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Mainstreaming Media in the Information Society

Grahamstown, South Africa, 8 to 10 September, 2003 

Summary: 

A conference to bring African media into the centre of debates about the Global Information Society.  It includes panel discussions and debates, as well hands-on skills training workshops.  The seventh year of this annual meeting of the African journalism community also entails follow-up actions designed to impact on important international dynamics unfolding over the next three years. 

The debates that will be covered at HA2003 include:

· How do African journalists impact on media and information policies?

· Global Information Society (GIS) - a question of infrastructure or people?

· Is the right to communicate the key to the Information Society?

· What is more important - privacy & e-commerce, or access and universal service?

· Who drives the GIS: business & commercial software, or public initiatives & open-source software?

· What info best becomes a commodity, and what remains as social & common  goods?

· Setting priorities: Volume & velocity of information, or the direction of flow and the quality of knowledge?

· Nepad + ICTs =  what?



· Media Convergence: what does it mean for policy, regulation and skill sets?

· Should the gender component of all Information Society issues be generic, or highlighted in some more than others?

· Local content - is it synonymous with indigenous knowledge or not?


· Whither the future? Assessing coverage of the US-Iraq crisis in terms of technology use and information quality.
·  Assessing disinformation, global information flows and media polarization post the Iraq crisis.
Context

Of key significance to African journalists, a rolling movement is developing around global deliberations on ICTs. The momentum culminates in two watershed international summits over the next three years. 

Coming up in December is the United Nations – International Telecommunication Union World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), to be held in Geneva.  The event is already a focus of debate and preparation by a range of actors who recognise the important impact it will have on global public opinion and on governmental commitments and policies around ICTs.  

In three years’ time, a second WSIS will be staged in Africa. This will serve as an occasion to hold to account the many stakeholders responsible for implementing decisions and directions laid down at Geneva.  The meeting in Tunis two years after Geneva underlines the pressure on the first summit to set and deliver – at high-speed – on practical targets.  In other words, Geneva will be an event of critical significance. Whether the agenda will lean towards first world concerns like privacy, or third world concerns like universal service, will have major influence. 

In the meantime, the Global Information Society remains uneven, divided and badly battered by the economic difficulties in internet and telephony businesses.  And, at this very time, as the politics around the UN, the US and Iraq clearly demonstrate, the name of the game is the information business – namely winning international public opinion through information or disinformation, control of channels and the speed of communication.  This is a battle for quality of information, and for prioritising the global agenda – put simply, whether the international focus is "spin" and "counter-spin" about Iraq rather than news about Nepad. 

In all this, the mass media matters perhaps more than ever before as actors in the information society,  and not just as brokers of news. Media, especially African media, are a knowledge voice that should heard and incorporated into the final declaration of WSIS. Media interests, however, are not automatically going to be reflected in the Summit. Hence, the need to mainstream the media in the information society. 

Stakeholders: 

For all these reasons, African journalists – though very many do not know it - are major stakeholders in the WSIS. As such, 

· We need to understand the importance of Geneva 2003, the global agenda it sets, and the impact of the Information Society on their craft, their industry and their tools. 

· We should also utilise our leverage to bear on the process by consolidating our voice and sounding the African media call.

· We should prepare to present the African media case, and highlight the importance of African media in telling African stories from African points of view and experience.

· We need to recognise how our work - as the major producers of content in the public domain -  can contribute to the information policy landscape in Africa.

· We need to be able to inform African audiences about the pivotal issues concerning the Global Information Society, in whatever international order emerges from the US--Iraq crisis.

It is imperative therefore to sensitise and conscientise Africa's media and people.  Highway Africa 2003 is an occasion to comprehensively inform and educate participants about these issues, and about how media practice is a major factor in shaping an African Information Society within the Global Information Society and the global economy. 

In short, Highway Africa will help set an agenda for coverage of the WSIS and its issues, as well as to participate in the WSIS process from a shared African media standpoint.  

The conference can do a great deal to help develop the requisite knowledge, attitudes and practices in African media.  It will clarify and highlight the issues faced by African journalists and the role we play. Accordingly, the conference will seek to come out with a communiqué to be incorporated, via what is known as the "Bamako Bureau", into an African regional position that goes to the WSIS. As further follow-up, a range of further activities will be rolled out: 

Funding providing, the conference will also elect a delegation to:

· attend Prepcom 3 in Geneva in late September. This is an occasion at which direct input can be made on the shape of the WSIS.

· attend the WSIS itself in Geneva in December.  This will allow for further input, and for possibly staging an event such as a panel discussion.

· report on the event as part of a news-pool servicing African media with relevant stories.

Highway Africa: Background

Highway Africa, the major continental conference on new media issues for journalists in Africa, is an annual event organised by the Department of Journalism and Media Studies, Rhodes University, Grahamstown, South Africa. 

Now going into its seventh year, the Conference has developed a reputation as a serious forum which engages with all the journalistic, technological, and political issues crucial to the development of new media in Africa, and it networks journalists, academics, government officials and business people from around the world. It is the only calendar event of its kind on the continent.  It is on this basis that the conference achieved the status of an officially recognised component of the World Summit on Sustainable Development held in 2002. 

The 2003 conference will include a convergent newsroom, experimenting with coverage of the event itself using convergent technologies, multi-skilled journalists and content management systems. 

Who takes part?

Highway Africa is aimed at the continent’s professional journalists and academics in journalism and media studies, as well as media and ICT policy makers. It is a forum for learning, debate, sharing of experience and agenda-setting.  Previous conferences have featured themes like:

· The role of Internet in enhancing reporting within Africa (1997)
· Press Freedom, democracy, and the Internet in Africa (1998)

· Universal access to new media (2000)

· Innovative technology, Africa’s global voice moving in from the digital margins (2001)

· Wiring journalism for sustainable development (2002)
Supporters

Past speakers have included two Ministers of Communications in South Africa, the director-general of the same department, leading media managers and innovators from Africa and the world, and media trainers and academics worldwide. The SABC has been a leading partner in the conference for three years, and a wide range of foundations, media, technology vendors and telecommunication companies have helped sponsored the event each year. These include, most prominently, the SA Department of Communications, Telkom, Johnnic, M-Web, and the Media Institute of Southern Africa. 

Format

Highway Africa’s programme includes a unique mix of plenary and keynote presentations, panel discussions and hands-on workshops where delegates acquire practical skills and expertise.  The event is simultaneously an arena for academic discussion and research, a venue for presenting corporate and government strategy, a forum for networking, and an occasion for skills transfer. 

Highway Africa 2003

In 2003, Highway Africa will be held in Grahamstown, over three days in September.  The venue in a historic university town, during an academic recess, provides excellent facilities and a concentrated focus for training, learning and networking. The timing is sufficiently before the WSIS to effectively orientate participants to that December event, how to start covering it and how to participate in the WSIS process itself.  

HA 2003 will echo the WSIS themes of "vision, access and applications".  The event will take seriously the statement by ITU Secretary General, Mr Yoshio Utsumi of the WSIS:  "The real goal is not just to get more computers or more telephones, but rather to extend access to information, to guarantee the right to communicate and focus on how ICTS can be used to achieve the broader social and economic goals, such as the eradication of poverty."  

Of the WSIS he has stated: "It must be a true meeting of minds, bringing together all stakeholders from the developed and developing world. It must have a common understanding of the Information Society and a concrete action plan."   This conference contributes directly to this important goal. 

Highway Africa 2003 will also build on the work at the WSIS's Africa Regional Conference held in Bamako, Mali, last May.  This important event underlined the importance of local content and multilingualism, partnerships, freedom of expression and access to information in the public domain, civil society participation, training and democratic debate. Bamako highlighted what the Information Society could bring to Africa, and what Africa could bring to the Information Society.  And, it focused on reducing the digital divide through National Information and Communication Infrastructure policies. 

In all these aspects, African journalists have a lot to learn - and to contribute.  Thus, programme will have two streams: one on the content of the Information Society story, and the other, upon news means of telling it. In more detail, these are: 

· "telling the story - of technology, policy and information society in Africa", and 

· "using new technologies to tell the story better and more widely". 

Programme: 
Particular sessions in HA2003 will include:

· Briefings on the WSIS and the contested agendas there

· Analysis of the state the African Information Society, incl gender component.  

· ICT policy readiness of governments as regards an African Information Society. 

· Discussion on interdependence of: media freedom & professionalism, Nepad & AIS. 

· Role of African information and languages in the global and intra-continental debate. 

· Community media, activism, ICTs and the African Information Society.

· Strategies for reporting WSIS issues and ensuring African media voices in Geneva. 

· Conceptualizing content for effective storytelling on the web. 

· Whither the future: Assessing coverage of Iraq in terms of tech & information quality. 

In addition, special skills-training workshops will empower Highway Africa delegates to use the latest ICTs to enhance the richness and the reach of their coverage. 

· Tracking down cyber resources for reporting Global Information Society issues. 

· Using Open Source software applications that are suitable for African media.

· Story-telling skills on ICT topics.

· GIS systems to interpret & communicate data through maps. 

· What online media can learn from suburban and local media. 

There will also be workshops covering technical skills for new technologies around radio, photojournalism and multimedia. Several  speeches, demonstrations and discussions may serve as pilots for presentations in Geneva.   Suggestions for relevant topics, speakers, workshops and trainers are very welcome. 

Awards
A unique honour for the continent, the awards for Innovative Use of New Media in Africa, will be issued at the conference for the fourth year running.

Benefits

Highway Africa 2003 will draw the media sector into the WSIS issues. 

· First, it will enhance media's role as observers and reporters.  

· Second, it will enlist media people as conscious and strategic participatory stakeholders in the unfolding movement and make their voice heard. 

Thus, delegates will acquire insight and skills regarding new media and development in Africa, and be uniquely qualified to report intelligently on Information Society themes whilst also contributing African journalist perspectives to the WSIS process itself.

Sponsoring organizations will have exposure and access to many of the continent’s best journalists and to leading thinkers in media, development and technology. In addition, they will have contributed to enhancing media’s role in – and therefore public knowledge about – the significance of the WSIS. 

Looking ahead 

 “Mainstreaming media In the Information Society” is an African precursor to the WSIS. And it will be part of the lift-off of African journalists and the Highway Africa conference itself into a new level of activity and impact across the continent.  

Registration details will be available from April. Don't miss this critical occasion.


Further information: Contact Guy Berger G.Berger@ru.ac.za 046 603 - 8336/7 
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