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SEMINAR ON ALTERNATIVE MEDIA 

Terminal Project Report 

BACKGROUND AND JUSTIFICATION OF THE SEMINAR 

Research literature and programme evaluation reports contin
ue to confirm the observation that in many developing countries, 
initial thrusts to concentrate on the use of the mass media for 
promoting development have not been altogether successful. Some 
of the reasons include the financial inability of governments as 
well as private industry to develop the physical infrastructure 
for an extensive mass media coverage of a country; the corollary 
inability of the greater mass of the people to gain access to the 
media due to financial inability to purchase receiving sets, as 
well as the inability to access information due to language and 
literacy; and the inability of Western-orientated, urban-based 
programme planners to develop appropriate programme materials for 
more rural-based audiences, particularly minority groups such as 
the poor, the neo-literates, women and children, and small ethnic 
communities. 

However, many development planners and field workers in 
Asia, Africa and Latin America have found great success in de
veloping and utilizing alternative media for promoting programmes 
of social amelioration. These efforts may be viewed from two 
perspectives: one, the alternative use of mass media, and two, 
the use of grassroots media as alternatives to mainstream mass 
media. 

Alternative use of mass media includes increased and in-
depth coverage of rural areas, provision of space or time for 
views and opinions of ordinary folk and/or marginalized sectors, 
and taking an advocacy stance. It may feature modification of or 
innovation on existing structure and working principles of mass 
media; extension of print media previously used only in classroom 
teaching; creative use of new technology media in non-mass 
situations; integration of mass and traditional media. 

Use of alternative, grassroots media implies the identifica
tion, utilization and development of local, community-based 
communication venues and channels, essentially for social and 
political action. It features direct access and participation in 
media planning and development by the community, inter alia, as a 
means of asserting their culture which may be increasingly mar
ginalized by the dominant urban-based mass media. 
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Examples include mobile as well as station-based community 
radio; poster-type wall newspapers; blackboard newspapers; audio-
casette drama and magazine programmes; soundslides; community 
video; small-format film; folk music; traditional or popular 
theatre; protest or revolutionary theatre, and mass action. 

Two of the key elements in alternative media are: one, the 
high degree of audience participation in the media and message 
creation and production process, as a means of asserting/reas
serting local culture increasingly marginalized by mainstream, 
urban-based mass media; and two, the relatively low cost of media 
acquisition and programme development. 

Most of the individuals and groups involved in the creation 
and use of alternative media usually belong to non-government 
organizations or cause-oriented groups. Many of them neither have 
the time to properly document their media efforts, nor have 
adequate funds to publish and disseminate information on lessons 
and insights they have learned from these efforts. In some cases, 
they may even be unwilling to publicize their successes in alter
native media. One probable reason is that these organizations are 
often perceived as activist, or leftist. Due to these organiza
tions' involvement in conscientization programmes, many govern
ments are wary of them, and unwilling to learn from their suc
cessful experience with alternative media. 

There is a need to document all these efforts and present 
them in a proper forum where development planners, social devel
opment programme implementors, communication profesionals, media 
practitioners, and field extension workers can learn about them, 
learn from them, and possibly re-articulate them in wider devel
opment planning and communication teaching-training contexts. 

The Asian Mass Communication Research and Information Centre 
(AMIC) therefore proposed to organize a Seminar on Alternative 
Media to provide this forum. The World Association for Christian 
Communication (WACC) responded positively to the proposal and 
provided a grant to help organize the seminar. 

AMIC is a non-government, non-profit foundation based in 
Singapore. It is mandated to assist in the development of mass 
communications in the Asia-Pacific Region. It pursues this man
date through a programe of research, seminars and institutional 
development, consultancy, publications and documentation and 
information dissemination services. Underlying AMIC's activities 
is the philosophy is that communications can be harnessed for 
social development. The Seminar on Alternative Media is a reaf
firmation of commitment to this philosophy. 
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OBJECTIVES OF THE SEMINAR 

1. To document and highlight outstanding efforts in 
developing and using alternative media for development 
programmes in the Asia-Pacific Region; 

2. To provide an opportunity for participants to know 
about and learn from these efforts, with the end-view 
of encouraging them to adapt these in their own socio-
cultural contexts; 

3. To encourage participants to establish network linkages 
for the active exchange of information and experience 
on developing and using alternative media; and 

4. To motivate development and communication planners and 
programme administrators to pursue systematic utilization 
of relatively low-cost but effective alternative media 
in national or local development efforts. 

PARTICIPANTS 

Sixteen participants from the Asia-Pacific Region, including 
the AMIC and WACC representatives, attended the seminar. Origi
nally, 20 participants outside of AMIC and WACC were identified 
and invited to join the meeting. However, for reasons of con
flicting schedules, late receipt of invitations, airline diffi
culties, and unexpected work emergencies, only 14 were finally 
able to make it to the seminar. 

The 14 included two community broadcasters from Australia; a 
student activist based in Hong Kong; a group media practitioner 
and two folk media experts from India; a popular theatre director 
each from Malaysia, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea and the Philip
pines; a representative from an international feminist organiza
tion and a regional editor of an alternative news agency, both 
based in Manila; a radio producer-presentor and a health educator 
from Singapore. 

Appendix A lists the names of the seminar participants. 

SUMMARY OF PROCEEDINGS 

Opening Session. Mr. Vijay Menon, AMIC Secretary General, 
welcomed the participants. In his address, he cited the experi
ences of AMIC in alternative media, particularly its action 
projects on the use of traditional media for development communi
cations. 
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Dr. Pradip N. Thomas, WACC Regional Coordinator for Asia, 
gave an overview of alternative media, cited specific examples 
from India and Latin America, and raised the need to locate the 
place and role of alternative media in the context of social, 
cultural, political, economic and technological developments in 
Asia and the Pacific. He also raised the need to engage in new 
research on alternative media, particularly focusing on their 
various audiences. 

Appendix B shows the seminar programme. 

Paper/Case Presentations. For the next two and a half days, 
participants took turns in presenting cases and/or sharing their 
experiences in developing, gaining access to, utilizing, and 
evaluating alternative media. 

Community Broadcasting. Mr. Kalinga Seneviratne, an Austra
lian cross-cultural communication researcher and community 
broadcaster based at the University of Technology, Sydney pre
sented his experiences in developing successful ethnic programmes 
to provide a medium for "voiceless" immigrants and other minority 
groups in Australia, and producing alternative programmes con
taining the views of Asian intellectuals on regional and global 
issues. These programmes, he said, would normally not be carried 
by mainstream broadcasting networks "down under", for lame ex
cuses that include the heavily accented English of the programme 
host and personalities in the programmes, and their allegedly 
inferior production quality. The Australian broadcasting system, 
Seneviratne maintained, is still essentially White / Caucasian / 
English in its programme orientation, despite the considerable 
number of Asians and Pacific Islanders who are now Australian 
citizens. 

Dr. Victor T. Valbuena, AMIC Senior Programme Specialist, 
shared his experiences in evaluating the impact of the Mahaweli 
Community Radio in Sri Lanka. He cited the extraordinary access 
of ordinary villagers to the community radio, their participation 
in programme development and evaluation, and tangible impact of 
the community radio on their social and economic life in the new 
settlement areas in Sri Lanka. To illustrate his discussion, Dr. 
Valbuena showed a vi*deo on the philosophy and operations of the 
Mahaweli Community Radio. 

Alternative Women's Publications. Ms. Elizabeth Reyes Marti
nez, Communication Networking Programme Officer, exhibited and 
explained the various publications of ISIS International and how 
they are utilized to promote and raise consciousness on women and 
development issues, to provide alternative reading for female 
audiences, and to serve as communication and networking channels 
for various women's organizations in the world. She also showed 
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tee-shirts, posters and other promotional materials containing 
messages on women's issues. 

Video for Woman Empowerment. Dr. Victor Valbuena presented a 
video on the use of video training to empower women in Nepal. The 
documentary, "A Chance of a Lifetime" recounts the conscientiza-
tion and training of selected village women in Nepal on how to 
use video to articulate their needs and problems and gain the 
attention of policy-makers and programme planners in Kathmandu. 

Ms. Jyoti Jumani of Ahmedabad, India was to present a relat
ed paper on people's video. Unfortunately, visa problems and 
flight difficulties arising in part from the series of bombings 
in Bombay, prevented her from coming to the seminar. (Nonethe
less, she sent her paper for distribution to the participants 
after the seminar.) 

* 
Alternative News Agency. Mr. Kunda Dixit, Regional Editor 

for Asia, Inter Press Service recalled the establishment of IPS 
as a response to the need for articulating the views and percep
tions of Third World peoples and countries in the international 
media. He explained the operations of the service and how their 
news and features on political, social, economic and cultural 
developments in developing countries find their way to mainstream 
as well as alternative media in Europe, America, Asia and Africa. 
Mr. Dixit also cited the work of other news agencies/services 
like DEPTHNews and Gemini News Service and how they are providing 
coverage of development-oriented news. 

Group Media. Mr. Arvind Chittewale of Abhivyakti shared his 
organizations' s experiences in working with grassroots people and 
in designing and pre-testing group media like posters, audio and 
video casettes for various social development efforts. He also 
demonstrated his presentation with sample videos produced by his 
organization. 

Mr. Chittewale's presentation elicited much discussion on 
the need for grassroots people's participation in identifying 
their problems, and for audience-centered and culture-based 
development and pre-testing of communication materials. 

Popular Theatre. Several participants made presentations on 
how their organizations utilized theatre for promoting certain 
issues or concerns. 

Ms. Charlene Rajendran, facilitator of Theater Muda (Youth 
Theatre) in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia discussed and illustrated 
through video how they use drama not only to promote artistic 
development in children and youth, but also to articulate issues 
current in Malaysia, e.g., environment, gender power relations, 
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and domestic violence. 

Mr. Khalid Ahmad, Theatre Director of Tehrik-E-Niswan of 
Karachi, discussed the various cultural, poltical, and religious 
factors that hinder women's development in Pakistan and illus
trated how through theatre their group has been able to take 
small steps to articulate women's issues as well as criticize 
those sectors that obstruct women empowerment in Pakistan. He 
also recounted ingenious ways of circumventing bans on certain 
drama performances, such as garden performances in foreign cul
tural centres in Karachi, word-of-mouth promotions instead of 
media announcements, and "donations" instead of ticket sales. 

Ms. Socrates Topacio, Executive Director of Philippine 
Educational Theater Association (PETA) talked about the use of 
theatre for decolonizing the minds and attitudes of peoples. He 
recalled the history of protest and revolutionary theatre in the 
Philippines, and described PETA's use of activist theatre to 
articulate social issues from the time of the Marcos dictatorship 
to the present. 

Mr. Gabriel Kepas, Field Director of Awareness Community 
Theatre of the Foundation for the Peoples of the South Pacific, 
Papua New Guinea, gave a presentation of how ACT utilizes theatre 
to preserve and reinforce traditional culture, carry political 
awareness messages, as well as motivate paople to participate in 
health and social development. 

The presentations on popular theatre generated lengthy 
discussions on issues of government censorhsip, aesthethics of 
popular theatre, adaptation of multi-media trends and conven
tions to develop or retain audiences, and funding of ideologi-
callly-oriented theatre. 

Youth Activist Media. Ms. Lina Cabaero, Publications Editor 
and Member of the Secretariat of the Asian Students Association 
based in Hong Kong discussed and illustrated with examples how 
ASA uses students publications and newsletters, posters and 
banners, street theatre, protests and demonstrations, and also 
mainstream media to get their views on political issues across to 
their target audiences. 

The ensuing discussion led to the consensus that student 
activist groups should perhaps move away from plain sloganeering 
and concentrate on presentation and analyses of issues to articu
late theor concerns, and to prevent alienation of certain target 
groups who might otherwise support them. 

Folk Media. Dr. Felix Sugirtharaj, Programme Director of the 
Association for the Rural Poor, Madras and Dr. K.A. Gunasekaran 
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of the Department of Drama and Performing Arts, University of 
Pondicherry, made a joint presentation on the use of folk media 
for uplifting the conditions of the poor and marginalized in 
India. 

Dr. Sugirtharaj stressed that the underclasses in India 
generally have access only to the folk or traditional media and 
that these media have proven time and time again to be effective 
in informing, educating, and mobilizing the poor not only for 
political participation, but also for self and community develop
ment. He discussed examples of how the dalits in India have been 
sensitized to their social conditions and emancipated from feudal 
structures through cultural education via folk media. 

In ensuing discussions, the influence of Marxist ideology on 
the conept of using folk media and popular theatre for uplifting 
the poor was highlighted. 

Dr. Gunasekaran, for his part, described and demonstrated 
through masks, songs, and dances some of the folk media that the 
poor in India have used effectively for articulating social 
concerns. He also cited the difficulties of traditional or folk 
artists in getting recognized in mainstream society and media. 

Appendix C contains copies of the addresses and papers pre
sented at the seminar. 

Workshops. Several workshop discussions were conducted to 
review the effectiveness of alternative media, explore strategies 
for using mainstream mass media for alternative communications, 
and suggest measures to strengthen grassroots/folk media as 
alternative media. These discussions led to a number of recommen
dations later endorsed by the seminar participants. 

Recommendations. At the close of the seminar, the partici
pants endorsed the following recommendations: 

1. Alternative media organizations, especially the NGOs, 
should establish closer and positive links with mass 
media, and use them as outlets for alternative view
points. 

2. Alternative media organizations can gain access to, and 
use the mainstream media to pursue their objectives by: 

a. identifying influential gatekeepers within the 
mainstream media who are committed to social 
development and seeking their support for media 
placements; 
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b. exploiting fully mass media opportunities for 
access and participation, e.g., letters to the 
editor, radio talk shows, community radio networks, 
public access TV programmes, press releases, and 
mass action likely to generate media coverage; and 

c. undergoing media awareness and media education 
programmes to demystify media and gain skills in 
media development and production. 

New research on alternative media in Asia should be 
undertaken to: 

a. locate its place and role in the light of new 
social, cultural, political and technological 
developments in the region; 

b. review its philosophical/theoretical/conceptual 
underpinnings in light of the above developments; 

c. redefine its ideology and aesthethics as derived 
from the Asian experience, in contrast to those 
from the Latin-American experience; 

d. review the inner contradictions in alternative 
media relative to time, values, and other culture 
systems; 

e. determine its more substantial, tangible impact 
on various audiences not only in the rural areas 
but also in urban centres; and 

f. identify and document new forms of alternative 
media resulting from developments in computer, 
satellite and related technology. 

A Directory of Alternative Media Institutions should be 
compiled, published and distributed among alternative 
media practitioners, NGOs, and other relevant institu
tions. The directory should include addresses, resource 
persons/experts on staff or on call, print/audio/video 
materials available for purchase, loan, or exchange, 
computer/information hardware/software used, etc. 

An Alternative Media Festival, at national or regional 
level, should be organized to showcase outstanding 
alternative media products, particularly in video, 
slide cum audio, and popular culture. 

8 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



6. An Alternative Video Distribution Network should be 
established to facilitate exchange and utilization of 
video materials promoting alternative communications in 
the region. 

7. A training programme on using college and university 
newspapers and magazines for development and alterna
tive journalism should be organized for college editors 
and reporters. 

8. A training programme on networking, lobbying, and 
organizational development and management should be 
organized for NGOs engaged in alternative media to 
further strengthen their capability and political will. 

CONCLUSION 

For the most part, the seminar succeeded in meeting its 
stated objectives. It was able to document and highlight some 
outstanding examples of using mass and folk media to promote 
alternative views and perspectives on critical issues in develop
ment, such as women empowerment, upliftment of the poor and other 
marginalized communities, access and participation in political 
decision-making. 

The seminar provided an opportune venue for sharing and 
learning. Through sometimes lenghthy but generally spirited 
discussions, the seminar participants were able to share and 
learn from each others' experiences in developing alternative 
media approaches to articulating and promoting their causes. 

Charlene Rajendran of Malaysia, for instance, said she was 
grateful for the opportunity to come because the presentations 
and discussions opened her eyes to a host of other possibilitites 
in using popular theatre for highlighting social issues. Similar
ly, Khalid Ahmed of Pakistan said he was inspired by the experi
ences shared by other participants and by the solidarity he felt 
from other theatre practitioners trying to break free of still 
existing political and religious strictures in their culture. 
Lina Cabaero of Asian Students Association said she learned new 
insights on how to approach student activism not only from con
frontational communication methods, but also from other perspec
tives. Kunda Dixit of Inter Press Service said that he had al
ready become wary of seminars, but remarked that he was glad he 
came tio this one because it was different. It was talking of 
real, practical, grassroots issues. 

The seminar served also served as a venue for networking 
among the participants, for making/renewing contact with like-
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minded groups and i n d i v i d u a l s who can p rov ide not only i n s p i r a 
t i o n and encouragement , b u t a l s o p o s s i b l y r e s o u r c e s and o t h e r 
c o n t a c t s . 

The seminar f a i l e d t o a t t r a c t t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n of more 
development programme p l anne r s and a d m i n i s t r a t o r s who could have 
gained much from t h e i n fo rma t ion and e x p e r i e n c e s shared du r ing 
t h e seminar . I t i s i r o n i c t h a t t h e on ly development programme 
p l a n n e r / a d m i n i s t r a t o r (hea l th ) who p a r t i c i p a t e d a c t u a l l y asked t o 
be inv i t ed because she wanted t o l e a r n a l t e r n a t i v e s t r a t e g i e s t o 
enr ich her o u t r e a c h communications p r o j e c t s , bu t u n f o r t u n a t e l y 
could not a t t e n d a l l t h e s e s s i o n s due t o p r e s s i n g work commit
ments . I t was c l e a r from t h e d i s c u s s i o n s , however , t h a t t h e 
development communication p l a n n e r s and p r a c t i t i o n e r s among t h e 
p a r t i c i p a n t s would c o n t i n u e t o pu r sue s y s t e m a t i c u t i l i z a t i o n of 
a l t e r n a t i v e media not only in t h e i r o r g a n i z a t i o n a l programmes, 
but a l so in b igger , n a t i o n a l and r e g i o n a l e f f o r t s . 

The o r g a n i z e r of t h e seminar , AMIC, r e c o r d s i t s thanks and 
a p p r e c i a t i o n fo r t h e d i r e c t i o n and s u p p o r t g i v e n by t h e World 
Associat ion for C h r i s t i a n Communication (WACC) t o t h e seminar. 
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