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ASIAN MASS COMMUNICATION RESEARCH AND INFORMATION CENTRE 
39 NEWTON ROAD. SINGAPORE 1130. REPUBLIC OF SINGAPORE 

RURAL REPORTING 

Except in a few countries of the West, such as t he United States, 
agricultural reporting has never been the s t rong p o i n t of the daily 
press. There has been thorough coverage in t he past o n the law of 
land — land reform, the politics of {arming, agrarian changes, etc . -
but coverage of the actual life of the farmer, how he manages to get a 
living, has usually been reflected only in "sensat ional" stories like 
those on agrarian riots, and in the regular lists of marke t commodi
ties. In the sensational stories, the coverage is often heavily overladen 
with political angles ("The farmer is suffering great hardships, and 
agitators have been at work" is a typical description, wi thout any 
detail). The market commodity lists are printed with only rarely any 
comment or in-depth coverage. It is only when t w o kinds of people 
make public speeches that the farmer's life comes into the news — 
the politician looking for advantage among the rural voters, and the 
leader of a commodity-producing group. 

Coverage has thus been patchy, and poor. Why? Chiefly because 
most newspaper men are town men. They get nearly all their agricul
tural coverage from other town men — the Ministries, t he politicians 
and the livelier chairmen or producers ' associations. There is one fur
ther source in such countries as India — the heads of the larger and 
more energetic co-operatives. But the point about all these sources 
is that, although they are easily available to the town-bound news
paper man (hand-outs, speeches, interviews), they are " ta in ted" , 
and they are not usually in-depth. The politician talks in a fine fury 
about land reform, the chief of the Minor Products ' Association 
issues a sharp hand-out on taxation, the Agriculture Ministry issues 
a dull hand-out on the acreage devoted to papayas, the co-operative 
chief pompously announces his tr iumph (and obscures his failures). 

Another reason why agriculture has n o t been considered a ma
jor newspaper beat is that many farmers d o n ' t buy newspapers — 
either because they are not rich enough to do so or because they are 
poorly-educated. Editors know that their readers are most ly from the 
cities and big towns. So they print stories that are of interest to their 
readers. And farm stories are not exactly the most interesting to 
them. This makes newspapers even less interesting to those farmers 
who otherwise would buy. 
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Some banks do a good job on reporting farming (State Bank of 
India and Bank of Ceylon have done some fine in-depth studies 
of farming finance, costs, and incomes from time to t ime, for ins
tance). Then there are the United Nations and ESCAP documents— 
the FAO, WHO, etc. These are usually either very academic, or so 
general in terms that except for a short news-story they are of not 
much use ("rice production in South Asia has risen 17.1 p e r c e n t in 
the period 1970-1980" is a typical product—but what about the rice-
farmer in south-western Tamil Nadu in 1982 — last week, in fact?.). 

The richer and better-equipped embassies have some documents 
to show sometimes: the U.S. Depar tment of Agriculture and the In
dian embassies may produce some material. But it is often not very 
fresh (although very thorough), and it will be obtainable only in the 
capital cities or in those large towns where there is a special foreign 
information service bureau. United Nations publications, too, are 
usually only available in the capital. 

So .we must try to find some other sources. Let us take the worst 
case — the poor newspaper man who works in a small town, far from 
the capital. He has a busy day, covering several beats. He has hardly 
any "expense account ." He cannot travel far, unless he pays for it 
himself. 

He knows that farming is important (i t may be by far the most 
important activity in his area). But it gets almost no coverage. His 
newspaper is full of town politics, of course. Fires, and crime, and 
sport, take up most of the rest of the space. Yet most of the people 
are in farming: they spend all their lives in it — the proport ion devo
ted to politics, to tragedy like murder and fire damage, and even to 
sex, is very small. Yet the paper hardly covers this most impor tant as
pect at all. 

Where can the newspaper man get more material, real material, 
up-to-date material, both local and distant, which vitally affects the 
living of the farmers in his area? This paper makes some suggestions, 
and indicates the kind of story that can be got o u t of the farming 
communi ty . I t is usually the big untold story of Asia's newspapers — 
the farming story. We have plenty of material on industry; plenty on 
politics ; plenty on crime and sex. Little on farming. 

The Approach 

Chiefly, farm reporting is a state of mind. Most newspapermen 
in Asia (and in the rest of the world, too) tend to think tha t their 
whole lives are bounded by the City Hall, the police station and the 
fire station. To cover the farming story, you have to begin thinking 
in terms of other places. 

First of all, to the town-bound newspaperman, there are the 
shops and the market in the town: Farm produce sold locally can be 
traced there, prices noted, changes in supplies. Speak to the dealers 
(and don ' t take their word for everything — dealers have vested in
terests in their pockets), speak to the stallholders, speak to the shop-
owners (and what about speaking to customers, too?) Some im
pressions can be gained of the farm situation from these sources. It 
is only a matter of calling on one or two sources each week. 

But, of course, from these sources you will get only the "whole
sales" and the "consumer" aspects of farm events. And you will 
get only news of those products which actually enter into the cash-
economy — the things which farmers actually bring or send to the 
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town to sell. What about the situation back on the farm? A lot of 
Asian produce is consumed locally, on the farm or- in the local 
village. And the fanner receives a different price from that paid by 
the big wholesaler in the town (there may be up to five different 
middlemen between Mr. Big Dealer and the farmer). 

So, if you content yourself with covering the town markets 
and the town people, you will not necessarily get a clear picture of 
what is going on in the grassroots (the first thing you hear of that 
is an agrarian riot, maybe). But it is a start. And the lively farm 
reporter, even if he remains in the town, will watch for other sources. 
For instance — 

*Do the farmers come into town for shopping, for selling goods 
themselves? Where do they go, where do they eat? If you cannot get 
out to the farms, then catch the farmers when they come to you. 

•Try the local bank manager, especially if there is a lively mana
ger whose bank runs farm loan schemes. Get hold of the people who 
run any mobile banks, or small village bank branches, who come into 
the main town bank headquarters. 

*Try the fertiliser wholesalers and retailers: they have a finger on 
the pulse of the farming community. 

*If there are travelling salesmen in consumer goods, who go 
among the villages, find out where they can be contacted; they 
sometimes have insights into rural incomes and changes in living and 
spending. 

If you are based in the capital city, there are other sources for 
farm stories — notably the different institutions whose decisions and 
actions bring about change in the countryside. The various bureaus in 
the Ministry of Agriculture are an obvious source as are the head 
offices of the different corporations that buy or sell goods and servi
ces in the countryside. 

And whether you are based in a town or in the capital, you could 
arrange to have access to the technical literature provided by the Mi
nistry, the corporations, and schools of agriculture. 

Consider a recent Philippine story about four corporations, each 
opening up huge (over 2,000 hectares) rice farms on the island of Pa
lawan, which is not the country's traditional rice bowl. 

The lead for this story did not come from the Ministry of Agri
culture of even from the corporations but from the president of the 
agricultural college on the island who made a chance remark to the 
effect that his farm machinery instructors were extremely busy train
ing tractor operators for the four corporations. He made this chance 
remark in the presence of an agricultural reporter who asked why. It 
was only then that the reporter learned-about the farms of the four 
corporations. This piece of information led to a chain of questions. 

• Which corporations were these? Why their sudden interest in 
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rice? Why in Palawan? What were the advantages of farming in Pala
wan? Would they be fanning the whole year round? What are some 
o f the facilities being established? Any irrigation system? How many 
tons of rice do they expect per season? The possible yield per hec
tare? Are there also grain dryers and other storage facilities? How 
many people will they employ? Will the corporations have contract 
rice growers among small farmers in the province? Are there foreign 
partners? And so on. 

The college president could not answer all of these questions, but 
the reporter could and did go to the people who could. 

There are thus plenty of town sources for farm affairs, which can 
get you the information, or at Jeast the ideas, on which to base your 
stories, without a great deal of travelling. 

At the Roots 

But in the end, there is nothing like physical travel out to the 
farmlands. But the trick pf countryside travelling is to know and re
cognise the many signs of changes in activity; unlike industry, which 
is sited in a fixed building or yard, and which you can "go t o " to see 
all that is necesssary, farming is all around you as you travel. Leam 
the seasons and the changes in patterns as the farming year progres
ses — when are crops sown, reaped (and by whom), stored, 
processed, sold. What things grow on what soils, with what kinds of 
weather, and what are the effects of changes in the weather. Where 
the markets are for the produce that is actually sold, the channels of 
transport, and of finance. The rate of mechanisation, the pattern of 
prices and costs, the pattern of labour used, and so on. 

A trained and skilled observer can see dozens of events happen
ing, just by looking out of the window of a country bus. An obvious
ly new motor-tiller in one small paddy-field, seen only for a second 
or two, will prompt a story (go to the machinery supplier when you 
get back to town). Signs of new roadworks (where to, what for?). A 
village where there seem to be a lot of new tin roofs (where did the 
money come from for those?). Suddenly, signs of gross neglect, with 
dirty old houses, ruined roofs of barns (why? why? why?). 

New irrigation works; decayed irrigation works; lush crops; 
cracked, dry soil. Strange new crops (can they be the hybrid of mil
lets?); strange new TV aerials sprouting from the farm-roofs; fewer 
young people walking on the roads (what is the age-pattern of the 
farmers — are all the young folks leaving for the Big City? ); glance 
into the shops of the village (cleaner, fuller, greater range of goods on 
the shelves, or still the same old dusty textiles and bottles of local 
sweetmeats?). A new garage, on the comer of the village street, all 
fresh-painted — something must be happening to the local income-
structure? What's the prosperous crop, in that case? 
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Some Examples 

Rural banks, and rural branches of banks, in small towns and vil
lages, are usually very willing to give a good story, and to suggest pla
ces you might visit to see what they claim are the beneficial results. 
But keep 3'our eye open on the way — the place that they direct you 
to may well be just a show-place, so look for the bad signs, too. 
Local agricultural officers may also be willing to suggest stories (but 

always check). And in the end, even if everyone says "there is no 
story", then that itself is a story: "Stagnation** is what that story is 
called. 

But real stagnation is rare; underneath every little local economy, 
something is happening. People are getting richer or poorer; weather 
is kinder or unkinder; techniques are changing or not changing; mo
ney is tighter or l oose r . . . . 

Finally, just three little examples. These are from the author's 
own travels. 

1. The Case of the "Natural Gas" Plant. The State Bank of India 
is proud of its rural loan scheme in Maharashtra. There is one "show-
place" farm where the bank helps with modernisation loans and ad
vice — and in return the farmer lets his farm be used as a meeting 
place for visiting groups (his wife, his sons and their wives help to 
make cups of tea for the visitors). The local soil is good, and the mar
ket is well-organised; so things are rather "perfect," and this farm 

should not be taken as an average example but more like an idea!. 
But during the visit, the agricultural adviser for the area 

happened to mention the "gasplant" which had been installed as an 
experiment on this farm. The cups of tea were made on a small gas-
cooker; the gas came from a sump in the farmyard — good, rich gas, 
too. The sump contained all the cattle-manure, and all the human 
manure, too. A pipe led from the water-closet straight into the tank, 
where it fermented and bubbled, giving off the gas that boiled the 
water for the visitors* cup of tea. Footnote: It was excellent tea. 

2. The Case of the Golden Onions. At a conference of news 
agency correspondents in the Philippines, one correspondent from a 
distant and relatively underdeveloped province of Luzon island com- •. 
plained: "But nothing ever happens in my province, except politics." 
He was asked: What do the people do for a living? "All they grow is 
onion and things." Onions? "Yes, a lot of onions." 

It turned out that this province was, in fact, by far the chief 
source of onions for the more urbanised west of Luzon which 
includes the capital city of Manila. It lived on onions. Big ones, small 
ones, red ones, white ones, expensive ones, cheap ones. They had to 
be grown, harvested transported, sold, financed, processed. . . A 
story a week, at least on onions alone. The root problem of the 
onion was that the porrespondent was so familiar with the onions 
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Small farmers: the big untold story in agricultural Asia. 

that he had not looked a t them for years, to see the continuing and 
eventful story of the onions which millions of housewives put into 
their cooking every day , in cities and towns and villages all over the 
country. 

3. The Case of the Failing Fibre. There is a fibre called "Mani
la Hemp", also called abaca. It is much like many natural vegetable 
fibres (when spun, it is whiter and finer and stronger than, say coco
nut coir). It is stripped from a kind of pi thy reed. It used to make 
strong ropes. But now ropes are made even stronger from artificial 
fibres (which don ' t ro t ) . The abaca business is dying — perhaps. 

I took a week-end holiday on a small island in the Philippines 
where abaca is woven into matting. The looms are under the hou
ses, which are built up on stilts. The reeling and weaving are highly-
skilled, using very antiquated equipment, all assembled locally from 
local materials. It is charming, idyllic, slow, and extremely badly 
paid. The buying and distribution system is complicated, cumber
some, slow and thus expensive. Weaving is a secondary occupation 
on small properties which are poorly managed and also give very 
small incomes. The products are pleasant, hard-wearing, and (for a 
vegetable fibre) smooth. But the products will no t stand up against 
the factory-made products; it is a " l u x u r y " and a " tour i s t " trade. 

So — what is going to happen to abaca? They are experimenting 
with the fibre as the basis of paper (it will be good writing and print
ing paper, no t newsprint). Supposing this experiment succeeds,what 
will happen to the weavers under the houses in the little province of 
Aklan, in the island of Panay? Go on from there. 
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ASIAN MASS COMMUNICATION RESEARCH AND INFORMATION CENTRE 
39 NEWTON ROAD. SINGAPORE 1130. REPUBLIC OF SINGAPORE 

DEVELOPMENT JOURNALISM: SCIENCE 

In the Gateless Gate, a collection of problems called koan (s) 
that Zen teachers use in guiding students toward spiritual release, a 
story is told about enlightenment. 

A monk asked Ummon: "What is Buddha?" The master 
answered, "Dried dung." 

In a way, science and technology in Asia is "dried dung." In 
most Indian villages, for example, an average family owns two to 
three animals which daily supply about 20 dung cakes to be used for 
fuel. 

Cow dung is one vivid example of the village energy crisis which 
has nothing to do with nuclear power and little to do with oil. In 
Asian villages, the energy crisis depends much on the availability of 
firewood, cow dung, bullocks, and human muscle. Rural Asia has 75 
percent of the region's population but consumes only 2 3 percent of 
its commercial energy, depending more on non-oil energy, mostly 
muscle power (nearly a quarter used in Indian villages in 1971) . 

In this context, where does the popularisation of science and 
technology fit in? 

Mack Laing, founding editor of Depthnews Science Service 
(DNSS) put it aptly in his first letter to potential correspondents: 
"Science is now so bound up with our lives that a newspaper which 
ignores it cannot claim to be informing its readership." 

In Asia, as elsewhere in the world, science and technology are so 
bound up with the everyday as to be almost taken for granted. 

Take the Asian peasant in his ricefield. He has just planted a 
high-yield variety seed after ploughing his fields with a rented 
tractor. Later, the fertiliser he used, the pesticides he selects, and the 
irrigation which waters his fields are all based on scientific and 
technological knowledge. But there is another side of the picture. 
Just as the farmer may not be fully aware of the scientific bases of 
his choices of fertilizers and pesticides, he may not know that this 
same fertiliser, used excessively, can pollute his streams, that pests 
are not the only organisms poisoned by pesticides and that a water 
buffalo sometimes can be as suitable as — and more economical than 
— a tractor. 
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Even the system of land tenure can enter into a science and 
technology story. A recent survey by the World Bank and the Inter
national Labour Organisation in India, Malaysia, Pakistan and the 
Philippines shows that a transition to uniformly small, family farms 
would result in increases in national agricultural output ranging from 
19 percent in India, to 49 percent in Pakistan. 

Concentration of land ownership has also contributed to en
vironmental degradation. In the humid tropics, landless farmers move 
into rain forests, destroying valuable timber and unique ecosystems 
in futile attempts to farm unfamiliar soils. Insecure tenancy also 
threatens long-term agricultural productivity by reducing personal 
incentives to conserve the soil where tenant farmers are frequently 
moved from plot to plot, they have absolutely no reason to protect 
the quality of soil they till. 

This is science and technology in Asia — far from the "pure" 
science of molecular biology or from the "sophisticated" technology 
of fast-breeder reactor research. Instead, science and technology are 
deeply bound up with the everyday. 

I remember doing a two-part story on diarrhoea and its simple 
sugar-and-salt solution. Why make a 3,000-word story on that 
common "inconvenience?" In rural areas, it is not only inconvenient 
but could mean the difference between life and death. In the Western 
Pacific region, more than half a million cases of diarrhoea were 
reported in 1976. In developing countries, as much as one-third of 
beds in children's hospitals are occupied by diarrhoea cases — a heavy 
burden for already limited health care budgets. 

Why all the action for a subject like science? 
Because the man on the street or in the rice field is, at the very 

least, a consumer of the commodities and information made possible 
by science and technology. And science reporters come into the 
picture because they perform the vital role of explaining and dis
seminating the information the citizen needs to make intelligent 
choices among technological alternatives. 

In practice, science journalists may have had little formal 
science education, but they do have enough reporting experience 
to see the news value in a piece of scientific information; the more 
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experienced writers recognise this immediately; the less experienced 
ones may need a certain amount of explanation. Often, they also 
have the writing skill and experience to communicate technical 
matters interestingly and accurately to lay people. 

Scientists, as a rule, do not have the communication skills 
needed to share their knowledge with the general public and even 
those who do are understandably more interested in sharing their 
findings with fellow-scientists, using the jargon that they share. 

But while there is an almost ready-made role for the science 
journalist, many newsmen are not enthusiastic about writing science 
stories. The task seems too complicated or too technical. But our 
experience suggests that writing the science story is not so difficult, 
though it does require more research and attention to detail than the 
usual. It can even be fun. 

A quick review o f the science stories from Depthnews Science 
shows that the world o f science and technology is almost never dull. 
Not all these stories, o f course, will help the readers make choices 
among technological alternatives. Some of these stories are simply 
interesting: others tell of new opportunities. Still others simply 
raise the reader's store of knowledge. Medical efforts to unravel 
the mystery of Papua N e w Guinea's "laughing death" (kuru). Japan's 
new breed of lightweight and gas-efficient cars. Portable ice-storage 
for low-income fishermen. Witchcraft. Buckminster Fuller's interest 
on the winged bean. Taj Mahal endangered by pollution. Satellite 
photographs of vanishing coral reefs. Female circumcision. Rice 
planting in sand. And so on. 

Popularisation simply means bringing to touch the very stuff 
of human existence and survival. Such popularisation often means 
we have to go beyond the theoretical questions and statistical tables 
and bring in the human dimension. Consider the following example. 

"A serious protein-calorie malnutrition (PCM) affects an estimated 
half of all Filipino children under four — one of the highest rates in . 
the world. A malnutrition survey by the Ministry of Health also 
reveals that 85 percent of schoolchildren were suffering from PCM. 
Very closely linked to this is the available food supply/ a Philippine 
country health profile says. 

"Since 1960, farms devoted to food crops have shrunk while com
mercial croplands expanded to 35 percent of all cultivated export 
crops — sugar, coconuts, bananas, rubber, pineapple, coffee and 
cocoa — much of it directly controlled by foreign interests." 

Here, simply reporting the incidence of malnutrition would 
not be enough. This statistic has to be placed in the context of 
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changes in agriculture. 
Neither do we take it for granted that a common word — or 

situation — is universally understood. Take diarrhoea. The following 
story says more about diarrhoea than just "that inconvenience 
behind closed doors." 

"In order to live, the body needs water and salt, which patients with 

diarrhoea can lose a large amount of. This is called dehydration 

which can develop fast within a few hours. When the loss reaches 

about 10 percent (one-tenth) of the body weight, dehydration 

becomes severe and the person will die within an hour or two. 

" In most cases, dehydration is fatal to children who are particularly 
vulnerable because they may not be able to say they are thirsty. 
Often, they are not made to drink during the trip from home to 
health centre." • 

Science writing emphasises the magnitude — the extent — of a 
problem: how it affects our daily lives. A 6tory on rats giving Thai 
farmers tough competition for their rice harvests starts with local 
scene and then, takes a regional perspective: 

"The Central Plains {in Thailand) where rice harvest is plenti

ful is also home to millions of rodents, causing an average of 25 

percent of the pre-harvest crop loss. Some estimates even peg the 

total crop loss to as much as 70 percent. 

"The World Health Organisation estimates that one rat can eat about 

27 poinds of warehouse food and deposit about 25,000 droppings 

to spoil more. More than 4 billion rats (about 1 billion in Asia) now 

inhabit the world and they destroy more than 33 million tons of 

stored grains each year. 

"In Asia, they destroy about one-third of the food produced yearly. 

"Besides, they carry some communicable diseases. . . are a fire 

hazard. . . and are as much danger in cities as in farms. Some 4.5 

million rats scampering all over Bangkok give that city a one rat per 

person ratio." 

If you call some invention or discovery a breakthrough , say 
why. Is it new? What is its potential? Will it make our lives any 
better? How? 

"The most exciting and promising treatment against diarrhoeal 
attacks developed so far is the oral rehydration fluid. 
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Tips for Science Reporters 
Journalism professors Michael Ryan of Temple University 

and James W. Tankard, Jr. of the University of Texas have made 
the following recommendations for science journalists: 

1. Science reporters, like reporters in other areas, should 
dig for information beyond the publicity handout. 

2. Science reporters should use journal articles and pub
lished reports to verify and improve the accuracy of their 
stories. They should not rely solely on interviews with scientists. 

3. Science reporters should resist the temptation to exag
gerate or oversimplify in a lead sentence for the purpose of 
attracting reader interest; many scientists report that "catchy" 
leads distort their findings. 

4. Science reporters should pay particular attention to 
quoting sources accurately and in context. This may be more 
important in science than in other areas of news because of the 
care with which scientists use language. 

5. Science reporters should be cautious in introducing 
lay terminology that the scientist himself did not actually use. 
Scientists often object to such terminology and find it in
accurate. 

6. Science reporters should be wary of interpreting a 
scientist's technical conclusions, as scientists often think 
such interpretations are misleading. 

7. Science reporters should avoid the temptation to 
sensationalise information about science. As one responding 
scientist pointed out, progress in science is slow and often 
does not make "good copy." 

8. Science reporters should avoid using the words "cure" 
and "breakthrough" unless the scientist himself approves the 
use of the words in describing his work. 

9. Science reporters should consider giving information 
sources an opportunity to review articles or parts of articles 
for accuracy before publication. Such "a review can be done 
with the reporter still making the final editorial decision, and 
it might help prevent serious inaccuracies. 

They add that headline writers should resist the temptation 
to put simplistic, cute, or "scare" headlines on science stories 
and that make-up editors should be aware that the practice of 
cutting news stories from the bottom to fit available space may 
not apply very well to science stories, as science articles often 
need to be reported completely to make sense. 
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The oral rehydration fluid is made of 3.5 grams table salt, 2.5 

grams of baking soda, 1.5 grams of potassium chloride, and 20 grams 

of glucose (or sucrose), dissolved in one litre of potable water. 

"An aluminum foil packet produced by the Philippine Ministry of 

Health costs 70 centavos (US$0.09), and three packets dissolved in 

three litres of water usually are enough to bring a child to full 

recovery. 

"What is exciting about oral rehydration is that it can be used 

by patients themselves or given at home by mothers to their child

ren. In one instance, the problem of a reliable measuring device for 

the oral solution was solved when everybody agreed that local beer 

bottles can be used. Later, a drinking glass, originally the container 

of a popular coffee brand, was found more practical (two measures 

for both bottles make 500 millilitres)." . 

Then show why the discovery or invention is better than what 
it is replacing. 

"Before the Seventies, the standard treatment of acute diarrhoea is 

the intravenous drip which introduces the fluid to the body through 

the veins, either on the arm, on the back of the hand, or on the side 

of the scalp (for infants). This is expensive and can be given only in 

clinics and hospitals which most rural villages do not have." 

Is the technology reported ready for mass and/or rural use? If 
not, say so. For instance, a "word of caution" follows a story on the 
excitement of marine biologists over what they earlier thought was 
impossible: the natural breeding of milkfish in captivity: 

"Now you can raise them like pigs," says Dr. Thomas Flores, 
SEAFOEC deputy director. 

"But, researchers tell Oepthnews Science, it is still too early to tell 

whether this is really it — when the technology is available for mass 

use — although they agree it is a significant breakthrough in research. 

"Says Dr. Flores: T h e critical period is from the moment the 

egg hatches to the time the fry is independent. If it can be done on a 

commercial scale, say with a 70 percent survival rate for fish fry, 

then the technology is OK. But it is still under experimental condi

tion.' 

" T h e technology is simple: a cage and a net. But until we can 
characterise the spawning environment — tides, depths, stock
ing density, why they spawned, etc. — we cannot spread the 
technology,' says another researcher." 
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Hierarchy of Credibility 
When scientists themselves disagree on technical issues, 

how is the journalist to decide whom to believe? 
Dr. Richard Hall has proposed the following hierarchy of 

credibility. 
1. Believe, most of all, the group rather than the individual. 
2. Believe the broadly based group rather than the special

ized group. 
3 . Believe the group containing members representing 

professional constituencies to whom they are responsible. 
4. Believe the group that includes some obvious experience 

rather than one wholly "outside." 
5. Believe the group less dominated by obvious self-

interest or bias of any kind — institutional, commercial, 
political, or aesthetic — pro or anti. 

6. Believe the continuing group rather than the tempo
rary group. 

7. Believe the article published in the best-known technical 
journals. 

8. Believe sparingly, if at all, the shrill statement loaded 
with extreme adjectives and references to personal motives. 
Strong words usually mask weak arguments. 

9. Believe next to the least the lay enthusiast, the zealot 
in his cause. 

10. Believe least of all the scientist, even the Nobel Laureate, 
commenting outside his field. He is the most dangerous, for 
he will appear to the public to be qualified, but actually is not. 

Dr. Hall made this proposal at an annual meeting of the 
Institute of Food Technologists. 

When using controversial statistics, or predictions, or debatable 
observations, always mention the source, preferably by name, like 
this report from Sri Lanka: 

"Life did not originate on this planet, but in extra-terrestrial space. 
It came, in fact, from comets. 

"Sri Lankan Professor Chandra Wickremasinghe, head of the 
Department of Astronomy, University of Cardiff, plaoed his reputa
tion on the line and ignored the incredulity of his scientist-colleagues 
all over the world by advancing^ sensational and startling new 
theory on the origin of life. 
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"Collaborating w i th h im is Professor Sir Fred Hoyle, who holds an 

honorary professorship in the same department." 

We see that science writing involves more, but not very much 
more than the common sense of everyday journalism. For instance, 
we remember to underline the scientific names of the living thing 
written about, since it helps to easily identify the animal/plant in 
case somebody wants to follow up the story ("The water buffalo 
(Bubalus bubal is) is now hogging the limelight and edging away 
the oil-fed farm machineries.*') If a local plant, concoction, profes
sion, or anything, has counterparts in other countries, the equivalent 
in other places is mentioned ("The traditional midwife — who deli
vers the majority of babies in rural areas — is called a hilot in the 
Philippines, a dukun baji in Indonesia, and throughout much of Asia 
as the dai or dayah.") 

By placing developments in science and technology in the 
human context, we tell our readers about the new opportunities 
made available to us. In reporting on the microcomputer revolution, 
for instance, we can tell our readers about how small firms now have 
access to the computing power heretofore reserved for only the 
largest corporations. And we can talk of how even elementary school 
children can learn far more material far more quickly with computer-
assisted instruction. 

But there is more to science reporting than the kind of stones 
that develop an uncritical science-is-wonderful attitude. There is the 
other side of the microcomputer revolution. Consider how the gap 
between the educated and the uneducated is going to increase even 
more with computer-assisted instruction. Consider a citizen's sense 
of powerlessness when a bureaucrat sets targets, allocates resources, 
or imposes penalties and refuses to consider qualifying or mitigating 
circumstances because "the computer says so and the computer is 
always right." 

If choices have to be made among competing .technologies, the 
citizen has to know not only the immediate costs but also the long-
term costs, the social and environmental impact of each alternative. 
This is of course,related to the larger issue of how large a participa
tion the citizen has in major public decisions that call ror the adop
tion of one or the other technology. The larger his role in the deci
sion-making process, the more he needs information to make the 
right choice. But even where his role in decision-making is close to 
non-existent, the citizen can decide how he can take advantage of 
technology and/or how to minimise whatever adverse effects the 
adopted technology may have for him. 

For both purposes, he needs information. And this is why 
science writers are needed at least as much as ever. 
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ASIAN MASS COMMUNICATION RESEARCH AND INFORMATION CENTRE 
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DEVELOPMENT JOURNALlSM:POPULATION 

.v^ience is 
5,ft"V-*B" su;-t 

erCbntrary to what many people think, population reporting is 
not public relations work for birth control programmes. Rather, 
population reporting consists of writing the running story on how 
the size, distribution, and quality of the population affect almost 
every facet of human activity. 

The size of a country's population tells you how many hands 
are available for work; it also tells you how many mouths are there 
to feed. The parts of the country that holds the most people are 
generally the places where one finds the highest level of socio
economic activity, the places which hold the fewest — but are fast-
growing as a result of migration — are the places with the greatest 
potential. The profile of a population — in terms of income, level 
of education, and political participation — tells you about a coun
try's quality of life. 

All this is what is meant when we say that population reporting 
is about people. Generally, we add that population reporting is an 
essential component of development journalism. By this we simply 
mean that reporting the process of economic, social, and political 
development has to take the population factor into account. 

As Asian governments implemented their respective development 
plans, it became clear that economic gains could well be negated 
by rapid population growth, that economic plans could not be imple
mented unless the population possessed the necessary skills; and that 
the evenness of economic and social development would depend 
to a large extent on how people with various resources and aspira
tions were geographically distributed. 

As Asian governments implemented their respective programmes, 
they began to realise that the size, distribution and quality of the 
populations were major factors in development. The natural con
sequence was the adoption of population programmes and their 
gradual integration into the larger socio-economic development 
plans. Thus, starting about 30 years ago, development became a 
major recurring theme in Asian journalism and about ten years after 
that, reporting on national development more and more took popu
lation variables into account. 
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The general impression that population reporting consists of 
advocacy of family planning stems from the fact that most Asian 
countries had large, rapidly-growing populations and so, population 
growth tends to be viewed as " the population problem." Popula
tion programmes stressed the control of population growth and 
journalism reflected this emphasis. 

It is more accurate to say that population reporting places the 
issue of population growth, quality, and distribution on the national 
agenda. Up until two decades ago, the number of children 
one had was a private mat ter and no t a legitimate subject for public 
discussion. 

Population reporting changed all tha t by showing the relation
ship of population variables with different dimensions of develop
ment . Consider the following linkages: 

Food — The region is perenially short of basic needs, especially 
food. Population growth continues to outpace the increase in food 
production. Dividends from the "Green Revolut ion" have been con
siderable but still inadequate to fill the gaps in supply. 

Growing Cities — Asia is in the grip of "exploding cit ies" or 
"raiseropolises." This is due mainly to the unprecedented flow of 
villagers to the big towns and cities in search of work. As a result, 
Asian cities can hardly provide the basic amenities to the crush of 
people, leading to the proliferation of slum areas and squatters. 

Health — In most of Asia as in the rest of the Third World, the 
World Health Organization's call, "Health for All by the Year 2 0 0 0 , " 
is still a dream. Extreme poverty and malnutrition doom millions of 
people, especially chOdren, to a life of constant battle with snail 
fever, tuberculosis, malaria, etc. 

Illiteracy — Illiteracy, like poverty, is still widespread in the 
region. In 1970 , Asia's illiteracy rate stood at 46.8 percent, according 
to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza
tion. The rate exceeds the world rate of 34.2 percent, but is far lower 
than Africa's 73.7 percent . 

Labour — Four of every 10 Asian of "working age" are either 
unemployed, underemployed or getting cheap wages for their jabour. 
About 340 million of them were in that category in 1970, ou t of the. 
region's total work force of 857 million. A great majority of the low 
earners are in the rural areas, tilling a small plot of land, fishing daily 
off the shoreline close to h o m e , gathering forest products, or engaged 
in carpentry, weaving and related occupations. And jobs are no t 
easy to come by as the rank of the unemployed continues to swell. 
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One of the major problems of the population journalist is the 
fact that strictly speaking, there is no such thing as the population 
beat. In those countries where family planning is mainly a program 
of the Ministry of Health, stories about the family planning bureau--
cracy are the health reporter's responsibility. Otherwise, population-
related stories can land in almost any section of the newspaper. 

But whether these population stories land in the economic 
page or the agricultural page, they do bring a new perspective to the 
coverage. Consider how a population perspective may affect the 
'women's page" — itself a section whose existence is questioned by 

womany.ke lor the ^ U ^ jjjSjjjb, I -
ne^fr<Ih^swwh<y feel that newspapers should eliminate the women's 
"ofpagerask*%hy'women's news, views and interviews should be rele

gated, or worse, confined, to a special page called the 'women's 
page.' Those for its retention point out that women do lead different 
lives from men. Women face problems men do not have. Women 
have duties men do not have. Women are built differently.. 

In the past it has been a sort of tradition —and this is parti-
cuarly true of the English language press — to confine the contents 
of women's pages to fashions, beauty care, shopping guides, home-
making, interior decoration, and interviews with interesting person 
alities. More space is given to fashions than to any other subjects. 
Readers are kept up to date about the latest trends in skirt lengths, 
hairstyles, wigs, false eyelashes, etc. 

But the picture is quite different if we take a look at the ver
nacular language press in developing countries. In Malaysia, for 
instance, the women's pages in the Malay-language newspapers are 
more serious in content compared to their counterparts in the 
English language papers. 

On the women's pages of the Malay newspapers, there regularly 
appear articles discussing such topics as education for women, 
reform of marriage and divorce laws, women's organizations and 
their role in nation building, improvement of rural health, nutrition 
and the problems of malnutrition, infant mortality rates, home 
economics, equal pay for women, the role of women in consumer 
associations, family planning, interviews with visiting women leaders, 
trends in a changing culture, etc. 

Articles on such topics are usually, given first place as 'leads'. 
Many of these leads are what would qualify, under our definition, 
as population journalism. Relegated to the less important portion of 
the page are recipes, household hints, beauty care, hair styles, fa
shions, flower arrangements, etc. 

In developing countries, the newspaper as a medium of mass 
communication performs the important function of disseminating 
knowledge. This is particularly true for the vernacular language news
papers because textbooks and reading material in local languages are 
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limited. The literate public looks to the newspaper not only for 
news, but also for information and knowledge. 

All the above goes to show that Asia's population problem has 
many faces, almost as many as there are nations. The solutions vary, 
given the diversity of lifestyles, human groupings, and culture. But 
the sheer weight of numbers is beginning to tell on Asia's resources. 
Compared to 20 years ago, a greater proport ion of Asians may now 
be above the poverty line. But in terms of absolute numbers, more 
Asians than before are now underfed, ill-clothed, underemployed, 
vulnerable to the assault of Nature and diseases. This is where popu
lation reporting comes in to record their travails and problems, hopes 
and dreams, and successes and failures. 

These linkages not only make population a public issue but also 
help define the premises and criteria under which population issues 
are to be discussed. 

This kind of journalism — which links population to matters of 
national interest — may inspire a number of people to practise birth 
control , but this is no t (nor should, it be) the major function of 
population journalism. 

Few individuals, after all, will limit their births simply to help 
meet the targets set by their country 's ministry of planning. But they 
will limit their births if they are persuaded tha t by doing so, they 
will enhance the quality of life of their own families and perhaps 
their own communities and in so doing, provide their children with 
greater opportunit ies for the future. This persuasion task more pro
perly belongs to the information, education, and communicat ion 
divisions of a country 's family planning programme. 

Thus, family planning is merely one of the facets of populat ion 
journalism. Population growth has an impact on every facet of life, 
from the so-called "bra in" and "brawn dra in" to the basic needs — 
food, clothing, and shelter — of Man. For instance, the emergency 
of Asia's young population will have an impact on its lifestyle, the 
baby-food and even the pop-record industries. Writing on these 
various facets, and perhaps even more, is what population reporting 
is all about . 

A v/ord of warning, however. Population reporting is not for the 
impatient and those who think they have no time for the fob. For it 
entails wading through a mass of statistics and trying to make sense 
ou t of this; or, it means going through a study, for instance, a fertili
ty survey, written in a language known only to researchers and 
academicians. The challenge is to give life to figures and to translate 
the academicians' goobledy-gook into one or more interesting stories 
tha t are easily understood by the ordinary reader. 

Population stories are reported more meaningfully in terms of 
numbers and rates. It is no t enough to say, "The government 's 
populat ion programme is a success." Back this up with figures and 
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preferably, "personalise" the figures by giving specific examples. 
After all, people are people and not just statistics, as some techno
crats tend to treat them. 

It is impossible — and unnecessary — to report every single 
number that appears in a demographic table. The writer has to be 
selective. The key question that one has to answer is: what do the 
numbers mean? 

For instance, a growth rate of 2.5 percent a year becomes more 
meaningful when-you specify how many years it would take for the 

''^population'to double? You may take pains to define the dependency 
^w^tiolis'thVraUo^bf'e^nbmically dependent part of the population 

(those over 65 and those under 15) to the productive part (those 
between 15 and 64). But to many readers, this definition — while 
accurate — may not suffice; you may have to resort to an analogy 
comparing a small family with a large family, both with the same 
income, and pointing out that members of the larger family will 
have a smaller share of the income that comes in. 

In building a story around a set of numbers, you are not merely 
describing what is happening. More often than not, you are saying 
(at least implicitly) that some descriptor of the population, e.g., 
growth rate, has increased, decreased, or remained the same. A 
statement that the birth rate last year was 2.84 has little meaning 
unless your reader has some basis of comparison. You may present 
figures which may be compared with the figures of the previous year, 
the figures at the start of the current socio-economic development 
plan, the most recent census figures, or even the figures at the turn 
of the century. Or, you may compare present figures with the 
figures targetted for the year by the current socio-economic deve
lopment plan. Which comparison figures you may choose depend 
largely on what you want to highlight. 

Especially when comparing present figures with figures targetted 
by a socio-economic development plan, you are making some judg
ment about the performance of one or the other agency of the 
government. More often than not, a simplistic judgment of success or 
failure is not warranted. If last year's growth rate was below the 
target, this could be because the family planning agency had per
formed poorly or because the health ministy had done a marvelous 
job in cutting down the death rate or because the planners had come 
up with unrealistic targets or some combination of the above. 

Population reporting is not much more difficult than economic 
reporting, technical reporting, or any other field that requires some 
knowledge of theory (including the jargon) plus a certain facility 
with numbers. These come through practise. It may take a little 
more time to become a self-taught demographer than to become a 
police reporter, but this difference in time and effort merely reflects 
the much wider perspective from which the population journalist 
must view and report on the human condition. 
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DEVELOPMENT JOURNALISM 

The era of conscious and planned development, on a national 
and international scale, has only recently opened. As can be judged 
by the mixed success of attempts to form effective international 
bodies to deal with economic problems, we are still at an early stage 
of this development "revolution." 

We are also at an early stage of effective media coverage of deve
lopment. In newspapers, and on radio and television, the "develop
ment story" stands low among the priorities. On the general news 
pages of daily and weekly papers, development stories are a "bad 
four th" after politics, crime and sex. On radio and television, they 
are a "bad fifth" (canned music for radio and canned fiction for 
television, fill the top spots on the electronic media). 

But the situation is changing slowly. In the last decade a number 
of newspapers in Asia have broadened, deepened and brightened 
their "business pages." What used to be narrow specialised sections 
of the press, tucked away a t the back of each edition the stock 
exchange lists, the commodi ty dealers ' quotat ions, and dull precis 
of dull industrial reports — have blossomed into fuller and more 
readable features. In the magazine market , business journals have 
flourished. On radio and television, however, only hesitant and ill-
budgeted beginnings have been made to tell the development story; 
and since most of the electronic media of Asia are firmly under the 
ownership of the state , the coverage is heavily inhibited — there is 
little evaluation, little feedback. The government is the main 
source of news; reporters and producers are neither encouraged nor 
financed to stray far from the comfortable round of ministries and 
town halls. 

Even among the best of the development reporting and analysis, 
there is still an aura of elitism. Much of it is written in the language 
of the rich. Most of it is urban in source. Most of it is still in the 
original professional jargon. I t is still mainly directed at the upper 
crusts of society. 

Furthermore, it is overlaid with politics. "What the ministry 
says" is taken to be development . To imply that a certain kind of 
development is wrong-headed, o r tha t it is proceeding contrary to 
" the ministry 's" aims, is taken to be subversive. In the name of the 
national interest, much so-called development writing lacks credibi
lity. Neither press nor radio nor television is enabled, or seems 
willing, to carry out its task of evaluation and of criticism (not even 
constructively). In this sense, the role of the media is passive. 
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But even putting aside these political inhibitions, there are areas 
of development news and ideas which are only fra/mientarily covered 
— th<: academic world, the institutional sector, the research bodies, 
even when these are only a bus-ride away from the newspaper office 
or the broadcasting station. Obscured in technical-term smog, and 
limited to a narrow circulation, are thousands of development stories 
which never break into the more popular news media. 

There are two reasons for this. One: newspapermen are repelled 
and frightened by the jargon. Two: academics and researchers are 
mistrustful of the newspapermen. "We discourage popular press 
enquiries," said a scientist to me in 1968. "They always get the story 
all wrong." His story? It was " I R B , " which began what some bright 
journalist called the "green revolut ion" in Asia. 

But, to give everyone credit, some lessons were learned from that 
event, soon afterwards. The journalists learned that they had to do 
their homework on plant genetics; the scientists learned that they 
had everything to gain by meeting the journalists half-way. The 
result has been that many more millions of people have learned 
about new developments, as stories about them have filtered down 
into the vernacular media. 

A development journalist has three tasks to perform to inform 
his audience, to interpret, and to promote . Properly done, his job is 
more active than that of mos t journalists. There has to be an element 
of crusading about it all. But what do we mean by "promot ion"? 

The word ' p romot ion" has several meanings. It can mean 
a "moving forward," an improvement — and this is precisely the 
sense in which we use it here. Unfortunately, it can also be used to 
mean " the advancing of special interests," and there is much seman
tic confusion over this. To some critics, indeed, the idea of develop
ment journalism is overlaid with tones of government p.r., or private 
sector bootlicking. 

But this area of development journalism is not the only area in 
which the risk of "mouthpiece writing" is ever-present to the jour
nalist. The so-called "society pages", the entertainment pages, even 
the sports pages — and on radio and television, the omnipresent 
enter ta inment features — can be fertile fields for this creeping cor
rupt ion. Shall the journalist jus t shirk the challenge, and play every -

94 

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



thing safe? 
Well, he may if he has to. If the development reporter remains a 

mere reporter of the economic and social scene, he is still doing a 
good job. If he adds a bit of background and sound interpretation 
to his stories, he is doing a better job. But if he can also write to 
stimulate thought, interest and action — "promotion" — then he is 
doing the complete job. 

There is no denying that this is a difficult task. The pitfalls are 
many, the obstacles daunting. Raising problems, even factually and 
without embroidery, is bound to attract the ire of somebody, some
where. Reporting failures is bound to annoy a lot of powerful 
people. But that is the trouble with economic and social develop 
ment: it either works or it doesn't, and the results are plain to see if 
you go and look. The aims are known; they can be measured. Econo
mic and social endeavour are "unforgiving;" they allow little room 
for mistakes. Look around your economy and your society for the 
problems still unsolved, after a quarter of a century of trying. 

How does the development journalist equip himself for his task? 
First, he must have a clear idea of his economy and his society as 
a total system. He must know all its inputs and its outputs, even if 
the statistics are shaky, and he must be able to detect changes in the 
pattern they make. He must know why things exist, and how they 
work, and how they fit into everything else. 

It is not sufficient to know all the technical jargon of banking 
and of the stock exchange (if applicable) and the treasury. It is very 
necessary to know this — but not sufficient. He must also know how 
they work, how they fit into the spider's web of money and goods 
and servicea. What functions do institutions serve, and what needs 
do they fulfill? 

What is the connection between a new loan issue and the income 
of a subsistence farmer? Does conspicuous consumption act as an 
incentive or a disincentive (are you sure)? Does horse-racing have 
anything to do with urban rents? What profiteth a man if he throws 
his sickle in a dry ditch and walks off to the big city? 

Are turnover taxes regressive? What happens when mothers feed 
their kids on tinned milk and shop-bought biscuits? Does electricity 
development reduce the birthrate? How does a change in expor t 
taxes affect the foreign exchange rate? How is it that bank deposits 
rise when activity slackens? Why have transport costs been rising 
continuously for thirty years, bu t o ther costs have not? What about 
industrial siting — near workers, near materials, near markets, near 
transport? What's wrong with the "growth po in t " idea? 

What is money, exactly? What is capital? Where do things begin 
and end? Maybe there are no beginnings and no endings at all? 

Unlike many areas of journalism, development is no t about 
single, on-off events. It is the story of a cont inuum, both social and 

95 

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



economic. There is no disconnected event in development journal
ism. Somewhere, somehow, every event fits into all the others. If 
you cannot find the connections, then you have not looked hard 
enough. 

To borrow terms from the theory of flight, within every econo
my and society there are " l i f ts" and "drags." Seek them. There are 
also "momenta," ' trends in product ion, consumption and distribution 
which set in very strongly and last for a long time. Seek them. These 
momenta are fueled by aspirations — the hopes and dreams of 
people. But where and how are the aspirations themselves fueled? 
To learn this, the development journalist must have a sound and 
continuously refreshed picture of society. Mere material movement 
of money and goods and services is all very well, and the journalist 
who manages to keep his finger on the pulse of this movement is 
doing very well. But the complete development journalist must also 
search out the well-springs for these movements. What makes people 
tick? Development is finally, abou t people. 

And what is "deve lopment" anyway? Is anybody clear on this? 
What is its end and aim? For whose benefit? What do we mean 
when we write, so glibly, of " t h e raising of the standard of living" 
or " the improvement of the quality of life"? Has anyone thought to 
ask the people whose life is being " improved"? And if their ideas 
differ from your ideas, and those of the ministry, what are you 
going to do about it? 

But enough of the questions. A manual should give all the 
answers, no t all the questions. But alas, development journalism is 
more question than answer. For some other journalists, life is far 
easier — the cour t reporter waits for the verdict, and that is his 
answer: the sports reporter waits for the result, and that is his 
answer. For the development journalists, there are few answers, and 
none of them are ever final. There is only one discrete and autono
mous event in economic and social life, and that is the weather. 

How shall a development journalist cope with such an intract
able topic, therefore? Here are a few simple rules, under which he 
may hope to avoid sinking wi thout trace into the quicksands that 
surround him: 

1. Gather, and foster, a wide range of contacts a t 'many levels. 
Not all development takes place in the Government planning depart
ments (although in many countries these departments are the largest 
channel by far for individuals [large-lump] capital). Make good 
friends in the research depar tments of banks, among commodi ty 
dealers and insurance brokers (insurance men take a hard-headed 
view of values). Know shipping agents, management consultants. 
Also have some lines o u t to moneylenders (big ones in finance com
panies and little ones in the back-street), transport operators (big 

(To Page 99) 
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Third World Perspectives 
Narinder K. Aggarwala of the United Nations Development 

Program sees two aspects to "development news'' — the intro
duction of multiple Third World perspectives and a greater 
emphasis on "soft" news stories on long-term processes of social 
and economic development. He writes. 

Western wire services maintain that they have no editorial 
ent iepoliaGTandt that they do ' j io t issue any policy directives to 

^thelr^correspondents. According to their spokesmen, they pre
pare and disseminate news with only the "ultimate" consumer 
in mind — who happens to be, more often than not, a Northern 
world inhabitant. In the milieu of the great North-South divide, 
international wire services, despite their intense competition 
and rivalry, provide only a single perspective on world news. 
This is what the developing country leaders refer to when they 
decry the "one way ' flow of news. 

Examples abound. When there was a coup in Afghanistan in 
April 1978, the first question that Western correspondents 
asked was "Is the new leadership in Kabul pro-West or pro-
Soviet? " No mention was made of the impact or relevancy of 
the government changeover to the people of Afghanistan. There 
was also the Western news coverage of the uprising in Zaire in 
May 1978. From the media accounts, the overriding impression 
was of Soviet-backed, Cuban-trained black marauders massacring 
the whites in Kolwezl. The Western media, in one of the classic 
examples of emotive reporting, characterised the killings as 
a "white massacre." This, despite the fact that several hundred 
blacks were slain. One argument to defend this arbitrary charac
terisation was that blacks were "apparently killed in many 
isolated instances" while "the horror of round-ups and group 
slayings involved whites only." According to all the dictionary 
definitions and the historical usages of the word "massacre," 
any killing of innocent people, whether individually or in 
groups, can be described as a massacre if the number slain is 
large. Does this mean that massacres come in colour tones? 

It is as one senior AP executive admitted recently in an 
interview: "We are not going to get into covering Africa for 
Africans." A rather puzzling remark considering the claims by 
AP that it is an international, not merely an American wire 
service. Africa is not just one country. It comprises some 50 
countries and territories. To a reader in Gabon, news from 

I Botswana is as international as news from Canada, Mexico, 
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or Brazil is to a reader or news editor in tiie United States. 
How would the Western media react if AP went to declare 
that it was not going to cover America for the Americans or if 
Reuters or the AFP were to proclaim their intentions of not 
covering Europe for the Europeans? What is needed is a mecha
nism which could project multiple Third World perspectives 
in international news flows by disseminating news written 
and selected with developing country media in mind. 

But the introduction of multiple Third World perspectives 
in international news flows, whether by reforming the existing 
institutions or by creating new ones, will only be half the 
battle. The media, particularly the news agencies, will have to 
cure, at least partially, their all-pervasive obsession with so-
called "ac t ion" or " s p o t " news, and no t with "soft" or "deve
lopment" news economic and social development. Disasters, 
famines, corruption, wars, political intrigues, and civil dis
orders do make for action-packed and " sexy" copy while eco
nomic and social development is a very slow and, over short 
periods, an almost imperceptible process. In the past year Gr 
so, Use Western media have made some efforts to increase the 
coverage of "development" news but the results so far have 
been meager and mixed. 

But what exactly is development news? An all-inclusive 
definition is no t easy to provide. It is not identical with 
"posi t ive" news. In its t reatment , development news is no t 
different from regular news or investigative reporting. It can 
deal with development issues at macro and micro levels and 
can take different forms at national and international levels. 
In covering the development newsbeat, a journalist should 
critically examine, evaluate, and report the relevance of a deve
lopment project to national and local needs, the difference 
between its impact on people as claimed by government offi
cials and as it actually is. 

Development journalism is the use of all journalistic skills 
to report development processes in an interesting fashion. It 
may require high skills and hard work but the rewards of this 
kind of journalism can be tremendous. I t could almost lea*d to 
the humanisation of international news. It could help lower 
the walls of intense suspicion and distrust that have arisen 
between Third World political leaders and the media. 

In the Philippines, the operative definition of development 
communication is that proposed by Nora C. Quebral, Chairman 
of the Depar tment of Development Communication, University 
of the Philippines, a t Los Bahos: "The art and science 
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of human communication applied to the speedy transformation 
of a country and the mass of its people from poverty to a 
dynamic state of economic growth that makes possible greater 
social equality and the larger fulfillment of the human poten
tial." 

One of her senior colleagues, Juan F. Jamias, has proposed 
that the major difference between conventional journalism and 
development journalism is "purposiveness." 

In its strict sense, conventional journalism, rooted in the 
West, is non-purposive. . . .The task of the objective or non-
purposive journalist is to report the facts as they are, or more 
realistically put , how the facts appear to him. These facts or 
events may be interpreted bu t no more than this is sought in 
deference to the reader who is envisioned to be a customer in a 
free market of ideas. 

In contrast , the task of the development journalist is no t 
only to inform, i.e., t o report the facts, or to interpret, but 
also to d o promotion, to elicit action or some other behavioural 
change. To illustrate, an economics story such as a story about a 
new variety of rice or a story about family planning, is no t 
written for its own sake but to set an agenda for action or 
behaviour. . .In short development journalism is purposive. 

Jamias decries the tendency to dismiss the information 
disseminated by government information campaigns as pro
paganda in the derogatory sense. "The trouble with this view is 
that it makes distinctions among the contents of communica
tion which would be a negation of the principle of free inform
ation and communicat ion itself. Furthermore, who is to say 
that government, or to personify it , Minister Gerardo Sicat of 
Economic Planning, for example, is a less qualified source of 
communicat ion on poverty or on any of the problems that 
confront society? The po in t here is that development journal
ism, as purposive communicat ion, is as open for use by govem-

railways and small count ry buses) and above all, farmers. Farmers 
are the "forgotten m e n " of development reporting. 

2. Keep an eye on the academic world. Some universities are 
disappointing sources, it is t rue — the faculties are so busy on their 
crowded teaching schedules t ha t they have little t ime for research. 
But the media could, in fact, improve their situation, by giving 
academics a little more encouragement But is there an agricultural 
college within reach? A fisheries research station? A vegetable or 
grain institution or project? Contact any available United Nations 
officers — UNDP. FAO, ILO, UNICEF, WHO — and keep in touch 
with their nearby projects (these are often, mysteriously enough, 
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ment as it is for private media. If development journalism can 
really be an effective catalyst for social progress, why must its 
use be denied to government?" 

But Crispin C. Maslog, Director of Silliman University's 
School of Communication, is uncomfortable with this view. "It 
seems to 'assume, that a few people, government leaders and 
mass communicators among them, know what is good for the 
people. This school of thought says that devcom must have a 
purpose. . . But the question is, not what purpose, but whose 
purpose? The purpose of the government? The purpose of the 
leaders in that government? The two are not always the same 
thing. The purpose of the communicator? By what right has he 
to. choose the national purpose? What if the people have a dif
ferent purpose? 

"This earlier communication-for-development approach 
implies manipulation. If the communicator or sponsoring 
agency has a purpose, and this does not jibe with the purpose 
of the man in the nipa hut, the communicator's job is to control 
the flow of information to the man in the nipa hut 
so that his range of choices are reduced until he adopts the 
communicator's idea of the change desired. This approach 
implies that the communicator can go to a village and tell the 
villagers what they need. 

"We do not accept this concept of development communi
cation. We approach development from the other end, starting 
with the individual. Let us know first what the man to whom 
we want to communicate wants. . .then build from there. The 
first communication task is to help people to become sensitive 
to their own needs and to articulate them. Then we help them 
think about their needs and their situation, give them the facts, 
and interpret the facts for them if they need interpretation. 
But they must be left free to act upon them." 

poorly publicised). 
3. Keep contacts in the professional world. Cultivate relationship 

with a good and independent lawyer, accountant, statistician, archi
tect. Keep abreast of events in advertising and marketing (these acti
vities are indicators of modernisation, of differentiation, and of the 
sophistication of infastructure — jargon phrases which, please, do 
not use in your published writings!). 

4. Do a great deal of reading. Time is limited, so you have to be 
selective. The government material, and that from the banks and the 
industrial and commercial institutions, may well fill up all of your 
time if you let them. Make time to read some quality foreign jour-
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nals; use reading rooms and libraries and diplomatic offices to get 
sight of them free, if the budget won ' t buy them. The books and 
journals are myriad. "Tas te" a lot, read a few. Vary your reading 
frequently. Try to keep up with world trends as best as you can — 
no economy or society is an "island". This is the most difficult, and 
can be the most wearying, part of development journalism. But there 
are "jewels" of action and thought buried in those piles of grey 
reading matter. After a while, you learn to find them quickly. 

5. Keep your own mini-library and filing system. Don ' t let 
materials just pile up on your desk. Keep about thirty "working 
files" on topics which seem to be interesting, and throw clippings, 
notes, magazines and even books in them. Prune them often. If the 
topic goes stale, send the more permanently valuable stuff to the 
library proper, and throw the rest away. If you have kept a working 
file for more than about a month without using it, disband it. 

6. Keep a desk diary. Mark items forward in time — known 
upcoming events. Also use it as a follow-up system: it will remind 
you to inquire what happened to the promises and predictions of 
public figures. They will no t like you for it, but it is part of the job. 

Many areas of development such as crop researches are hardly covered. 
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