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Not hing Ii ke a good dose of reading the nmainstream nedi a

Am r Firdaus Khan

NEW Straits Ti mes honoured | ast Wednesday's Wrld Press Freedom Day by
publishing a thoughtful article in the |eader's page entitled "The best
medi umw ns the readers”.

Mal aysi aki ni . com cel ebrated the occasion with a gl ooy, distressing
pi ece Eul ogy for Press Freedom by Steven Gan

A few days earlier, the website carried a poison letter by a
"busi nessman” who savaged the | ocal Press, nercilessly labelling "sone
Mal aysi an journalists" as "programred nmout hpi eces of xenophobi c
politicians".

The "busi nessman" barked: "Serious and honest busi nessnmen” (like hin®)
depend nmuch nore on the foreign nedia for nore accurate information and
anal yses.

A soul mate who works in the nmedia and who feels she is being unfairly
crucified regarded the attack as "crass".

"These "I -only-read-the-foreign-nedia' people are being economcal with
the truth. Don't tell ne they want to be deprived of the Umo Assenbly and
Thonmas Cup stories this week," she argued, adding that she could feel a
rush of nationalistic fervour ahead of the Thonas Cup.

Let's not go off tangent. The foreign nedia can never replace the | oca
newspaper s whose biggest threat will be the electronic nedia. And one
mustn't junp to concl usions.

Admittedly sone of the flippant and harsh words that perneate cyberspace
rival those angry pronouncenents that China devotes to Tai wan.

Much will depend on the tol erance and patience | evel of the esteened
readers.

The question is whether they will give the news sites the tine and
conpassi on needed to evolve as they jostle and cry out |oud for precious
attention.

In stinulating debate, however, the nainstreammnmedia is better equi pped
and has a wealth of talent.

When readers are spoilt for choice, nmedia analysts are united in arguing
that rmuch thought and soul - searching have to be put into the work every
step of the way. The essence is quality, quality and nore quality.

Edi tors have | ong awakened to the newrealities, and are right now
conbing the terrain for journalists. The best and the savvi est, those
willing to persevere the rigours, and are able to wite quick anal yses and
interpret events without inviting | egal suits, no | onger cone cheap.

The nmedi a knows vividly that in an intense conpetition, the
intellectual, research-based, resource-rich route is the safest bet. Media
organi sations are thus busy linking up and conbi ning their resources.

You see Far Eastern Economic Review and Asian Wall Street Journal slots
in CNBC and a CNN-ti ne producti on because nothing can be taken for granted
anynor e.

One can chastise, cajole, prod, |ecture, preach, and browbeat, but the
readers and viewers will be both prosecutor and judge. They may wel | be
unforgiving to blinkered and jaundi ced views. Experience will be a factor.

The worl d over, the old nedia is wary at satirical, tongue-in-cheek
pi eces now cl oggi ng the Ml aysi an-based news sites. Such witings while
being exciting to the witers can fall flat on their faces if the readers
don't get the joke you are attenpting.

My own hunch is when the swirling dust settles, the old nedi a-



newspapers, radio and television will come out tops, provided that they
adapt and adj ust.

And it has the Internet revolution to thank for this prospective
upsw ng.

The nore a person is wired up, the greater will be his appetite and zest
for information and know edge.

You have all gone through the phase in your |ife when you begin to
devour anything that wafts your way.

Internati onal news magazi nes update their websites daily but that is a
sales pitch for the main product - the magazi nes. You hear a news flash
somewhere, and you will scurry to a newsstand to read the fuller account.

You tune in to the radio (which is why the news and current issues
component in the radio nust be revolutionised) or switch on the tel evision
sets.

The Mal aysi an news sites are sadly, politically coloured or slanted to
beconme a reliable source for news and anal yses.

Mal aysi akini had | ots of potential until the convictions of people
behind it appeared or dictated its news and comentaries. Ml aysi akin
bl ew up a chance to crow about its conprehensive interviewwth Tan Sri
Musa Hitam (nore on this later) when it led off a critical instalnent with
Musa's cursory renmarks on the refornasi novenent.

The real story - his conments on the Umo el ections and on the Prine
M ni ster was unfortunately concealed anid the political debris.

No matter how you dislike the dailies, they understand the news busi ness
and the likes of A Samad Ismail and A Kadir Jasin know a real, steany
story when they see one. News is news. Ml aysiakini may want to buck the
trend for the sake of its convictions. Wiich is sad. O herwise, it could
provide instant indepth articles on the outcone of the Umo polls this
week, hours before the newspapers could hit the newstands.

The news sites in any case renai n di sadvantaged as the traditional odds
are stacked agai nst them Take the time factor and nobility of conmputers -
you have yet to see a roti canai-eating, Net savvy Ml aysian, reading up
the day's news and anal yses at the coffeeshop, or on board the LRT.

Mor eover, you can't go for days w thout reading the newspapers or watching
the tel evision.

On the contrary, there have been occasi ons when you sinply could not
find the time to read the e-mail, let alone browse the websites. It is
okay to forget when it cones to the Net and e-nuil.

The real rivals of Mal aysian news sites are really not the Ml aysi an
newspapers but the international sites.

You login into the Harakah daily.com glance at what's new, and then
zoom straight to the "links". One visits the Harakah website not to read
its news but to access the "links". The news sites sinply |ack the depth
and resources of the kind that belongs to the old nedia.

Then, there is this whol esone feel -good sensation about readi ng the
newspapers. It is a tradition that spans decades. Newspapers' |ayout and
contents have been refined and revanped nmany tines over.

There are those sections that you want to read | ater, pages and articles
to be read just before you switch off.

In short, there is a newspaper-reading and tel evision-watching cul ture.
There is yet to be an el ectroni c newspaper culture. Experts have al ways
said that the Internet cannot replace the functions of existing nediuns -
books, newspapers and tel evision rank as exanpl es. How true!

Finally, reading newspapers doesn't add to your overall anxiety, the
cumul ative stress. It is actually a formof therapy unl ess of course you
are an editor of a newspaper. Try spending nore than ei ght hours on the
comput er each day, and your next visit to the neurologist is immnent. At



the very |l east, the nerves on your neck will strain. Heard of repetitive
stress injury?

The field is clear for the old nedia to roam yes, provided they adjust.
The rati o of newspaper circul ati on versus the grow ng popul ation is |ow
Now t he I nternet can give newspapers an unprecedented boom

The first to see the Internet factor in newspaper business, to ny nind,

i s busi nessman Tong Kooi Ong. Any good website needs a good, w de-
circul ati on newspaper as a lucrative outlet. Miusa Hi tam gave anot her maj or
interview (are you prone to telling intervi ewees what they want to hear,
Sir?) to Mal aysi akini | ast week.

A medi a-savvy "retired politician", Misa knows, grudgingly perhaps, that
the news sites lack the reach. O else, his interview woul d have nade news
at the right tine.

Tong, knowi ng that people want to read about business and politics, now
seeks to control a daily, the Sun having owned the Edge. The links in this
synergy wi |l conpl enment each ot her.

Anal ysts believe that |ikewi se the old nedia will have to use the
Internet to pronote their main product - the newspapers, television and
even radi o. Does TV3 have a website?

The presentation by the old nmedia will have to change too and the
editors have | ong grasped this requirenent.

A sinmple test of their determ nation to adapt will come in a matter of
hours. For so long the nmedia coverage of the Umo general assenblies has
been handi capped by certain "traditions". Rightly, the speech by the Umo
president is given prom nence. Justifiably so, the full text is al so used.

"But pray tell," asked a nedia anal yst, "why does the newspapers need to
get senior leaders to i mediately coment on the speech?"

These "customary" reactions don't provide discerning readers with any
new information. It does not add to the depth of the media coverage

"Let the people read and chew on the president's speech and provide
their own anal yses," said an anal yst.

Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad nust have spent weeks to refine and fine-
tune his nost inportant speech of the year. Someone listening nust spend
enough tine (ideally reading a copy of the speech text later) to be able
to provide an intelligent conment. A newspaper could probably get a
respected politician to wite an authoritative piece on the Umo
president's speech.

Dr Mahathir is the No 1 news source. He is news. But not off-the-cuff
reactions to a speech he spent weeks to conpose.



	Nothing like a good dose of reading the mainstream media (NST 11/05/2000)

