19. Media: The Voice of the People

The media has always had a tremendous influence on the economic, social and
political life of Fiji. Newspapers are, after all, ‘the nation talking to itself’

The age of the media began with the establishment of the Fiji Times & Herald in
Levuka in 1869 by a man named George Griffiths. The business moved to Suva
when it became the capital in 1881, and passed through various owners until it
was acquired by Murdoch’s News Corporation.

For many years it has been published not only in English but in Hindi and
Fijian. It has, by far, the widest circulation and the greatest influence on the
people. It courageously tried to remain independent during the various coups
and in 2006 suspended publication rather than bow to government censorship.
But in 2009 it was up against a greater force and had to accept censors in the
newsroom. This was too much for Mr Murdoch and in 2010 he sold his interest
to local entrepreneur, Motibhai Patel.

Other newspapers have come and gone and today the only real opposition to
the Fiji Times is The Sun, which is locally owned. Following the 2006 coup, the
owners of The Sun decided to toe the government line. The government now
gives no news reports or advertising to the Fiji Times; it all goes to The Sun,
which has resulted in a significant increase in their circulation. If one wants to
know what is going on in government, one needs to read The Sun.

While accepting the notion that the newspapers are the nation talking to itself,
in Fiji, it has always been radio that has reached out to the greatest number of
people in urban areas, rural villages and distant islands. Everyone has a radio.
But it wasn't until 1935 that the first government, English language radio station,
was set up. Its call sign was ZJV.

In 1985, the first private radio station was established. A young cadet in the Fiji
Broadcasting Commission, William Parkinson, decided to buck the system and
go it alone. Most people thought he was crazy and would quickly go broke. But
he had a dream, and he gathered around him a team of people who made that
dream become a reality, and eventually Communications Fiji grew to become
a public listed company that dominated the airwaves, broadcasting in three
languages and in many different formats.

The other main player in the media business is television. Fiji TV, a public
company, went out to viewers in 1994 and had its own way until a private
station, Mai TV, was started. In 2010, the Fiji Broadcasting Corporation also
moved into television.
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The media scene also includes many magazines. Fiji is well served.

When I was growing up on Taveuni in the 1930s, radio was our main contact
with the outside world. Not only did it bring us the Australian news but also
the BBC news. Sometimes the reception was quite good but usually the static
was so appalling that Dad or Mother had to sit with ears glued to the speaker
as they strained to separate words from the static. Besides the overseas news,
they also listened to the local radio station, ZJV, which broadcast from Suva at
certain times of the day. But the radio’s most important purpose was to bring us
the new of the weather, particularly between the months of October and March.
This was hurricane season and it was vital to receive as much forewarning as
possible of a ‘blow.

Every Friday night, ZJV broadcast in Fijian and Hindi, and Dad would invite
the labour to come and sit on the back lawn where he rigged up a loudspeaker
from the radio so that they could listen to the news and other programmes in
their own language.

The radio was contained in a varnished cabinet on one corner of our lounge.
In front of it was Dad’s chair, where he could sit and fiddle with the knobs. A
wire ran from its innards to a bayonet switch in the wall, which served as a link
to the aerial, which was strung between two 30-foot poles in our back garden.
God help anyone who left the aerial switch on when the radio was not in use.
We were all sternly warned that if lightning struck while the switch was on, it
would blow up the wireless.

We live in a small island nation blessed with natural beauty, remote from many
of the pressures of the developed world. But we are not free from the social and
economic complexities of race, religion, poverty and limited natural resources.
The media is an integral part of our lives. Press, radio and TV keeps us in touch
with each other, and with government, commerce and industry. The media is
our eyes and ears. In a nation as small as ours, people read the press, listen to the
radio, or watch TV with avid interest. The printed word is regarded as sacred.
People believe what they read or hear. Often the slightest error or omission is
taken very personally by politicians.

In Fiji today we are bombarded with news and entertainment by 18 radio stations
broadcasting in various languages, two daily English language newspapers and
other newspapers in various languages, countless magazines, local television
in various languages, and, if you have a dish, there is international television,
radio and press, and, of course, the internet with blogs and social media.
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In all its various manifestations, this is the media. It has a huge impact and
power over our daily lives. Without it we would live in an information vacuum.
With it we know what is going on in every corner of the world every minute
of the day.

The media also has a role in nation building. But if it is to influence public
opinion, it must be free of statutory regulations. It must be free to communicate
ideas, opinions and information without government restraint. There must be
editorial autonomy. The media must be free to criticise the government without
fear of being shut down, and without journalists being taken in for questioning.

A primary purpose of a free media in a democratic system is to keep the public
informed about government activities. There can be no compromise on this but
it often leads to adversarial relationships. There is nothing wrong with that,
provided that comment is correct and balanced. It is a characteristic of most
governments to manipulate information in order to cast them in the best light.
It is up to the media to probe, analyse and fearlessly report on government
activities.

So how free and responsible is the media in Fiji? What goes on between the
media and the government? Who decides what is news and who interprets it? Is
there such a thing as journalist ethics? What rights do the general public have?
What is their right to know?

In 1995, I was invited to help set up and chair a Media Council, whose
objectives were to promote high journalistic standards, enhance the media’s
image, safeguard its freedom and independence, uphold freedom of speech
and expression, uphold the public’s right to be informed accurately and fairly,
and promote a code of ethics and practice. Its members represented media
organisations as well as the public and the government. It drew up a code
of ethics, set up an independent complaints committee and functioned very
effectively for over 15 years.

Of course, there are many in the political arena who would like to see a far
greater degree of control over the media. There are those who have advocated
that penalties be imposed on the media for any breach of the code. This is
unheard of in any free democratic society. Naturally, governments would prefer
that the media highlight only their achievements and not be critical or negative.
That is certainly the type of media that exists in many developing countries
where there are authoritarian governments.

The media in Fiji is not perfect. There will always be room for improvement. But
the people of Fiji are fortunate to have such a diversity of options from a free
press, radio and television. It is a difficult environment in which to operate. Not
many media organisations are commercially successful. The last thing they and
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I believe the people of Fiji want is for some form of government regulation and
control which will make it even more difficult to satisfy public needs. Once any
legislation concerning the media is enacted, it is there forever and can be used
constructively or abused. The media must regulate itself or be sanctioned by
public opinion.

But there is another question. If the media is the watchdog of government, who
watches the media? The answer to this dilemma is that the media must regulate
itself through a code of practice with enforceable sanctions. If the media does
not effectively do this, then it should not be surprised if the government steps in
and imposes its own rules and regulations or assumes ownership of the media.

In Fiji’s case, it was the Bainimarama government that clamped down on media
freedom by imposing censorship and reacting strongly to any negative reporting
of government strategies and actions. The Media Council was dissolved. Many
senior journalists left Fiji and the quality of the media suffered drastically.
People turned to blog sites for their news and many of these were biased and
often grossly inaccurate.

Of course the media also has the additional role of educating and entertaining,
and in this respect it is fulfilling a useful role. The people of Fiji need free,
independent and responsible media. It has a tremendous impact on their lives.
But—and this is a big but—with the massive growth of social media and the
internet as a source of news, information and communication, how much longer
can newspapers and radio remain commercially viable? The lives of more and
more people now gravitate around iPods and iPads and other technical devices.
It seems inevitable that the age of traditional media will come to an end.



This text taken from Fiji: A place called home, by Daryl Tarte, published 2014
by ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.



