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The Role of Mass Media in National Deveiopment

Submitted by: C.K. Tseng, MA,IPR(M)IPR(S)
CPRA (Taipei)

Regional Public Relations
Consultant,
Boeing Commercial Airplane Company.

There are two ways of looking at this particular topic - from

the Academic view, with rosy glasses and fresnmar optimism (it sounds

like 'How to get the most of your marriage') and impress al! of vou here

on what 'the ACTUAL role’ of mass media SHOULD be (how theoretical

can you get? OR shouid | give you a rather sober (not gloomy) analysis

of tne reaiistic problems that are currently confronting (or is it preventing?)
mass media {within the coniext of the Republic of Singapore) as far as
“"Naticna' Deveicpment" or the fostering of some kind cf national aware-

—*.ess/iderltit}' is concerned,

¢t is not my intention to trace back the historical roots of the
dev,eicpment of mass media '» my country (Sir Charles' Moses has
certainly done an excellent Readers' Digest version in his latest book
"Mass Communicaticens 'n As‘a'' AMIC 1978) but two outstanding points
are worth noting (1) The Straitrs Times and ils close relationship with
British colonjalism; the Chinese press as an extension of China's poli-
'icar and cultural activities (Chen: The History of Early Chinese News-
frapers in Singapore) (2) ALi_ major press in Singapore are not subsidized'
by the Governmerit and recent press laws even made sole proprietorship
difficult, Heavy reiiance upon '"advertising' as a major revenue has
made newspapers profit-oriented organization jus! like departmental stores

or supermarkets,

My paper will deal primarily with the daily press and "source®
of information since Broadcasting is state-controlled and that it is

serving the interest of the Republic (by the fact that the banning of tobacco

Products and alcoholic beverage (prime time) has resulted in great losses

for RTS has not affected the quality of its programmes.)
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With ”p‘\'uf?tability" as the first objective - Singapore’s dailies
Faveto operate w'hin certain guidelines set by the Government; the needs
of a highly cornrne\*maiézed society and the iastes ¢cf a farly compiex
target readershity | perscnaily feel that the Government's so-ca!led
'strong-arm' tac:i‘s on "rebelious'! pressmen whenever action was taken
tc ciose down ine txingapore Herald & Eastern Sun in the early 1970s
was justified. Prime Minisier LLee's drastic act:on against pro-
Communist ieftwing) ournaiists was nailed as a major move to draw a
h

clear iine dividing '-,'\*-a.!f—?nterest and nationa! interest in modern journalism.
Comparing to the De-l:“,::!e's Republic of China, Singapore truly has the
freedom cf the press’'znd as the Prime Minisier orce 1o'd the IPA that
Ou™ CouNirty canno: a-'\r_m-d to have the "iuxury" of havirng "subversive"

3
eiemer:s in mass rnedi<,

b

in Cumrnur'.icat?;\\;e - ''scurce' is the mosi important factor in
determin:rng credibiyity ]L,f\patebaum}, In cther words, if an :.iem
"cauntry X cla:.ms ‘o }*.au\\? captured 5spies frem courtry Y!" would not
nave ine recessary condiione for credibility uniess the medium in
whicr. ". is "3ssociated' wi'k has the bu'it-in credibility (Macluhan),
Each maicr rewsovaner ras (i3 mass readersh:p faliowing. The nature
lor ppi'osephyt of each da''y derermines s own readership profile,
This '"pre-se‘ec*’ on' process (especially when we talk about the Straits
T./mes wn'ch kas been 3around for more than a century) 1S as complicated
as "ne tnicken and ‘he egg', Naryang Siang Pau and Sin Chew Jit Poh
betr s'ac.ed 3s '"NON-FARTISAN" Chirese papers in the turbuient
30s, me,; have maraged to survive: ine Chinese C:vit WAaR; remaining
pro-Chiang Ka,-shek in 1245, declaring reutral in 1948; somewhat left-
wing (oppertunistic?) in 1949-50 and pro-China (not necessariiy motivated
by Commun’st idectogy). Althougn the trend for beoth Chinese >ar e2-<c 's
te swing-away (alott) from foreign politics {i,e, the Communist-Nationalist

=

conflict), the visit of Richard Nixon to Peking in 1972, the death of Mao ;

Tsetung, the fail of Vietham, the recognition of the Peking regime by 3 ASEA

™

states (nct Singapcre) has its''morai! effects on the press and they have
been playing down China‘s "acnievements! while at the same time totally

ignoring any news about the Nationalist regime in Taipei.

' v:mlmmrﬁ'l Rampper
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Nothing surprises me abou! how ""news' (especially those originating

from Chira) are treated, Recentiy, | had the opportunity of reading
(tree subscription) the China Post of Taipei and it suddenly dawn on me that
it takes ''two to tango' - in other words, before the average reader is
fina!ly exposed to a story - The "source!" (already filtered) is refiltered
by ithe Editer before the presentation. The '"Original" report may almost
be totaily different :han the finai look. | have always been a doubting
Thomas on the reliab'iity and efficiency of wire-service reporting. Every
year, | lead my mass commun;cations students to Sin Chew Jit Poh and each
time, we're ‘oid tha’ "hundreds of stories came in each day on the tele-
type macn:res and how 'ne editors select ONLY those suitable for trans-
tat’cn (‘nro Cn'rese!", But how did these wire services (UP1, AP, APF
etc) maraged ic obtain such stories so fast? In China Post (International
Edi:ion) they have a sage where 8 Afro-Asian states (including Malaysia
and Singapore} ar~e given daily reporis based entirely on AP or UPI news.
The formuta s actuaiiv quite simples-
(') three rews stories break out in Singapore on the the same

dzy., These are w-ilten by different reporters and they

apocearea ‘r ihe fotiowing day, (Straits Times).

' Tre UP) correspondent rehashes the three stories but phrases

™~

itke Ygocarding o fne Siegiis Times!" wiil be inserted where
direct gucres are aviributed to - Lei's say, the stories are

ial People's Repubiic of Chinals trade with Singapore increases
by X %

{b) 100 Vietnamese refugees lands in Singapore after daring
escape from He Chibh Minh city.

(c) U.S. Ambassador opens Art Show - talks about ASEAN

cul*ura:' identities,

(3) uwuPi "fittered! these stories out of many because this particular
cerrespondent "feit!" that the three stories may have a general
internationa! interest (at least in the Asian-Pacific Area),

Just how this seiection process takes place - naturally depends
on the politica', ecenomica!, social attitude background and

phiissophy of the URPI "man on the spot'!,
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(4) The China Post (Taipei) receives the three stories from
Singapore., The first gets thrown out because it "conflicts!
with the Nationaiist policy of printing '"good news'" about
Peking; the third wili be cut and reduced in haif and the
second will get top priority because it is basically anti-
Communist. |t wili then be given a heading (by the Edition)
like "Ref :gees sailed to Freedom lands in Singapore'.

The Taipei reader wili only be able to read the finai pre-

sentation.

I am rot against this system (alithough many third world leaders
are getling upset over !irregponsiblel wire-service reporting - but the
SOURCE ‘which nas ‘o be human) and the treatment should to a certain

extent g@.':f"us some cause for anxiety.

We are Lving in the age of Information Explosion - the Common
Man has merged as he deierminant factor in international politics, His
views, a'it.tudes, reaction (G any given s:ituation or personality are often
based or bh':s and preces and 1ncomplete reporting (what one weil-known
Br s1em currz st referred to as Disinformation) formulaies the gestai?
o:c ue of tnpar sub.ect i» 'is rotaiity. Wnile mass commun.caiors hike
App.ebisum, Scnramm, Beriow are interested in "media's" relationship
‘c '*s Aarael - ' 3m as a practiticner, particularly fascinated in how the
“raaripy 3tTcr it of the source ‘s made to fit into the needs (often artificial)

oFf 3 giver nublic,

These 3e Six common sources from where the Straits Times will

"aps:rac:!" its "news! for tom.~row's edition. Let's examine them carefully...

(1) News Agencies (wire services). There are offic:ar onies \wiicn
snouid reflect the views of their respective governments) like
Tass (L. S.S.R. ), NCNA (Peking, CNA (Taipei, Bernama
{Maravsia). (the old U.S.1.S., cannot be classified under this
category). Government sponsored News Agencies will "-and-

oui' official s:atement/commems to both local reporters,

foreign correspondents and the international agencies.Most official

news agencies are treated with certain suspicion and additional

|
;é
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comments cfren compleres tne final vers:'on. In countries where
reporiers are given tne freedom ro roam, the official news can
be '"supporied'" by the supplementary findings or 'd.luted" by
other '"unoffic.ai' views that many even contradict the source.
Japanese repsrters (ncted for their freedom and libera’ views)
found Pekirg o be a dead-end aliey because they can cnly report
what NCNA had released or Radio Peking broadcasted on the
same day. | is therefore assumed tha: News Agenc.es las an
offic:al mournp‘ece) are effecrive in a roratitarian s°3te such as
PRC zrd terribly ineffective a! ' mes in a democrat c s*aie (such
as Maiaysia). Unpieasant reporting (by deliberately twisting the
oificiai s atemer!) was probabiv the main cause for ihe iragic end
o7 the Ar: -Commurist Sagon Governmen', ! believe that as fong

A% s

D

A

[l]

‘onal News Agencies are ''gathering" news and that
as lorig as tre '~ cor-espondenis are no: resira ned/cronibited
from e'tne~ "Yitering” loca/domestic news - irue or factual reper-

cirig 'S =rlf om e 'quesiiorable siage 'l

Excharge fea'ures - Im the o:d dave {1948 wren S rgapcre had

‘o~ Criinese capers - ne Commurt. st Nam Ch-ao (1 ol Kuomimaug
Crung mis i 7 Pory Neu' -zl bu' pre—refr Nanyang S ang Pau and
Siri Criew o ' Poh, Bes des carvyng the wire Serv.Ces. 'hey aiso
it dorect o from Chipese npapers lespecialiy Hora Kang! weih
"simitae veoews ard goiitical ohetosopntes?t, The pracrice was
commen ~eterrad 10 35 "Cn en-dao Cheng Cher! (Scrssors poiicy).,

H "

Today . he Ch mese press gre si'h doing thigs or a "smalier scaie

(3l

and the Straris Times nave embarked on what! (8 now known as tne
"exchange' svsiem, !n otner words. they would en"er ‘N!0 CONI~3aCc-
uatl agreements wioih one or two UL K, darlies., U.S. da ez,
Japanese da'!res n whi:ch "hey cou'd use ANY spec:z! feature from
the Stra - rs T:mes and ‘he Sira's Times can a'lse carry thel” feg-
tures, Agan. we are at the "meccy " of "foreign newwvsmen' wnose
vews may not be tne same or In accordance witn our nai:ona
deveiopmert, So far_ Teaiures l'ke haw c.jr*ug adaiction is combatted;
the problems of inflathon are certaniy Min-line!" with ou- thinking,

Bur the selection of course, 'tes wiih our own editors.
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(2) News syndicates: News syndicates like Sem‘n:;, Kings Features
etc, provide specialized stories or comic strips for our local
papers. | understand news svndicates have !arge number of '"tree-
lancers! or ‘'stringers' whose "amazing capab ity of snooping"

has kept many reade~s '"mooked'.

(4) Overseas Correspondents: These would be individuals eitner from
” Singapore or on the payretl of the Straits Times tn the major

western capito!s, For example, Straits T.mes keeps a man in
London on a "rotationi! basis. In the U.S. they have Milton Chase
(a retired congressiral assistant) who is doing a fabulous job of direct
report.ng from Waskingicn D.C. and sometimes w th "Asia" in mind.
The average Singaporean’'s {if you don't subscribe to the New York
T:'mes or Wash'ngten Posti opinion of American potitics is through
tne eves of Milton Chase Jus: hocw Chase 'filiters! American news
'S apotrer probiem, in lLLcndon, the Straiis T:mes recently carried
a decpatch apcul a Singapore tawyer who denounced the goverrment
(parr cf the eurccommun:s: plot to discredi: Pr.me M nister Lee and
he PAP 7)Y over BBC-TV., Now isn'' th.€ ccmplicaied? A 'pelirical
refuges’ 3itacks e geverrment over the TV of a "friend!lv siate’-
i pe~corzily shougr' 're Siraits Times hardied 'his ex'remeiy we'l,
irr ke firs1 pigce, e Londer man (Ph.1.p Leel interviewed five
Sirgeperears residing .n London and they at!! d'scredited 'ne Lawyer
arcd 'r:s was suppl!emeried by a foliow-up local interview with the
govermment arnd "¢ was cfficial!ly arnounced that he government nad
~o ‘rrenton of “eplyirg 'c the ‘awyer or 'o ge' :n ouch with the

BBC. Not cre s:irng'e Cn:nese paper carried this s'ory,

(5) Free-lancers - this wou.d be aga'n in specia! fields i.ke drama,

art or cuisine. Bv-lines ofter accompanried these siories.

(6) Staff reporters - pa:d members of the Straits Times. S:nce 1975,
there has been a siream!ining programme for trarning reporiers to
handle certain type of stories., Generally, their '"sources' are

as foiiow:
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{1) Governmen' press conferences/nandeuts.

(2) Private secior press conferences/nandou's,

(3) Phone in itips! from ihe genera! public,

{4) Foilow-ups on 'Lerrers’ 1o e Ed:tor,

(5) Re-hashing of siories wh.ch ras appeared in trade/
nouse jcurnal (public and private sec'or),

_{6) Press reieases from Pubiic Relations/Advertising/

D

Maragemerit Consultanc.es.,
. ) . _
Trere are certain res'cicrions L:.'af"ffld on repc-ting (not gag laws)
and a* .S siage ‘' s necessary. | ne refusal ro accept pofitical press

~eleases !from Commun s. embassies) 's one exceilent example,

in ne case of 1ne Stra s T.mes, there nas oeen a continua!l shift
‘ow3-ds bu "d'ng a sitonger na! onal .den'ity., The bihinguai page (three
rmes week', | encouraging readers o s1udy Chionese as e second language,
e SPoNsorsn g oF sem-rars, spont g event's are all positive approaches,
Tae Nernyarg S ang FPau and S Chew Jt Poh nas ever geore further by
Jv g ot prioraly 'c press reieases from the var-ous Communiiv Centres
‘a grass ~“00is omganizalon operalrg as a sratwerory bodvl, (Ncte: The
Peosp-e's ARsa¢ 20 ¢r as receq v 2poo rmred a Narnran-Har-vard graduate,
l_ee Mur: 3¢ Dieav:y Di~ecrior fo~ Pubi.c Retarionws). The ciose-reiation-
s'p betweer ine commur:y cenires {more sran 1200 and the Chinese press
thas g wer a rew .mage 10 the oftern 'far-fe:ch! fee'ing of the average cilizen
‘Zwards e goeesnmesr, Mempers of Pari.amenr 3iso ult-lize community
i

celn'res &3 a8 caz2 for "mee! rny ne Geonr s

secs CnE which is a:se a subject

¢t news repor ng.

Trne Ch.rnese press has also 1aker ar aclve roie in facussing on
primary and secondary scheol activir.es with both =ponsorships of inter-
school even:is (debaies, art, MuUSIC and eszay wr.t:ng comperitjons);
detaiied reporting {or feature supports) and p:ctor:at suppiements, . Both
papers through their PR Depart'merts {  headed by Engiish-educated executives)
hrave been encouraging Chinese scheoo's "o part:.cing'e 'n commun:ity cultural
programmes. Tne b:iingua! pages (ercouraging Ch.nese readers to study

Englisn) are also we!i edited,
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Singapore is still in its infancy as far as 'nationalism" is
concerned - the daily newspaper with all {ts complicated past, current
problems and future anxieties are still the most important contributing
factor in developing future awareness and national involvement and

development.

Mass Media - especialiy the daily rewspaper has a responsibility
to society. Althcugh profit motivations canrici be compietely disregarded
as it's raison ditre - it still owes its existence and future prosperity to

the future of the country,

By recruiting some of the best minds and taien's - the daiiy news-
paper can be successfully managed and run bv individuals whose interests

are :deriica' to those of the deveioping state.

We simply cannot tolerate the kind of sensational journalism that

has characterized the Far Eastern Ecoromic Review.

i+

it is now being sued by the Singapore Stock Exchange

sealed ug by the Fiiipino governmen:, and

t

severely criticized and often panned 'n Maiaysia, Thajland

and Singapore.

Hepefu'iy, we will always i1ve in a sccieiy of respons:ble opinion

Thank you,

HE R

i
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