
This document is downloaded from DR‑NTU (https://dr.ntu.edu.sg)
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore.

The press system in Sri Lanka

Perera, Jehan.

1991

Perera, J. (1991). The press system in Sri Lanka. In Consultation on Press Systems in SAARC
: Kathmandu, Nepal, 2‑5 April 1991. Singapore: Asian Mass Communication Research &
Information Centre.

https://hdl.handle.net/10356/86985

Downloaded on 23 May 2023 10:25:53 SGT



The Press System In Sri Lanka 

By 

Jehan Perera 

Paper No.lO 

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



CONSULTATION ON 

Press Systems In 
SAARC Countries 

RATlfMAKUU. NEPAL 
APRIL 2-5. 1991 

THE PRESS SYSTEM IN SRI LANKA 

BY 
JKIiAN R-KliRA 

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



Tiie Press Systemdn Sri Lanka ,, 

Introduction : 

Any system, including the Press System in Sri Lanka, is shaped by formal and 
informal factors. The formal factors considered in this paper are the laws 
relating specifically to the Press, other laws having a bearing upon the Press 
and the structure of ownership of the Press industry. These are dcoumented, 
and can be subjected to seientific analysis. 

By way of contrast, the informal factors influencing the Press in Sri Lanka 
would include these unseen and undocumented pressures and incentives 
regarding which there is a great deal of aneecdotal evidence, but there has 
been no systematic research done so far to convert these anecdotes into facts. 
This is also a problem relating to investigative journalism, and will be 
discussed later in the paper. 

Another important distinction that needs to be made is the one between the 
wide circulation mainstream Press and more restricted non-mainstream or 
underground Press. Under the Newspaper Ordinance, no person shall print or 
publish any newspaper without making written declaration to the Registrar of 
Newspapers in a prescribed form specifying the title of the newspaper, where 
it is to be printed and also the true name and place of abode of all persons 
intended to be the printer, the publisher and the proprietor. But today there 
is a dynamic publishing industry which has no use for the Newspapers 
Ordinance. This would be the non-mainstream Press. 

The focus of this paper will be on the formal factors that have shaped the 
mainstream Press, although some mention will also be made of informal 
influences and the non-mainstream Press. 

Ideological Underpinnings : 

Underlying the traditional western approach to the press is the belief in the 
need for a free market place of ideas where a diversity of views may be 
expressed and evaluated. Within this tradition, the freedom of the press is 
sought to be guaranteed even where in competition with the Government. 
For it is believed that without free political discussion, public education-which 
is essential to the proper functioning of popular government is impossible. 
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However, in the more fissaparaous societies of the third world, such -as Sri 
Lanks's, the press is often viewed as partisan actor either on the side of the 
Government or working to undermine it, and more starkly, either on the side . 
of order or of chaos. The press is not viewed as a neutral institution. Rather, 
it is seen as an instrument for the exercise of political power1 

In 1988 1 was summoned to the Presidential Office by the then President of 
Sri Lanka. He wished to know why I had written a certain (free lance) article 
on the political situation the way I did. (Ironically enough the offending 
article had been published in the Daily News, a government controlled 
newspaper!) After I had made a successful defense of myself, the President 
explained to me that governing a country was a difficult thing and that a 
government needed to use every instrument at its disposal to acquit itself 
well. 

The commitment to the process of parliamentary democracy in Sri Lanka has 
resulted in a certain willingness of various governments to permit the 
exchange of ideas through publication. On the other hand, as my anecdote 
illustrates, conditions of under-development and social inequality have 
compromised the role of a free and independent press. It is perhaps not for 
nothing that there are many stories about journalists (some, and by no means 
most) who are well looked after by politicians. As I am not an investigative 
jounlalisifi, however. I have not checked on the veracity of these stories. 

History ; 

Despite the pressures to the contrary that developed after Sri Lnaka received 
its independence for Britain in 1948. the press was largely unregulated from 
its beginnings in 1802 until 1973. The main reason for this was that the 
press in Sri Lanka developed under the patronage of either the British 
colonial government or British affiliated commercial interests. As a result the 
mainstream press did not develop a tradition of confronting the powers that 
be and checking their power. Even today, under pressure, our press wilts. 

Thus, the first periodical to be published in the country was the Government 
Gazette, a weekly which began publication in 1802 (and continues to this day 
as an official organ of the Government), in the early years, in addition to 
official proclamations, orders and judicial notices, it contained advertisements 
of sales, notices of lost goods, arrivals and departures of ships and births. 

1 Radhika Coomaraswamy. "Regulatory Framework for the Press in Sri Lanka" in 
Marga Vol: 6 NO: 2, Marga Institute. Colombo (1981) Pp. 66-67 
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marriages and deaths.2 The first weekly newspaper, the Colombo Journal, 
which appeared in 1832 was sponsored by the British Governor of that time. 
The first daily newspaper, the Ceylon Observer which appeared in 1833 as a 
weekly and as a daily in 1873. catered to the interests of the planting and 
mercantile communities. 

It was only later, in 1918, that the Sri Lankan nationalists under DJ*. 
Wijewardene founded their own newspapers, and with great success. Many 
of the older newspapers folded up as a result of the new competition. 
However, the Wijewardene group of newspapers retained the focus of a 
"responsible opposition' to British rule. Therefore, unlike in India where the 
Press was regulated because large sections of the Press were in the forefront 
of the freedom struggle, the British were able to permit an unregulated Press 
in Sri Lanka.3 

In 1948 the British peaceably transferred power to the conservative Sri 
Lankan interests to which the Wijewardene group was closely allied. But 
with the passage of time and the strengthening of popular democracy, 
populist pressures began to mount to combat the private monopoly that 
controlled the dissemination of news in the country. In 1957.J7.W.R.D. 
Bandaranaike who had become Prime Minister the previous year on a 
populist platform publicly complained about the dictatorship of the Press". 
Which he saw as being too tightly allied to vesied interests. Three years later 
the Government announced its resolve to convert the two largest newspaper 
groups into broadbased public corporations." 4 

Nationalisation : 

In 1963 the Government appointed a Press Commission to examine, among 
other things, the structure of ownership of the newspaper industry. One of 
the Commission's conclusions was that "by reason of the concentration of 
ownership of the four principal newspaper companies in the hands of four 
families and a few individuals there is a definite monopoly of the press." 5 

z Sunanda Mahendra, Memory and Message. 
Susilha Industrial Primers. Kajagiriya (1986). PP 78-80 

3 Cooniaraswamy. P.70 
4 Victor Gunewardene. "The Press in Sri Lanka" in 

South Asia Journal. Vol: 2NO:l New Delhi. (July-September 1988). P.48. 
5 Ibid. 

-#r. 
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The Commission made two far reaching recommendations. First, it 
recommended the setting up-of a Press Council as a regulatory body. Second, 
it recommended the restructuring of ownership of the largest newspaper 
company (the Wijewardene group). But'when the Government presented a 
Press bill along these lines to Parliament, across-over of Government 
Members of Parliament to the ranks of the Opposition led to the defeat of the 
Government. 

Another decade had to pass before the recommendations of the Press 
Commission could be implemented. In 1973 the Government nationalised the 
Wijewardene group of newspapers by enacting the Associated Newspapers of 
Ceylon (Special Provisions) Law No:28. The take-over law envisaged that the 
ownership of the company would be transferred by a sale of shares to 
members of the public and to public organisations such as trade unions and 
co-operative societies. But in 1991 this still remains to be done. 

Ownership : 

At present there are four major newspaper publishing groups of which the 
largest it the government-owned Associated Newspaper of Ceylon Limited 
(ANCL). There are two daily newspapers each in Sinhala. Tamil and English. 
There are also four Sinhala, four Tamil and three English large circulatipn 
weeklies. There are several other weeklies as well which are of special 
interest to youth and women. 

Unfortunately, there are no official circulation figures available. 

The ANCL certainly publishes more newspapers that any other single group. 
In fact, rough estimates would suggest that its circulation is comparable to the 
combined circulation of the other newspaper groups. This is partly due to 
tradition. The ANCL is the successor to the Wijewardene group of newspapers 
that since 1918 dominated Sri Lankan Journalism. 

In addition, the ANCL is financially well endowed and is able to provide the 
most attractive newspapers in terms of visual quality and diversity of 
content. As a government undertaking it obtains advertising revenue from 
the public sector. This is of major importance in view of the dominant role of 
the government in the economy. The public sector advertisements attract 
readers which in turn attracts private sector advertising revenues. 
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However, the partisan attitude of the ANCL newspapers towards the 
Government in power has served to limit their appeal to the politically 
interested reader. In recent years, following the increase in guerilla activities 
against the Government, militants -have forbidden newspaper agents from 
selling the ANCL newspapers in their areas of strength. In such areas, the 
security forces have been distributing the newspapers. 

The Press Council L a v : 

The Press in Sri Lanka is today regulated by two sets of legal enactments. 
The first is the Press Council Law which applies specifically to the Press. The 
second consists of provisions in the general law that have special implications 
for the press even though they apply to all citizens. 

The Press Council Law was an additional attempt by the Government in 1973 
to regulate the Press. The objectives of the law stated that it was an effort to 
ensure the freedom of the press, safeguard its character, st high standards of 
journalistic ethics and prevent the restriction of information, apart from 
curbing any tendency towards monopoly in the press industry. 

Nevertheless, from its inception the Press Council Law has remained 
controversial. Coming as it did shortly after the nationlisation of the largest 
newspaper enterprise, the real intention of the law seemed to be to restrict 
the freedom of the press in the country. 

The basic bias in the Press Council Law can be seen in the composition of the 
council. The law states that the council shall have seven members of which 
five are government appointees. The two remaining members represent 
working journalists and newspaper employees respectively. In addition the 
law states that "The Council shall comply with such general directors as may 
be given to the Council by the Minister." thus further decreasing its 
independence. 

The Press Council Law contrasts unfavourably with its Indian counterpart. 
For instance, under the Indian law, the members of the Press Council are 
nominated by a committee consisting of the Chief Justice of the Supreme 
Court, the Speaker of the Lower House and the Chairman of the Upper House.6 

The Press Council Law imposes a measure of legislative censorship on certain 
types of publication. These in particular relate to the reporting of 
government decision-making and fiscal policy. 

Coomaraswamy. Pp 80-8-1 
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The prohibition of coverage of government decision-making includes the 
publication of Cabinet proceedings, the content of Cabinet papers, or any, 
decision of the Cabinet unless it has been approved for publication. One of 
the justifications put forward in a government communique accompanying 
the Press Council Law was that if newspapers were free to publish both 
Cabinet memoranda and dicisions, the public might draw inferences which 
operate against the collective responsibility of the Cabinet. '"'*•• •v • •= 

However, it should be noted that the law does not prohibit the disclosure of 
Cabinet proceedings and decisions. It merely Prohibits their publication in a 
newspaper. Thus, the law does not prevent the leaks themselves though it 
limits the number of people who get to know of them and can therefore set 
about either exploiting their knowledge or eierting counter pressures.7 

Last year a widely respected Editor felt himself obliged to tender his 
resignation after his newspaper the Sunday Times, got into trouble with the 
government for publishing some happenings in the Cabinet. The sense of 
weakness of the newspaper was such that this Editor's resignation was 
accepted. 

The prohibition of coverage of fiscal policy without governmental approval is 
again an attempt to regulate the reporting of vital government decisions. This 
aims at preventing rumours with regard to the budget speech and the making 
of speculative profits. 

The Press Council is also empowered to investigate allegations of untrue, • 
distorted or improper reporting. The Council may order the newspaper 
concerned to publish an apology and a correction or impose a fine on it Most • 
of the cases upto now have been of a personal nature and have been brought 
by individuals who cannot afford the cost of court litigation. This flexible 
administrative machinery is one of the most successful aspects of the law. 

' Civil Rights Movement. The Banning of Unauthorised News of Cabinet Decisions" 
E3/11/80, Colombo (1980) 
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Defamation : ______ 

Another area of prohibited publication under the Press Council Law relates to 
defamation. However, the general law also covers defamation which is the 
most litigated issue with regard to the Press in Sri Lanka owing to the 
importance attached to personal reputation. 

The law of defamation is based on a compromise between competing social 
interests. On the one hand, the law recognises a person's interest in the 
integrity of his or her reputation. On the other hand, the law recognises that 
the interests of society would not be served by protecting the right to such an 
extent that freedom of expression is significantly inhibited.s 

The law attempts to strike the required balance by permitting a series of 
exceptions to liability under the action for defamation. Two of these which 
are of particular relevance to the Press are the defences of justification and of 
fair comment. 

However, the Press in Sri Lanka has no special privileges that would give it a 
margin of error in relation to issues of public interest and the requirement of 
actual malice. Thus, the defences available are not special to the Press but 
are defences that are generally available to all citizens. 

Under the defence of justification a person accused of making a defamatory 
statement will be exonerated fjorjm liability if he or she establishes both that 
the statement was true and its publication was of direct benefit to the public. 
In other words, the truth of the statement alone is not a defense. 

But the law will not permit a public affair to be used to ventilate a private 
grudge. This calls into action the defence of fair comment which comprises of 
two major elements. The first is that the situation must be presented without 
any attempt to be selective in its interpretation. The second is that the 
comment must be substantially balanced and be made without malice. 

8 G.L. Pciris. "Journalism and the Law : Emerging Trends", in Selected Speeches. 
Government Press. Colombo < IV88J Pp 83-85 
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Thus, little room is left for error, rumour of speculation. Public figures, 
politicians in particular, have made use of these strict laws to win large sums 
of money through court actions against newspapers. As a result, in a society 
in which the standards of public life are not consistently high, the role of 
investigative journalism in identifying specific instances of misbehavior has 
been severely limited. But apart from unfavourable laws, investigative 
journalism in a physically small country like Sri Lanka is also constrained by 
the difficulty journalists have in finding protection in the anonymity that 
large distances often make possible. In brief, they are scared of their very 
lives. There are exceptions, however, one is the Singala language newspaper. 
Ravaya which since its inception this year has been going on a spree showing 
up the misdeeds of government politicians. For how much longer, one can 
only guess. 

However, government-controlled newspapers have not felt similarly 
constrained in attacking those not in favour with the government. For 
instance, in the past several months, there have been a series of scurrilous 
articles in the Government-Controlled Press aimed at ridiculing certain public 
figures and their organisations. Even independent newspapers are not willing 
to carry rebuttals of these mischievous articles perhaps for fear of getting 
involved in unnecessary problems with the government so there is no right of 
reply in actual practical. This is written from first hand experience because 
the organisation I work for. the Sarvodaya Movement, which is the largest 
NGO in the country, has been at the receiving end of a sustained newspaper 
campaign for the past three months, even as it faces a Commission of Inquiry 
into NGOs. 

Aborted Measures : 

Of course, the situation is somewhat better that it might have been. The 
seriousness with which the Government has viewed the problem of 
defamation led it in 1981 to propose that newspapers should be required to 
provide financial security against possible defamation actions as a pre
condition to being allowed to publish. 
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This proposal acquired an especially threatening character to the survival of 
the privately owned press. On the one hand, the government-owned 
newspapers would have had no real difficulty in raising the required funds or 
obtaining a guarantee bond from a government owned bank. On the other 
hand, independent small newspapers and journals run on a "Shoestring'' 
budget would have been.hard pressed by the requirement.9 

Three years later the Government came up with another abortive proposal. 
This was to amend the Press Council Law to prohibit the publication of 
anonymous or pseudonymous articles, reports and letters. 

Both ol these proposals were withdrawn as a result ol* a vigorous newspaper 
campaign against them. The later measure in particular led to a public outcry 
as even ordinary citizens would have been inhibited from stating their views 
regarding the social, cultural and political aspects of life because of the 
possibility of personal retaliation to which the new law would have exposed 
them. 10 

Par l iamentary Privilege : 

The law pertaining to parliamentary privilege has been given a new meaning 
in Sri Lanka. The basic rationale behind parliamentary privilege has 
traditionally been two-fold. The first is to encourage Members of Parliament 
to speak freely in Parliament and without fear of consequences by providing 
them with immunity from legal action. The second is to maintain the 
integrity of Parliament in the eyes of the public. In recent years the latter 
has emerged as the more important policy, especially after the passage of 
Amendment Law No: 5 of 1978 to the Parliamentary (Power and Privileges) 
Act of 1953. Under the amended law Parliament is given the power to punish 
offenders without proper procedures and without the advice of the Attorney 
General. 

v Civil Righ Movement, "An Assault on the Right to Read'. E3/5/81, Colombo {1981) 
' ° Civil Righs Movement. "Proposed Amendement Violates Freedom of Expression' 
E5/6/84. Colombo (1984) 
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Thus, in Sri Lanka the doctrine 67 parliamentary privilege has virtually been 
extended into an immunity from criticism. Even an error in the captioning of 
a photograph in the Barry^News; a government owned newspaper reading a 
Minister led to a "trial" in Parliament and the imposition of a nominal fine on 
the offending editor. In the United Kingdom, on the other hand, where the 
doctrine had its origin, the practice feel into disuse once Parliament attained a 
sovereign position in decision-making. The inability to tolerate criticism is 
perhaps indicative of an intolerance towards dissent and debate that 
manifested and is still manifesting itself in political violence on the island. 

Censorship : 

Yet another source of legislative constraint is ihe practice of censorship 
sanctioned by law during emergency rule. Periods of emergency rule add up 
to about 20 out of Sri Lanka's 43 years of independence. 

The proclamation of a State of Emergency allows for the passing of executive 
decrees (emergency regulations) without debate in Parliament. These 
regulations have the force of law and supersede ordinary legislation during 
the period of the emergency. Emergency regulations have been use, though 
for relatively brief periods, to require submission of news copy, editorial 
opinion and page proofs to a Competent Authority of approval. 

However, underlining the lack of an official media policy is the frequent lack 
of guidlines for the imposition of censorship and the resulting ad hoc nature 
of its use. The lack of objective standards of censorship is apparent in the 
whimsical exercise of it by different censors in recent times. What has been 
allowed for publication in one newspaper has been disallowed in another. 12 

Self-Censorship : 

The lack of an official media policy affects not only the Press but other mass 
media as well. In Sri Lanka both radio and television are government 
monopolies. Since there are no standard policies regarding the limits of their 
freedom radio, television and the government-owned press engage in more 
severe self-censorship than perhaps warranted. 

Gunevcardene, P.47 
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Much depends on the Minister in Charge, and on his or her role within the 
Government. Thus, where radio is concerned, the Ceylon Broadcasting 
Corporation Act No 37 of 1966 states that "The corporation shall comply with 
the general policy of the Government with respect to broadcasting and shall 
comply with any general or special directions given by the Minister." 
Similarly with regard to television, the Sri Lnaka Rupavahini Corporation Act 
No 6 of 1982 states that "the Minster may from time to time give general or 
special directives in writing, and it shall be the duty of the corporation to 
comply with such directives.' 

Faced with these broad guidlines it is not surprising thai media practitioners 
in the country frequently find themselves in a dilemma attempting to 
reconcile the often conflicting demands made upon them, and opt for safety 
over the news. 15 

Sealing : 

» 

Under a state of Emergency the Government has the power to seal printing 
presses. The first major case involving this issue was the sealing of the 
printing presses of the Independent Newspapers ^roup in 1974. The group 
was responsible for 16 publications at that time and constituted the major 
private printing enterprise. Their publications were critical of government 
policy, but were not aimed at inciting violence or causing public disruption. 
To prevent this instance of political victimisation from being challenged in 
court, the Government passed another emergency regulation that same day 
preventing the courts from inquiring into the me; us <>i the sealing. 11 The 
courts felt obliged to acquiesce in this selective law-making. 

Upto the present time the courts have been deferential towards the 
Government in times of emergency with respect to the suppression of press 
freedoms. In 1982, for instance, several newspapers and a number of 
printing presses were sealed by the Government under emergency 
regulations. Two of the affected newspapers filed fundamental rights cases 
before the Supreme Court, as became possible alter the change of constitution 

'•> L.P.Mendis, "Value Concepts in Training Programmes for Media Practitioners'. 
Oral 1 for publication (1989) 
'"* Coomaras^amy. P. 92 
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in 1978. but without success. One ol* the newspapers was the Communist 
Party daily, the Attha; the other was a regional weekly, the Saturday Review, 
which articulated the views of Tamil Nationalism. 

The two newspapers in separate cases placed their reliance on Section 14(1) 
(a) of the Constitution of Sri Lanka which states that "Every Citizen is entitled 
to the freedom of speech and expression, including publication.' However, 
Section 15 (2) limits this right by stating that The exercise and operation of 
the fundamental rights declared and recognised in Section M (1) i ai shall be 
subject to such" restrictions as may be prescribed try law in the interests ol* 
racial and religions harmony, or in relation to parliamentary privilege, 
contempt ol* court, defamation or incitement." 

In both bases, the Court, alter looking into the coniems of the newspapers. 
declared that the decision of the competent Authority vvas not unreasonable 
in view of the situation prevailing at that time. 15 

However, in another landmark case decided that same year, the court held in 
favour of the freedom of speech. In this case, the police seized copies of a 
political leaflet from a printing press. The court held that since the contents 
of the pamphlets were not unlawful, the seizure 01 the pamphlets, merely 
because they espoused a cause that was distinct from (he Government's, was 
a violation of the freedom of speech and expression, including publication. 16 

These rulings of the Supreme Court would suggest that an arbitrary sealing of 
printing presses and newspapers on the lines ol the sealing of the 
Independent Newspapers group in 1974 will no longer be permitted by the 
courts. 

Informal Factors : 

The formidable array of laws and regualations available to the Government is 
supplemented by other devices of indirect control and manipulation. It must 

-*MS. Aziz led.) Fundamental Rights Decisions of the Supreme Court. Vol: 2. Lake 
louse Investments Lid. Colombo (1986). Pp 310-346, 529 601 

6 Ibid, pp 362-372 

< 
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be recognised that the major private newspaper groups are essentially , 
commercial ventures. Commercial viability is their dominant concern. But 
the newspaper business requires bank loans on flexible terms and imported 
newsprint both of which are controlled by the government. Loans can be 
called in at inconvenient times. Newsprint can be restricted. In addition, the 
newspaper groups are often parts of larger business enterprises which 
operate in an economic system dominated by government revenues, 
expenditures, contracts and advertisements. Therefore, self-censorship can 
become a matter of pragmatic economics. 

For instance, the placing of newspaper advertisements by public corporations 
and government departments rests at the discretion of the Government. 
These advertisements are placed in newspapers which are in favour with the 
Government, and not on the basis of circulation. 

Another constraint that affects the press is the absence of recognisation of 
journalism as a profession on per with, say accountancy or engineering. Only 
recently have the universities begun to provide courses in journalism and 
mass communication. But the salary structures remain will below most other 
professions. 17 

This-makes it possible for inl'luential interests to purchase the services of 
journalists. It also deters the best talent from entering the newspaper field. 

Non-Mainstream Views : 

Despite the bleak picture with regard to the freedom of the commercial 
mainstream press, the newspapers of all political parties provide a rainbow of 
views ranging from extreme left to right. As a rule they operate without 
restriction and with fierce invective. Since they publish for a cause, these 
newspapers are generally undeterred by commercial considerations and lash 
out against the Government and other perceived enemies. 

The technological improvements in printing and the easy access to offset 
printing machines have, in addition, given rise to a dynamic non-mainstream 

Cunovardene. P. 50 

t 
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press that is virtually impossible for the Government to regulate. Seditious, 
defamatory, pornographic and revolutionary literature can without much 
difficulty be located in the back alleys of society. 

There are however, occasions when a window of opportunity open up even 
for the mainstream press on certain controversial topics. Thus, in the period 
1983-89 when the ethnic conflict and foreign involvement within the country 
grew to dangerous proportions, newspapers taking a fiercely war-like line 
were able to rapidly increase their circulation figures at the expense of the 
more moderate government owned newspapers 

For Better or Worse: 

While the present situation is a parlous and uneiv. .al>le one. the Government 
has plans for the restructuring of society. With this restructuring in view the 
Government has announced its intention to repeal the Press Council Law of 
1973 and replace it with Media Commission. The final draft of this still 
unannounced bill is expected to come before Parliament soon. The Media 
Commission will have more wide ranging powers than the Press Council 
because it will cover radio and television as well. 

Government spokespersons have expressed their keen appreciation of many 
of the features of the proposed law. These are : 

a) The Commission is expected to have a memt>crship that will represent 
the interests of the government, opposition and professional and other 
interest groups. 

b) The Commission is expected to be answerable only to Parliament. 

c) Journalists are to be guaranteed the right to secrecy of their sources of 
information. 

d) The Public will have a right to information and a right to reply. 
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These are said to be unique characteristics which will be a first in the history 
of Media Commissions anywhere in the third world. 19 However much will 
depend on the actual wording of the law once it is passed, and even more will 
depend on how it is implemented. For instance, the selection of members of 
the Media Commission will be done by a Nominations Committee which is the 
end is picked by the Government. Whether the Media Commission will 
genuinely seek to represent the longer term interests of society and the free 
press as against the shorter term interests of the government will depend a 
great deal on the persons who are appointed to the August body. 

There are also elements of the Media Commissions bill that can make of ihe 
Commission a monster devouring the independence of the Press in the 
country. This potential source of danger is to be found in the provision for 
the broadbasing of ownership and for the breaking up of cariels and 
monopolies. This provision is ominous in a poor and small country whose 
purchasing power permits only four major newspapers have taken a one 
bitten twice shy" attitude towards the Media Commission. 20 

Ultimately Press freedom is an attitude of mind that must be present in 
governing politicians as well as in the general public. Unless it is sincerely 
and fully subscribed to by the government, and upheld by journalists and 
newspaper owners, the statutory controls engisaged by the Media Commission 
bill for "the good of the media"' may turn round to be had tor it." 

The Island. Colombo. 1 6th March 1991 iInterview with Neville Jayaweeraj 
The Sunday Times. Colombo. I7ih March 1991 (editorial) 
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