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Renedy for inadequate Press coverage in hands of political parties
t hensel ves

Har un Hashi m
PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad has decl ared that the
general election will be called at any tine fromnow on.

I ndeed the country has been gripped with election fever for sone weeks
now with several political parties proclaimng that they are already in a
state of preparedness for the el ection.

On the eve of a general election, it is not unusual for Cpposition
political parties to allege that they are not getting adequate coverage in
t he newspapers for their el ection canpaigns.

In a parlianentary denocracy the newspapers play an inportant role
during an election in influencing voters as to which political party they
shoul d support.

There are basically three types of voters in an election. Firstly, the
party diehards who will vote for the party no matter what. Secondly, there
is the floating voter who does not belong to any political party and may
vote for different parties at different elections. And thirdly, young
peopl e who are voting for the first tine.

It is natural for a partisan newspaper to target the second and third
groups. Hence the allegation of unfairness by Opposition parties of
i nadequat e reporting of their cause.

The all egation stens fromthe contention that all newspapers are
expected to be neutral and should give equal space and prom nence to the
vi ews of the governnment party and the opposition parties. Such a
contention ignores reality.

Is there really a neutral newspaper? Or even an i ndependent editor?

Recently, a newspaper tried to be i ndependent in Tinor-Tinmor. For every
incident with a political inplication, it published the Governnent version
of the incident and al so that of the opposition. For good neasure, it also
published the results of its independent investigation of the incident.

When the editor was away on an overseas trip, his newspaper office and
printing equi pnent were burnt down by protestors for publishing the
ot her's vi ews!

In 1994, | was invited by the Sri Lanka El ecti ons Conmi ssi oner as an
i nternational observer of the parlianmentary el ections of that country.

Each day, the Colonbo Hilton delivered a newspaper to nmy room The
newspaper was obvi ously 100 per cent pro-governnent. To get a better
picture of the political situation and el ection issues, | bought each day
a rival newspaper which was 100 per cent pro-Cpposition.

The el ection was free and fair if only because the i ncunbent governnent
party | ost and the opposition coalition parties won.

The day following the results of the election, the Hilton delivered the
sanme newspaper but its content was 100 per cent pro the new government!
Obviously the policy of the newspaper is to be pro governnent no matter
whi ch political party is in power.

In many countries, however, newspapers are aligned to a political party
whet her the party is in power or not. Thus, in Britain, | had to read both
a conservative Party paper and a Labour Party paper to follow current
political affairs.

When Sabah first becane i ndependent, the late Tun Mustapha Harun had a
newspaper to pronote his party. Hs political rival at the tinme, the late
Tun Donal d St ephens, al so had a newspaper to pronote his party.



The truth of the matter is that no newspaper is truly independent or
neutral. Editorial policy is dictated by the owners of the newspaper. It
may be partisan when reporting on political issues but neutral when
reporting on business, foreign affairs or sports.

The bottomline is that newspapers are in the business of maki ng noney
for the sharehol ders of the newspaper. It has to maintain a certain |evel
of circulation to keep advertisers happy because it is the advertisenents
that keep a newspaper in business.

However, the final arbiter is really the reader who deci des which
newspaper he or she wants to read.

Recent declines in the sales of certain newspapers and increases in
others reflect the preference of readers on political issue.

There are of course readers who buy a particul ar newspaper just because
they like the format of the busi ness pages!

A free Press is a msnoner in some respects because it is only free to
express the views of its editorial policy and it does not nmean that it
must freely publish the views of everybody.

In a parliamentary denbcracy a free Press is vital. It is said that
person attains maturity at 40. As a nation we have been free for nore than
40 years.

In that sense the people too have matured in their experience with
parlianentary denocracy and shoul d t herefore have access to newspapers of
varying political views. The intelligence of the people should be
respect ed.

Following the trend in other denocratic countries, it seens that to
communi cate effectively with the public, a political party should have its
own daily newspaper. That is how the systemoperates in a parlianmentary
denocracy.

The renedy for inadequate Press coverage is within the power of the
political parties thenselves.
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