26/ 07/ 1999
Journalists get “taste of own nedicine

har; Zuraim Abdull ah

ANSVERI NG wi t h bot h panache and a bit of squirmng, senior journalists of
| ocal and foreign nedia had a taste of their own medi ci ne during a uni que
di al ogue that was the precursor to the Langkawi International D al ogue

t oday.

They had to answer tough questions on Press responsibility, ethics and
professionalismfromthe people they cover all the time - heads of
gover nnment s.

The scene could aptly be described as a "reverse" Press conference where
heads of governnments |l ed by Prinme M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad,
and the |ikes of Dr SamNuj ono (Nam bi an Presi dent), Robert Migabe
(Zi mbabwean Presi dent) and Fest us Mbgae ( Bot swani an Presi dent), asked the

questi ons.
It is believed to be the first tinme that the reverse occurred in a
formal conference - the Press, as the watchdogs, becone the "victins" - as

Dr Mahathir put it - and the heads of states, the "predators".

Revol vi ng around the thene on how the nedia coul d devel op snart
partnershi ps with governnents, the 11 journalists were grilled on why sone
stories were given the "sensational" treatnent while others did not even
merit a mention although i nportant fromthe point of viewof the
governments.

The di al ogue was noderated by Tan Sri Abdul HalimAli, the Chief
secretary to the Governnent.

On the question of who wat ches over the wat chdog, Zi nbabwean journali st
Munyar adzi Hwengwer e had t hi s humour ous anal ogy: "It is elusive to watch
t he wat chdogs, " he adnmitted. "But using the smart concept, | woul d
descri be us as dobermans, easily handl ed as | ong as the agenda i s cl ear.

"But we will certainly pounce if we snell something foul..." he said to
all-round | aughter.

Besi des Hwengwere, the foreign panelists were Chris Green (BBC Wrld
Service), Chawe Manba (Swaziland TV director), N gel Minyanti (Miunyanti
Consul ting), Itai Masuku (Zi mbawean busi ness reporter), Sal anao Moyana
(Savan Weekly) and Jerone D am ni (Swazil and Radi o).

The | ocal panelists were New Straits Tinmes Press (M Bhd G oup Editor-

i n-chief Datuk A. Kadir Jasin, Hardev kaur (NSTP editor-at-I|arge),
Sirajuddin Rafia (Utusan Mal aysia), H C. Liew(Sin ChewJit Poh editor-in-
chi ef) and Wng Sul ong (The Star business editor).

Kadir fielded the first question - fromDr Mahathir who asked what the
Press thought was good smart partnerships.

"The |l ast fewyears had | ed to positive results," Kadir said. "The fact
t hat t he heads of governnents get together when they normally don't to
decide on things they don't normally di scuss due to their hectic schedul e
is useful."”

"W want to pronote this concept though we don't call it smart
partnershi p. The Mal aysi an nedi a sees itself as nutual smart partners
ot her than the Governnment and our society."

Kadi r then rem nded t he governnent | eaders on sonet hi ng whi ch t hey
shoul d do as "reporters". "Aren't you taki ng down notes?" he said, to the
| aughter of the | eaders.

Green of the BBC went on the defensive when he admitted to being "edgy"
when t al ki ng about col | aborati on with governments.

"W have our perspective on spreading information... on what works and



what don't," he said.

On the other hand, Kadir interjected that the Ml aysi an nedi a al ways
col | aborate with the Governnent, particularly on critical issues that
dealt with the nation's devel opnent.

"That still does not affect our judgnment when we have to be critical of
t he Government if they do wrong."

Mugabe was especially critical of the IMFfor selling their gold
stockpile to rai se funds but which devastated the prospects of gol d-
producing states in Africa. "Is it not the role of the Press to defend the
countries affected by this sale?" he asked.

I n answeri ng Mugabe, Hardev recall ed the sane effect upon Ml aysi a when
the United States released its tin stockpile, suggesting that the gold
produci ng countries forman associ ation to protect their interests.

Dr Mahat hir asked about an i ssue whi ch bot hered t he consci ence of sone
of the African journalists. "Are you i ndependent of your owners," the
Prinme M nister asked.

To whi ch Havengwere replied: "That woul d be the ideal situation.
Unfortunately, journalists are not good in running thenselves... the code
of ethics are always broken by publishers.”

Bui | di ng on the enphatic "yes" answer given by Hardev that snart
part nershi ps can work wi thout the nedia | osing their ethics and
prof essi onalism G een agreed that as partners, the nedia and the
Gover nnent need each other while respecting their different ethics and
responsibility.

When cal |l ed by the noderator to give his closing remarks, Dr Mahathir,
with agrinon his face, said the heads of governnments had enj oyed seei ng
howthe journalists felt "unconfortable and squirned just |ike us when we
have to answer questions."

He asked the nedia not to take a "rigid stand" on bei ng wat chdogs. "It
is very boring," he nused, "just to spot mnistakes."

( END)
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