“Information Society needs radio and TV”

Broadcasters insisted yesterday that their role should not be eclipsed by the Internet in the building of a global information society. 

SABC’s Dr Ihron Rensburg, who chairs the 14-country Southern African Broadcasting Association, told the World Electronic Media Forum (WEMF) in Tunis that radio and television were central, not marginal, in the context of Africa. 

“It is wrong that narrowly-defined ICTs are seen as central to the Information Society,” he said, pointing out that 14 southern African broadcasters spread information in almost 60 local languages. 

“Public and national broadcasting is the most freely, readily and widely available medium in Africa, and in the most languages – despite still using analogue technology,” he said. 

Rensburg underlined, however, that policies and laws were needed to transform state broadcasters into editorially independent public service broadcasters. “The window of opportunity is there, and activists, media executives and government leaders should use it and push for more decisive transformation over next few years,” he said. 
His comments about broadcasting’s relevance came against a backdrop of remarks by Shashi Tharoor, UN under-secretary for Communication and Public Information. 

Tharoor described the Internet as “a medium without a passport”, but pointed out that it was only in the North that over 70% of people had online access.  

“The 400 000 citizens of Luxembourg have more bandwidth than 800 million people in all Africa. India has made amazing strides in ICT, but internet penetration there is still below 3% of the population.”
In addition to the digital divide, said Tharoor, there was still a need to tackle the “Content Divide” in both internet and broadcasting. “What passes for global media remains in reality the media of the developed west. Content is produced in and for Western countries in Western languages, even if typing pool has moved further south,” he said.

The WEMF also discussed the future funding of public broadcasting as the global information society unfolded. SABC’s Rensburg proposed that public service broadcasting in Africa should be financed by licence fees paid by the public, combined with monies voted by parliaments from national budgets. 

Because of poverty, however, for a very long time the licence fees would be unlikely to contribute even up to half the costs of public broadcasters. SABC itself currently covered 85% of its budget from advertising. 
Another speaker, David Rabinovitch, head of CBC radio in Canada, warned, however, that advertising could “pervert” public broadcasting which – unlike commercial broadcasters, should be able to take commercial risks and also needed to fulfil a social responsibility role.
He said that broadcast journalists needed to show viewers that they had quality programming to offer to the public, “so that people do not come to say, what is the difference between this guy on TV and a blogger”. 
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Media in the Information Society: the weakest link?

WEMF at Geneva 2003: put media at heart of WSIS, and WSIS at heart of media. 
Negative: Wsis still not recognise media importance to IS.
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