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After the concept of brief workshops to familiarise working 

journalists with values and concepts of the New World Information 

and Communication Order had been successfully tested and 

implemented in countries of South-East Asia, the first meeting 

of this kind was held in Colombo on March 16-17, 1987 to 

initiate the series of seminar meetings for South Asia. AMIC 

had chosen the Sri Lanka Foundation Institute (SLFI) as well as 

the Sri Lanka Television Training Institute (SLTTI) to act as 

co-organisers and co-sponsors of the meeting. As this was the 

first of the series of meetings to be held in South Asia, it 

was particularly beneficial to have the Director of Studies and 

Planning WACC, Neville Jayaweera, present to advise and guide the 

proceedings. 

The format of previous workshops was adopted whereby 

the original papers presented for the' initial seminar held 

in Kuala Lumpur in November 1985, which addressed core values of 

a New World Information and Communication Order, were modified 

and enriched to be more relevant to the local situation by 

experts from the country concerned. These papers with subsequent 

discussions were presented in the first part of the workshop. 

A subsequent analysis of media content indicated those areas 

where the values identified, discussed and shared remained a 

challenge. 
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Three participants had been nominated by WACC. A further 16 were 

assembled by the local co-organisers. Synopses of the background 

papers from the Kuala Lumpur seminar were made available so that 

participants were familiar with the issues concerned before the 

workshop started. In this way, the workshop series could get straight 

down to business of addressing the local situation without 

familiarising participants with the issue at hand first. 

Addressing the question of cultural empathy and a free and balance 

flow of information, Prof. J. B. Dissanayake from the University 

of Colombo pointed out that many of the problems of such an 

unbalanced flow in developing countries were home-produced. He 

mentioned high costs of production, censorship and high rates of 

cable transmission. The speaker went on to explain that the issue 

of a free and balanced flow of information could not be seen purely 

on technical or volume terms. The quest for truth was an essential 

component of the concept of a free and balanced flow. The speaker 

went on to explain : "If information that is transmitted is distorted, 

whether it flows freely or flows both ways, is of least consequence." 

This endeavour to report truthfully was admittedly a continuing 

challenge. The speaker pointed out how a term "struggle for 

freedom" was interpreted by different groups in Sri Lanka at 

different times in very many different ways. Nonetheless, he felt 

* 
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that "the fact that an ideal balance of information is hard to 

achieve,need not deter mass media from presentating objective, 

unbiased information wherever such information can be obtained." 

Addressing the concept of plurality and diversity of sources and 

outlets, Mr Victor Gunawardene, Editor of the MARGA Institute, 

drew attention to the essential role which participation plays 

in a democratic structure and that participation is impossible 

without information. "Participation in the legislative process 

must necessarily be free, responsible and informed. But legal 

constraints discussed hitherto are an impediment." He drew 

attention to legal restrictions to the constitutional guarantees 

of freedom of information, pointing out that ministerial bills 

need clearance via the cabinet before they may be discussed and 

since cabinet proceedings are secret, no information becomes 

available to the public before a bill is gazetted. Importance 

was also attached to the sociology of news, when the speaker 

pointed out that "the content of news ref.lects the influence of a 

hierarchically structured society." Such structures may provide 

some sections of society with a plurality and diversity of sources 

and outlets while denying these to others. 
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Veteran journalist, S.P. Amarasingam, expressed the view that there 

was no serious formal restriction to the access of information and 

the participation in communication in Sri Lanka. 

He agreed that this was at times difficult, but anybody who wanted to 

and who was prepared to spend time and effort could find out the 

desired information. Censorship had therefore proved to be a 

fruitless exercise. News travelled fast and the local grapevine 

was more effective than any efforts to curb the flow of information. 

Realising this, the government and various major institutions had 

flooded the market with information through their own publishing 

houses, news agencies, radio and television. These were the major 

contributors to the flow of information, but their content was 

one-sided, particularly in the given context of Sri Lanka at the 

time. Thus governments are placed in a position beyond criticism 

si nee,normally,information which is, nonetheless, available in small 

local language publications cannot be sifted through by the average 

citizen. Mr Amarasingam accepted as a given fact the inherent secrecy 

of governments, but juxtaposed this with the concept of public, 

accountability. "There can be little doubt that exposure to the 

public gaze and scrutiny is one of the surest means of achieving a 

clean and healthy administration." The media have a particular role 

in this exposure to public gaze and efforts need to be made to find 

out the correct information, even if it means time and effort. 
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The Director of the Sri Lahka Television Training Institute, 

Dr L. P. Medis, drew attention to the fact that in the quest to 

meet the defined communication challenges, "goodwill is a poor 

substitute for professional competence". Many of the values which 

had been dwelt upon in other presentations could hardly be 

realised by imcompetent media practitioners. Without adequate 

training and a resultant degree of professionalism, a media 

practitioner would not be in a position to fulfil the function 

allocated to him or her in the concept of a New World Information 

and Communication Order. Dr Medis : "to be professionally competent, 

the media practitioner must have knowledge of audience development 

of the material to be conveyed and the methods of conveying it, of 

the culture of the audience which may not be of his own and of some 

interest of his own. His skills must enable him to communicate, 

advise and guide his audience, administer and manage his professional 

activity and respond sensitively to the recipient of his thoughts and 

messages, community and the culture with which he is involved." 

In his adaptation of his original paper, Dr. Anura Goonasekera, 

Director-General of the Sri Lanka Rupavahini Corporation dwelt on 

the role of communication in development. Many of the problems which 

had arisen were not technical in nature, but raised questions of 

political choice. The scope of experts in their solution was therefore 
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limited. Talking about the dominance of international media 

companies who provide programme content with a predominantly western 

view, he said: "This takes place with the active support of third world 

media managers and policy-makers." "In efforts to stabilise against 

factors from outside, plural societies tend to stress internal values and 

institutions of one majority with the result that minorities are 

alienated and pressure arises internally as well. Wider participation 

in the political and social process as well as in the process of 

communication rather than to try and influence people's thinking 

and the level of information through centralised media which propagate 

the cultural identity and values of a dominant group, could provide 

the framework for a solution." 

The editor of the "Ceylon Daily News", Mr Manik de Silva, regretted the 

lack of investigative reporting in Sri Lankan media. There was a 

tendency to report about actions of government and government servants 

and an over eager acceptance of information made easily available. 

Again, the remedy could be self-made. "Demanding supervisors, less 

willing to let half-baked stories pass their desks and with the 

time and the patience to guide and brief reporters on the angles they 

should explore, will help improve both the stories as well as the 

quality of the journalists who write them. 
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In a similar manner, Mr Rex de Silva, the Editor of the "Sun" 

newspaper, dwelt on the question of responsible reporting and 

journalistic autonomy. "Objectivity and tact" were seen to be 

essential principles of responsible reporting. "Those who resort 

to muckraking for the sake of sensationalism or public scandal have 

generated counter productive responses." The speaker felt that 

"instead of seeking to destroy the establishment, the investigative 

reporter will get the better of his professionalism by exposing the 

faults of governing systems with a genuine intent of renovating or 

repairing it." 

The high level of content and the close relevance to present day 

issues in Sri Lanka provided the bases for interesting and lively 

discussions in working groups as media content was analysed in 

subsequent sessions. Room for improvement was identified. In 

the subsequent general discussion, a number of requests were made 

to repeat exercises of this nature which provided journalists with 

the much needed time to reflect on their activities and to place 

their profession and their part in it in a social context. The 

local organisers requested the permission to translate the papers 

which had been presented so that repeats could be run in local 

languages. This was strongly encouraged. 

***** 
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