda and other radical Islamic organizations in the Middle East and elsewhere have managed to harness the media revolution. They realize that the Internet is just as important as Kalashnikov, the rocket or the roadside charge. They make extensive use of the Internet, both in the intensive battle for hearts and minds and to advance operative needs: maintaining contacts between terrorist organizations and their operative infrastructures; transferring such know-how as manufacturing explosives and building rockets: collecting donations either directly or through Islamic charitable societies affiliated with the various terrorist organizations. They exploit the freedom of speech  and the commonly held public view that Internet should remain free of censorship. Internet remains a medium in which radical Islamic ideology is distributed virtually undisturbed, preaching hatred, violence and terrorism and transferring operative instructions to terrorist networks across the globe.3
3 Militant Islam Monitor.org
New Media as a platform for public communication has yet to command credibility.

For instance, many people do not trust blogs for news because they are not produced   

by trained journalists and are attached to a professional entity that practice quality control. For instance, blogs as a public communication platform can fall victim to the same pitfalls of any open discourse with unsubstantiated rumour being assumed as facts. Just as you cannot believe everything you hear, you can’t believe everything you read –and that will never change.  

Mumbai Terror Attacks and Journalistic Ethics

Dearth of responsible journalism was exposed during the coverage of 2008 Mumbai terror attacks.

For 60 nightmarish hours, Mumbai burnt in a blaze of terror. Nearly 200 innocent lives 

were lost as the city went under siege in the most audacious terrorist strikes to have ever taken place in India. Indians, irrespective of their religious or regional identities were glued to their TV news channels went on a frenzy to gain TRP-Television Rating Points in the guise of ‘Breaking News’?  

According to Indiantelevision.com, ratings of most channels recorded a significant growth during the live non-stop coverage of the Mumbai siege. NDTV got 30 percent viewership making the highest gainer of amongst the English channels in India. But lost respect in the bargain.

All ethics of journalism took a backseat as reporters strived to outdo each other to grab eyeballs and boost ratings. Breaking all security cordons, and putting not only theirs but also the lives of other security personnel in jeopardy, members of the media bloated in self-importance as their reports went on air. Reporting live, many reporters spiced up their coverage by speaking in a panic stricken tone, which became the formula to catch the viewers’ attention.

Subodh Kumar, a professor of Political Science at the University of Delhi told Hardnews: 

“Even a senior correspondent like Barkha Dutt drew flak for her hysterical coverage”. Worse, she has been criticized for hyping the tragedy by posing insensitive questions to those affected by the attack. The manner in which she posed her questions to the worried relatives of the hostages standing outside the hotel were insensitive. Asking someone,

‘how do you feel when you think of your husband is stuck inside with the terrorists?’ is just not done. 

The media was also widely criticized for not exercising restraint while giving details of the operations conducted by the forces. There were two theories: one is that, terrorsits were in constant touch with their masters through blackberry phones, who gave them updates on the positions of the commandos as conveyed by the media. Many terrorists were also eyewitnesses to the siege, in that, terrorists got all the updates through the TV channels themselves as the cable connections at the Taj were not disconnected. Chief of Navy AdmiralSureesh Mehta blasted the media for their irresponsible reporting “ Do you really have to give minute-by-minute coverage? Media is an enabling instrument, but today it is a disabling instrument”.   

Hindi TV channels did even worse. India TV aired exclusive interviews with two terrorists. Giving free airtime and publicity to terrorists is unpardonable. “That is precisely what they desire. Giving them their shot at fame only motivates them” says a freelancer.

Media also received brickbats for showing its bias towards the ‘elites’ by focusing on the operations at the CST-Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus. A sociologist opines  “the media always revolves around the power centers. The Taj Palace which is frequented by the creamy layer of the society and foreigners remained at centre stage. Since most corporates have a stake in the media, journalists lost their freedom to money and advertisers. Journalists would say, they covered it because the operation was still on . But what about now? I do not know the name of even a single person who died at the CST Is their life less important than those who died at Taj and Oberoi Trident?”

Round the clock coverage of the Mumbai attacks not only made Indians nervous but also stoked anti-Pakistan public opinion. Psychiatrists in India’s financial hub reported

increased cases of panic attacks and insomnia after the live telecast of attacks. “ there was no sense of balance or reasoning. The coverage was so jingoistic and nationalistic, they have pushed public opinion on Pakistan to a point of no return’. Throughout the telecast the Indian flag was used as a visual backdrop, with viewers’ text messages expressing anger at politicians or Pakistan ticking across the bottom of screens.

For scores of journalists, the 60 hour terror in Mumbai had been a round the clock professional challenge. But with many, berating the unbriddled, at times reckless reportage, the question being asked was whether there should be a mechanism to regulate coverage of situations that impact on national security. Several independent media observers felt the media had gone overboard from November 26 night to November 29 morning and called on the need for regulation to cover such incidents.

The intensity of criticism that the coverage of Mumbai terror strikes by the electronic media that came could refresh the debate on the need for imposition of content code. In the wake of mounting criticism on TV coverage from various quarters, the Information and Broadcasting Ministry shot off restraint letters to all the Indian news channels, Indian Broadcasting Foundation and News Broadcasters Association asking them to be cautious and use the power of media judiciously.  

So where does this type of communication leave the public? Who defines and looks after the public interests? 

News Watch survey on what people thought about Mumbai terror attacks coverage on TV responded that of the 21 TV news channels including BBC and CNN , public broadcasting channels, namely, DD News and BBC were the least sensational and least negative, while India TV, NDTV, Zee News were found to be the most sensational and negative. 

Some of the questions asked to rate the news channels on their coverage were:

1. Were TV channels irresponsible in repeatedly giving the location of guests still hiding

in the two hotels?

2. Were TV channels obsessed with Taj/Oberoi than with CST/Leopold Café?

3. Did Tv channels give too much emphasis to the corporate world?

4. Did TV channels overlook how Mumbai attacks was affecting the lives of the ordinary people.  

5. Were TV channels goading the government to go to war with Pakistan                                 

6. Did TV channels overemphasize the Pakistan angle while the operations were still on?

7. Did TV channels communinalise the situation the situation calling them Muslim/Islam/Islamist terrorists?  

The coverage of Mumbai attacks by the commercial TV channels can be taken as a classic example of abuse of media power in pursuit of TRP which ultimately boils down to money.   

Commercialisation of the Media and Journalistic Ethics

There is no doubt that media has played a significant role in informing the world about what is happening in and around us. But we cannot also deny the fact that today, media also has become a commercial sector eying only on those events that can sell.    

PN Balji, Director of Asia Journalism Foundation  in Singapore agrees that media today are getting commercialized, but he at the same time also argues that commercial considerations will continue to play a bigger and bigger role. He says it is the duty of the journalists to make sure that one’s ethics is not compromised while discharging the duty. “There is nothing wrong to be focused on money. What is important to make sure is that, news is not twisted and turned to satisfy commercial interests. You should play the devil but it is very important not to become the devil. The role of the editor becomes even more important in this trying and testing times. He/she must draw the line when he/she is made to write untruths when it comes to advertisers. At the same time, the editor who does not consider commercial interests will be doomed. The editor who is at the whims and fancy of businesses will also fall because the readers cannot be hoodwinked anymore. The new media will make sure of it”.

But we also cannot forget the fact that our society is divided into who can pay and who cannot pay for new services. How about the digital divide which cannot to considered as  a small thing. Today the distribution of New Media is  not equal in most regions of the world including the United States.
Factors that inhibit access to New Media include illiteracy, computer illiteracy, economically disadvantaged and unequal distribution of infrastructure facilities and development. Research has shown that certain sections of the population such as women, minorities and the poor are worse off. Another research says that, information rich are getting rich and the information gap is widening due to disparity in income, access and education. Can the gap between information rich and poor be narrowed by Public Service Broadcasting?

Case for Public Service Media.

According to UNESCO, PSB is a broadcasting made, financed and controlled by the public, for the public. It is neither commercial nor state-owned, it should be free from political interference and pressures from commercial forces. Through PSB, citizens are informed, educated and entertained. 

Many people in the UK say terrible things about BBC but it has held up to others as a good model to follow. BBC has found a way of receiving government subsidy, while at the same time maintaining its editorial independence, similar examples have been more difficult to find.  

According to OFCOM Office of Communications annual report, 2007, BBC continues to be valued highly by the viewers. The provision of programmes which help inform people’s understanding of the world is held as most important amongst viewers, and is also they are perceived to be best delivered. New remains to be the cornerstone of PSB provision in the eyes of the viewers and is seen as particularly well delivered by regular viewers. Viewers’ response is that, it is most important to them personally and to society as a whole. A number of different programme genres taken together illustrate the extent to which UK identity is reflected and shared. Drama, soaps and comedy are key programme types which reflect cultural identity. Regular viewers ascribe relatively high levels of trust to the news and programmes broadcast by the BBC.

UNESCO also enhances the utility of PSB as an educational and cultural vehicle especially for those marginalized and disadvantaged communities. 

 Kalinga Seneviratne, Head of Research, Asian Media Information and Comminication Centre has observed a very interesting Public Service Broadcasting network in Thailand. The network established two years ago is funded by tax collected from the sale of alcohol and tobacco. The legislation has allocated this money directly for the Thai Public Service Broadcasting Service (TPBS) making it independent of political interference. In addition to cultural programmes, they are also developing an interesting strategy which they describe it as creating a civic minded Thai society. In this quest, their news reporters work with community based reporters to create a type of citizen  journalism through public service television.         

Public Service Broadcasting as a Key to Democracy

Public Service Broadcasting has been established keeping in mind the public service, whose function is to provide the nation with radio and television programmes catering to 

the interests of all sections of society, with a mandate to inform, educate and entertain.

Television and radio are uniquely influential medium and special attention needs to be given to their role in democracy. 

According to UNESCO, it is through Public Service Broadcasting, that the citizens are informed, educated and entertained. When guaranteed with pluralism, programming diversity, editorial independence, appropriate funding, accountability and transparency, PSB can serve as a cornerstone of democracy. 

But so often the cry goes up that PSB has had its day. Now that the world is changing so fast, questions are being raised. The changes brought about by digital, the Internet, and the technology now surround TV viewing would make a speech to themselves. 

E-mail through digital TV is now seen as no surprising and the explosion of text messaging. The rush to convergence, flexibility in how people, particularly children are prepared to receive and manipulate information. Increasingly, PSBs will have to compete with hundreds of news channels.  Can Public Service Broadcasters survive? For how long will it remain as the people’s source of information? 

Singapore Prime Minister, Lee Hsien Loong while sharing his thoughts on the evolving media landscape in Singapore with Debra Soon, of Channel News Asia, agreed that people are now looking up to alternative sources for news and information but also said that, the traditional media would continue to be a primary source of information for Singaporeans. “I think there will always be a role for editors, journalists and people who are seriously following events, packaging, presenting, interpreting, whether it is on Newspaper, whether it is on TV, or on the web, you need the service. I do not believe that

If we talk about Web 2.0, anybody can be his own journalist and straight away you will get a good comprehensive, coherent, sensible view of the world. You will have impressions, impressionistic images, facts, data but to put it together and make sense of it and to relate different things to one another and explain that, you need professionals, who understand the news, who understand the audience and present it. And I think Channel News Asia will be in demand for a long time”. 

Singapore Prime Minister also made a mention on the importance of exercising restraint  if you are working for a traditional national media. “Well there is a place called Wild Wild West and there are other places which are not so Wild West. People can say anything they want, and tomorrow take a completely contrary view. And then you have the print media and TV mass media, which is not narrowcasting but broadcasting and there I think you need to be more cautious on what you do because if you express views and influence one million viewers and turns out to be wrong, you have to work very hard to unexpress it”.4
4 Interview with  Debra Soon, Chief Editor, Media Corp-telecast on 24th Feb. 2009

The Bhutan Experience.

The history of public service media in Bhutan goes back to the early 1970s, when a group of young volunteers called the National Youth Association of Bhutan started a radio.

The radio then was operational only on Sundays and broadcast 30 minutes of news and music. BBS TV was launched in 1999 with a daily one hour broadcast in English and Dzongkha(national language) in Thimphu (capital). Since the inception of broadcast media in 1973, today, BBS radio broadcast 15 hours news and programmes from 6am to 9m and BBS TV broadcasts five hours daily from 6pm to 11 pm.

BBS radio and television provide a whole range of programming to deliver its mission to ‘inform, educate and entertain’ the viewers and listeners. BBS is the only daily news provider reaching out to a nation characterized by rugged terrain and topography. Radio and television are seen as the only platform through which the population of whom most live in the rural areas sparsely scattered is united.

From daily news bulletin to programming on health and education, agriculture and culture, BBSC has been taking the role of teaching the public, sanitation and health, value of education and importance of  preserving and promoting tradition and culture which are key to any nation in the world.BBS  accords high priority to provide unbiased news and diverse programmes to cater to all interests and communities that will yield educational and social benefits, and will make the population aware of their national identity. 

Therefore, Public Service Broadcasting is seen as a key to in a country like Bhutan where media has been entrusted with a role to educating the public and promoting a vibrant democracy. But all has not been well. The Bhutanese households having access to more than 30 foreign channels coupled with growth of private media in the past couple of years have, BBSC has been faced with the challenge to hold the audience. BBSC Managing Diretor, Pema Choden admits that Public  Service Broadcasting is indeed under siege from commercial media but given its critical and profound role, she is confident that BBS radio and television would still rule.

“BBSC already faces competition from commercial radio stations and sooner or later, I am sure we will also have commercial TV stations, However, as the Media Impact Study shows, the commercial radio stations are seen as entertainment more than serious news and programmes, and this will likely be the case if we have commercial TV stations-they will have to carry content that is commercially sellable and revenue generating. BBSC’s strength lies in serious and credible news and programmes of social ad cultural value which might be less interesting to for commercial broadcasters, as there is less money in such programming. For this reason, I believe that BBSC will not only remain relevant but it will continue to be an extremely important institution in the democratic setup” 5.    

5 Personal interview given to author.
Media Impact Study by the Bhutan Centre for Media and Democracy

The study found that BBSC radio had the widest influence followed by BBSC TV and Indian TV. Newspapers influenced decision makers, while Bhutanse broadcast media had the greatest influence thinking. In terms of culture, Hindi music was replaced by rigsar and youth are taken in by fast talking radio jockeys. 

One significant social change was that, today, Bhutanese have adjusted their lives around TV viewing in that, in 2003, 64.5 percent said that TV viewing affected the time they have for work, while today it is only 16.3 percent.

In terms of news preference, BBSC radio tops as the main source of news, followed by BBSC TV. Kuzoo FM is the main source of entertainment followed by international TV.

Among other findings, the study says that, the private radio‘s popularity has grown and the international radio listeners has dropped from 33.7percent in 2003 to 9 percent in 2008.

After the launch of satellite TV in 2006, BBSC overtook international channels, with its viewership increasing from 30 percent to 54 percent, the study found that Newspapers were the least popular.

Among the respondents, 34.6 read Kuensel, 21.7 Bhutan Times and 20.9 Bhutan Observer. Though Dzongkha(national language) was the most popular language for TV and radio, for NewsPapers, it was English.

14.1 said Kuensel was a more credible source of news, while 6.5 said Bhutan Observer and 6.2 said Bhutan Times.Competition in the media has made people question accuracy. Many noted new sensationalism and degradation in content.        

Five Districts representing the East,West,South and Central regions were covered by the survey.

Conclusion

When we talk about Public Service Broadcasting these days, it is referred to programmes that, for one reason or the other, only attract small audiences.The niche channels devoted to arts, to natural history, to children’s programmes, biography, science and fictionsports and fictions of course do very well. The less popular genres, the ones that public service programming is concerned with, do very much less.   

But PSB is a network whose aim is to cater for the broadest possible range of interests, popular as well as less popular, a network that measures its success not only by its audience size but by the range of its schedule. It is a place where all kind of people , with all interests and insights can share them with society as a whole. This cannot be achieved with a few individual programme dotted here and there on networks whose aims and basic functions have some other ambition. It can only be done by a coherent network, one that measures its success not only by the size of the audience it manages to gain for an individual programme but-very importantly-by the width of the spectrum of interests it manages to represent. A network in short, is dedicated primarily to the service of the public.  

It is been a privilege to be working in an organization which has the luxury to serve audience interests alone without needing to worry about shareholders or profits. It is right and proper that our existence should be questioned and debated and those who make policy should indeed be able to assure themselves that we are fulfilling a proper public function in return for our privileges. And it is a reflection of our success that our right to exist comes under so much pressure so frequently from our commercial colleagues.

Lastly, Public Service Broadcasting would become not less important in the coming decades. Public Service Broadcasting would always command the attention of a majority of viewers. A division is clearly growing between channels whose primary purpose is public service, and those which are obviously business-seeking to maximize profits. For the former, the ambition is to serve the public in accurately reflecting and stimulating the public mood and taste. Therefore public service broadcasters who put public interest first rightly commands undisputed place and in all times to come.

