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The rôle of the media during an electoral period is of paramount importance, since even the slightest  deviation from the rules – written and unwritten-, the mores, the ethics and the morals associated with professional journalism could lead to general and concentrated mayhem, resulting not lastly in social instability, structural devastation, arson, looting and blood flow in the streets.

During an election period, the onus is, to a large extent, placed on the shoulders of the respective media houses to proactively create an atmosphere of calm and stability. Within this context, it behoves        the media to be auxiliary to and supportive of the Election Management Bodies.
This is what it should be. This is how the media should conduct its business, professionally and ethically, when so much is at stake in emerging economies and developed countries alike. But is this what we observe in the real world? With very few exceptions (notably countries like Canada where elections can take place and a leader voted in without Carnival-type brouhaha and circus-like atmospheres), the utopia of well-behaved, non-partisan media conduct essentially does not exist.

Persons, who have themselves never been elected to any office, many of whom may be rich but relatively uneducated, suddenly become powerful purveyors of every opinion under the sun, on any topic and theme – social, religious, legal, moral, political, ideological, etc. These pundits – via the print, the radio and the ether – have captive audiences, who may not initially have been interested in their nattering, but who succumb to the constant bombardment of relentless utterances, the origin of which may be very questionable, even false.

It is not a singular occurence that many of the owners and managers of and journalists associated with media houses have their own personal axes to grind and their own purposeful agendas – not lastly those tied to their own personal aggrandisent.

We, who administer elections, are often abhorred by that which purports to be information on and for elections. We see candidates, who have been or are to be legally entrusted by an electorate to manage the affairs of the State, made or mauled by the media.
We stand by and observe how opinions are shaped with innuendoes, falsehoods and with uncaring impunity via the most vicious means; we see them exploiting, with great depravity, the basest instincts of the masses who are consciously stirred up to evoke the most disastrous consequences.

And they do all this in the hallowed name of this diffuse, amorphous, undefineable and misleading concept called “democracy”. They evoke their “democratic” right to “free speech”. They metaphorically can shout “fire” in a crowded cinema where there was not even the concomitant smoke – and then they remove themselves from the ensuing tramplings. They can then produce more reportages with the resultant earnings. All this in the holy name of “Freedom of the Press”.
Ladies and Gentlemen, I dare say that such scenarios as I have described are not unknown to you. These actions are evident in the inter-election years, but are particularly visible in the immediate pre-, peri- and post-election periods.

So, colleagues, I ask: Who is there to monitor the media and their potential excesses? Who can best attempt to keep the media practitioners on the proverbial straight and narrow path?

I will attempt to argue that it is fundamentally in the interest of an Elections Management Body (EMB) to exercise some measure of control. The misbehaviour of the media and the misunderstanding of the rôles and responsibilities of the media are too important to be left solely in the hands of the media operators and practitioners themselves. Colleagues, they cannot be expected, no, they cannot be allowed to govern and police themselves without help and intervention of other organizations, the most credible and potent of which could be the EMB.
I wish to present an option. I am here to argue that if an EMB is to take its constitutionally tenteted mandate seriously, if an EMB is to hold true to its own responsibility of ensuring that all components of an election which can possibly impact negatively on the implementation of the EMB’s job to conduct a free, fair, transparent electoral process, then the EMB must put the rôle of the media at elections under the closest scrutiny; and we must implement this activity not intimidatorily and arrogantly, not deficient in fairness and transparency, and without bias – lest we be accused of ourselves playing God or, worse, trying to muzzle the media.

So how can we achieve this objective which seems to have two diametrically opposed poles: unprejudically monitoring the media on the one hand, while, or the other hand, guarding against the accusation of attempting to stymie the democratic process of which media activity is an integral component?
I will now share the successful experience of Guyana with you, and offer for discussion the methodology which can contain media excesses. Such procedure is based on media self- regulatoriness which is monitored by the EMB itself.

The primary steps are to establish: (1) a Media Code of Conduct (compiled by the media practitioners themselves), see Appendix I, and (2) a Media Monitoring Unit (MMU), within the EMB, the core functions/specifications of which are:

· Monitoring the local media and reporting on breaches of the principles enshrined in the Media Code of Conduct (MCoC).

· Promoting higher professional standards in the local media with regards to the reporting of political, electoral, governance and general social issues.

· Encouraging equity, balance and fairness in news reporting.

· Encouraging and influencing media organizations/practitioners to abide by the MCoC wherever and whenever possible.

· Contributing to the nurturing of an acceptably high standard of professional journalism during periods outside of elections.

· Informing signatories to the MCoC in a timely manner of instances of publication of information  in the local media that have the potential of being detrimental to public good.

· Giving back-up support, when requested, to media houses, practitioners of journalism and to GECOM’s Public Relations Department through the provision of information.

N.B.


(1)
The first activity of this Unit is to get the major media houses (with their owners, managers, and practitioners) under one roof, the ultimate objective of which is to establish their own Media Code of Conduct (MCoC), and then sign on and abide with that which they themselves have produced. 

(2)
The MMU has no statutory, legal or other powers to enforce the local media’s adherence to the Media Code of Conduct. Nevertheless, the Unit’s work is premised on moral suasion and the willingness of signatories to the MCoC to abide by the principles they pledged to uphold.

(3)
The State might consider enacting Broadcasting Legislation which actually gives “teeth” to the MCoC. However, this has the potential of being mired in litigation with all the consequential antagonisms and animosities which could be quite long-lasting, even indelible. 

The more salient tenets pertaining to this MCoC would be for the signatories to agree with, accept and subscribe to:

(i) the definition of Media 

(ii) the compliance with the tenets enshrined in the MCoC

(iii) the understanding that the principles, stated in the Code – viz underlying fairness, balance, and accuracy – should at all times guide the practice of journalism

(iv) the conviction that the owners, managers and practitioners exist to serve the citizenery by providing balanced, fair and accurate information
(v) the maintenance of a stable society and journalistic integrity.

The Media Code of Conduct should very clearly document the elements inherent in the concepts of maintaining a Stable Society and define explicitly the meaning of Journalistic Integrity. 

The MCoC must further delineate the criteria which underline

i) Journalistic Professionalism

ii) Fairness and Balance

iii) Accuracy and Thoroughness

iv) Fullness of Information

v) The Sins of Omission

The following imperatives must also find themselves anchored in the Code:
(i) The Media Code of Conduct must document the acknowledgment by the Media House Owners and Managers and Media Practitioners that the deliberate distortion of reality so as to lead the public to a particular understanding of events and issues, without regard for truth, can poison the process of democracy.

(ii) In order to cover the professional journalist in the conduct of their day to day practice, it would be imperative for the Code to contain a clause which recognizes the need for management’s genuine guidance to its reporters and for support for the independence and integrity of the practicing field journalists.
(iii) It is further advisable for the MCoC to have anchored in its text the recognition of the need for both the State and Private Media to acknowledge their obligation to provide an equitable share of election coverage to all registered Parties.

(iv) Because of very negative experiences, the issue of the handling of and involvement in Opinion Polls may be incorporated in the MCoC with very lucid and unambiguous guidelines. Within this context, the Media must recognize that its conduct relative to the publication of accurate results (viz those results emanating only from the EMB).

(v) The MCoC must contain the assurance of promptly responding to complaints against the media for their mistakes in election coverage.

Finally, under the auspices of the MMU of the EMB, the signatories to the Media Code of Conduct (which hopefully would be all the major Media Houses) would welcome, in addition to the agreement to conduct continuous self-monitoring, the establishment of an Independent Refereeing Panel (IRP) for the overall purpose of being a point of reference for the submission of complaints about performance in the reporting and coverage of events during those activities associated with Local Government and National Elections. Moreover, it would be important to include in the MCoC the Media Organizations’ commitment to treat with utmost seriousness the recommendations/decisions made by the Independent Refereeing panel regarding complaints sent to the IRP for adjudication. These latter complaints could include those gentle but forceful letters of admonition sent by the EMB’s MMU to occasional and perpetual non-complaint Media Houses, which in effect are in breach of the tenets, rules and regulations which they themselves had constructed and endorsed via signature.
The general outline of the methodology which was produced and implemented by the Guyana Elections Commission (GECOM) has stood us in good stead, and has been lauded internationally – even adopted and adapted by the EMBs of other countries. The media which have been accused of fomenting greatly turbulent unrest during elections prior to 2006 behaved exemplarily during the peaceful 2006 elections and are displaying maturity and responsibility as we run into the National Elections later this year (2011). 

We have been informed that our Media Code of Conduct has been used in several countries with varying degrees of success. Participants at this Jubilee Celebration can receive copies of the Guyana Media Code of Conduct by email (elections@webworksgy.com or unjilette@yahoo.com).
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