
Reporting the news from Asia
As i f  to highlight the Communications Law Centre's seminar News From The East 

Indonesia's President Soeharto resigned only minutes before the CLC event began

stacles to  the  tru th  are o ften  casually  th row n  in fron t of journal- 
ists w ork ing  on  rou tine stories in som e sou theast A sian  countries, 
as a  recen t one day  C om m unications Law C entre (CLC) sem inar 
d iscovered . T h e  even t on  M ay 19, News from  T h e  East, was a 
jo in t initiative of the C L C , the C en tre  for A sia Pacific Studies 
(CAPS) an d  the V ictoria  U niversity Faculty of Arts.

D ew i A nggaraen i, A ustralian  co rresp o n d en t for the J a k a r ta  Post, 
spoke of the im p o rtan ce  of accurate  reporting  of new sw orthy 
events in  any  nation . She said tha t this was particularly  im p o rtan t 
w h en  overseas coverage co n ce rn ed  those political o r o the r peop le  
re p o r te d  as "missing". A ccura te  rep o rtag e  vastly increases the 
chance  th a t they  will eventually be  seen again.

She discussed h e r  general coverage of A ustralia for the J a k a r ta  
Post.. T h is in c lu d ed  such  topics as Pauline H anson , m ulticultural- 
ism , the R acia l H a tred  Act, Native T ide, theatre  and  the arts.

In  re la tion  to  Indonesian  new s supplied  to  A ustralia, D ew i was 
co m p lim en ta ry  a b o u t several A ustralian  journalists. But after 
p raising  the A ustralian  m edia, D ew i w ent on  to b u ry  them , saying 
th a t w hile rep o rtin g  in genera l has b ee n  good , often  im p o rtan t 
nuances have b e e n  m issed. She cited  the appo in tm en t of an  
e thn ic  C h inese Ind o n esian  to the cab inet w hich was perceived  as 
a positive step  for a  m inority  g roup  by  the  A ustralian  m edia. In  
fact, the in d iv idual ap p o in ted  was seen  as n e ither ap p rop ria te  no r 
su itable b y  th e  e thn ic  C hinese com m unity.

P ete r M ares, fo rm er H anoi-based  co rresp o n d en t for the A B C  and  
now  host o f A sia-Pacific for R ad io  N ational, discussed the diffi
culties o f rep o rtin g  from  V ietnam . T here , foreign journalists are 
req u ired  to w ork  in  "m utual cooperation" w ith the Press and  
In fo rm ation  D ep a rtm en t at the V ietnam ese M inistry of Foreign 
A ffairs. T h is  m ean s th a t the m ore  politically im p o rtan t o r sensi
tive an  issue becom es, the m ore bu reaucra tic  hu rd les are p laced  
in  th e  p a th  o f journalists.

In  one  exam ple , P eter said tha t a  co rresp o n d en t w ho travelled 
w ithou t p erm ission  to cover reg ional un rest in  T ha i B inh province 
w as im m ed ia te ly  spo tted  and  invited  to "drink  tea" by  the Press 
D e p a r tm e n t T h is involved a rep rim an d  an d  an  official w arning.

P ete r was inv ited  to  "drink  tea" w ith the Press D ep a rtm en t w hen  
he investigated  villagers pro testing  against a  golf course being  
bu ilt on  th e ir  p a d d y  fields at K im  N o village. H e was to ld  tha t he 
b rea ch ed  regu la tions in  n o t having perm ission  to carry  ou t jo u r
nalistic activities th e re  an d  th a t the d ep a rtm en t cou ld  only assist 
foreign jou rnalis ts  w ho obeyed  V ietnam ese laws.

B ut Peter fo u n d  th a t as a  rad io  jou rnalis t h e  was far freer from  
d irec t censorsh ip  th an  television jou rnalists  because he cou ld  file 
rep o rts  d irectly  over a  s tandard  te lephone line. F ilm  or v ideo  
footage m u st b e  c leared  by the Foreign M inistry  before leaving 
V ietnam  or b e in g  transm itted  by  satellite.

For new sm agazines such as Time 
an d  the Far Eastern Economic 
Review, stories th a t are seen as con
troversial o r critical are often 
b lacked  ou t in copies be ing  distrib
u ted  in tha t country. T he  S ingapore 
g o vernm en t is renow ned  for having 
frequendy  taken  this action  or b an 
n ing  a pub lication 's  d istribu tion  
altogether. N ew spapers and  wire 
services also receive close attention.

J o h n  C rone, fo rm er M anager (Asia) 
R ad io  A ustralia, d iscussed R ad io  
A ustralia 's d istinguished h isto ry  in 
A sia com m encing  w ith its first 
b ro ad cast concern ing  the Pacific 
theatre  o f the S econd  W orld War. 
O ver the years, R ad io  A ustralia  has 
gained  a  repu ta tio n  for accurately  
sourced , reliable an d  ba lanced  
news. T h is p roved  to be essential in 
the coverage of m a jo r events such as 
the d ea th  of C h a irm an  M ao Tse- 
T u n g  in  1976 and  the T ian an m en  
Square M assacre in  1989 w here the 
stories w ere initially u n con firm ed  
b u t in terest was intense.

J o h n  said tha t som e stories on  R ad io  
A ustralia have b ee n  criticised for 
be ing  overly negative in concen tra t
ing on  ferry, rail o r m ine disasters 
b u t a d d e d  th a t this m osdy d ep e n d ed  
on  the efforts of co rresponden ts 
concerned .

T h e  final speaker was Peter 
Ellingsen, fo rm er Age co rresp o n d en t 
in  Beijing. Peter was particu larly  
co n cern ed  abo u t overdy positive 
rep o rtin g  in  the m ed ia  w hich fails to 
sufficiendy challenge the sub ject 
m atter. H e ob jected  to events such 
as T ian an m en  Square being  subse- 
quendy  described  as an  "incident" 
w hen  it was a  m assacre. B ut jo u r
nalists are encou raged  to tip toe over 
cultural sensitivities. In  Peter's view, 
values can n o t be com prom ised  in  
this m anner. <

Bruce Shearer


