
Conference Report: Media and Development in Australia and the
Region, Sydney April 29 - May 11994

Who’s Telling the Story?
What is the relationship between 
Australian broadcasters operating 
international services, and Aus
tralian aid?

What links can be made be
tween Aboriginal media and Pa
cific community media?

Who should be training black 
South African media workers?

Whatever happened to devel
opment journalism?

These were some of the issues raised 
by this conference organised by Com
munity Aid Abroad and the University 
of Technology Sydney. With the issues 
and opportunities arising from Aus
tralia’s new international profile, a 
fresh look at the issues of development 
and communication in the region was 
timely.

There was an impressive range of 
participants: journalists, broadcast
ers, aid workers and academics. The 
regional and indigenous presence was 
strong, and the speakers were well 
chosen, with their media experience, 
knowledge of the region and critical 
perspectives. Organiser Penny 
O’Donnell says the aim was to shift the 
emphasis from western media treat
ment of the third world to ‘developing 
communication practices consistent 
with the politics of aid agencies’. Aid 
projects have not traditionally focused 
on communications.

Speakers ranged from Eugenie Aw, 
president of the World Association of 
Community Radio Broadcasters, on 
the development of community radio 
in Africa, and its role in political strug
gles, to Stuart Cunningham on the 
ABC’s regional Australia Television 
venture. Tiga Bayles talked about 
what the new 4AAA FM means for 
Aboriginal people, and Jill Emberson 
spoke of her experience training Pa
cific women in various forms of com
munications.

Speakers from the Pacific region 
were particularly welcome, bringing

A P-NG 
Perspective

important perspectives too little heard 
in the west. Kunda Dixit of the Inter 
Press Service, based in Manila, made 
an eloquent and scathing attack on the 
current performance of western me
dia. He spoke about the demise of 
development journalism and the mis
guided movement for a New World 
Information and Communication Or
der. His organisation, IPS, struggles 
to position itself as a legitimate news 
supplier with a non-western perspec
tive, trying to contextualise news and 
question everything, while avoiding 
the‘superhuman aloofness’ of western 
journalistic values.

The growing global currency of the 
western news commodity was high
lighted for Dixit when he watched live 
by satellite from a remote Himalayan 
rest house the trial of Lorena Bobbitt 
for penis amputation. While interna
tional television news is generally 
welcomed by isolated people, the is
sues of content and control are very 
challenging when there is no local in
put.

Anna Solomon, editor of church-owned 
Times of Papua New Guinea, is a sig
nificant figure in P-NG media. Her 
weekly newspaper has an honourable 
record in exposing corruption, and she 
is a rare example in that country of a 
woman in power.

She spoke not of western guilt and 
third world innocence, but of the 
‘healthy tension’ with governments, 
and the constraints on any critical 
journalist, such as the problems of 
covering PNG’s scattered territory. 
The withdrawal of government or cor
porate advertising can damage a news
paper. Solomon spoke of threats of 
this kind made to her paper by the 
PNG government, for example after 
its reporting of the St Valentines Day 
massacre in Bougainville. Her beef 
with the foreign media was not the 
work of their Tiard working correspond
ents’, but the editorial choices at home. 
These often mean that coverage of 
PNG in our media is scrappy at best, 
even though Australian journalists 
were recently allowed into Bougainville 
while their PNG colleagues were not.

Ben Hahe of Radio Tefana in Tahiti 
led an interesting workshop session. 
He asked everyone to sit on the floor, 
where he looked distinctly more com
fortable than many westerners 
present. Speaking in French through 
a series of rather competitive transla
tors, Hahe spoke of Tahiti’s colonial 
history, its largely metropolitan French 
media and the lack of independent 
information about government poli
cies, nuclear testing and political and 
environmental struggles elsewhere in 
the Pacific.

Continued on page 10...
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Radio Tefana began as a pirate 
station but is now a legitimate com
mercial presence with local govern
ment funding. The station is pro
independence and anti-nuclear, and 
broadcasts in Tahitian as well as 
French. Stories of rebel radio stations 
run by indigenous people to reclaim 
their language and rights of expres
sion are familiar in our part of the 
world, though few present would have 
known of this example.

Language
Preservation

What was startling about this session 
was less the story told than the lin
guistic complexity of the telling. As 
global media contribute to the domi
nance of a few languages and the sup
pression of hundreds of others, the 
question of language preservation be
comes an urgent priority for local me
dia. The language used is an impor
tant indicator of who’s telling the story, 
their national identity, their colonial 
background and their relationship to 
global media.

A Maori participant voiced her re
gret that she shared no common lan
guage with a fellow Polynesian. Knowl
edge of the flowering of Maori and 
Pacific Island radio in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand is therefore inaccessible in 
Tahiti. While English and French 
language media continue to grow in 
volume and reach, indigenous media 
develop but cannot enter the same 
circuits.

Yet the technologies of global me
dia can equally be used to link dispa
rate community initiatives, and lan
guage learning must not become an
other ‘one way street’ in the post colo
nial world. The organisers of this 
conference are to be congratulated for 
a step in the right direction, and it is to 
be hoped that their plan to publish the 
papers comes off. The attempt in the 
final session to establish ongoing alli
ances between the various groups rep
resented was also a positive move. □

Helen Wilson

These days, there are three ages of 
technological acceptance. Those 
under 18 ask, Ts that all there is?’ 
Those under 40 say T guess I have 
tor, and those over 40 say T)o I 
have tor.

The first group want more, the sec
ond group must adapt to survive and 
the last group are unwilling to adapt.

This was the claim made by Dave 
McCaughan of McCann-Ericson Ad
vertising at a CIRCIT seminar in April.

McCaughan discussed the factors 
impeding global digitalisation, such 
as technophobia, and used a survey of 
marketing managers as an example. 
Sixty-six per cent of the managers had 
a computer on their desk, but only 20 
per cent were confident of using it, and 
15 per cent had never used it. 
McCaughan said that the 20 per cent 
were only confident of using one or two 
applications. He has coined the term 
‘bibliosexuality’ to denote that the love 
of the printed word for its own sake, 
regardless of the contents or their use
fulness to the reader, was also ham
pering technological acceptance. Peo
ple still cling to the hard copy, he said.

A survey of Japanese girls aged 16- 
17 found that the phone was more 
important to them than television, and 
that speaking to friends on the phone 
was just as important as seeing them.

McCaughan said that Australian 
16-17 year olds of both sexes expect 
technological advances as a matter of 
course, and have no set idea about the 
shape that such technology could take. 
To them technology is about changing 
their lives, and could be a means for 
escaping the problems of the day.

The technological contents of their 
bedrooms, listed in the table below, 
confirmed their views.

Male Female
% with % with

Walkman 88.5 81.8
Computer games 61.5 18.2
Stereo 53.8 50.9
TV 25.5 50.0
VCR 42.3 18.2
CD 21.8 38.5
PC 26.9 14.5

Television is the most important tech
nology for all teenagers. The personal 
computer is second most important for 
boys, while the personal computer and 
the microwave ties for second place 
with the girls.

The group surveyed saw the tech
nologies listed above as part and par
cel of essential social interaction.

While video games develop and use 
the most advanced technology avail
able, the media will continue to re
volve around the television in the fore
seeable future. Those over 30 still 
need television in order to make sense 
of the world, despite the new genera
tion of computers having better 
screens, graphics and other enhance
ments.

The plethora of channels and an 
ever more fragmented audience is a 
greater threat to advertisers than the 
VCR, McCaughan said. Advertisers 
are now beginning to accept that mass 
media advertising is coming to an end, 
and that advertising will diversify as 
the services multiply.

Software is increasingly being de
veloped to allow advertisers to target 
consumers better, and this advertis
ing will be direct-response driven. 
Advertisers are increasingly looking 
at ways to merge advertisements into 
programs, as is already happening in 
infotainment programs.

While Rupert Murdoch speaks of 
500 channels of television, McCann 
Ericson are sceptical - as well they 
might be, sure it threatens their in
dustry. According to McCaughan, no 
pay TV system is yet making money, 
because essentially people don’t want 
to pay. Pay-per-view may eventually 
be challenged by advertisers who offer 
the same services for free if the con
sumer is prepared to take part in an 
interactive commercial. The alterna
tive of course is to pay. □

Bnjce Shearer
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