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Political bias in news broadcasts is the focus atigular public scrutiny during election campaigivedia

monitoring surveys routinely measure the type ofetage received by political parties as one indicalf

whether elections have been free and fair. Achigbalance in election campaign conditions is alwasplex.
It is particularly problematic in new democracieghich have not enjoyed long-established traditiarfis
independent journalism. In many cases the mediaatrsufficiently strong, experienced or willingwsthstand
the pressure of government or vested interests.

The most frequent cases of imbalance, when statenehs promote the party in power at the expensshair
parties, when opposition parties get virtually mverage or negative coverage, when the ruling pasgs its
government functions to gain campaigning advantages so on, call for some measure of control. Asest
media have special obligations in election timeyttend to be the main targets of regulation.

Although news is in the domain of editorial freedamd the media should be left alone as much ashpede
develop their own professionalism, it is sometinmexessary to introduce rules guiding the strucamd
composition of news bulletins during the campaigniqd in order to guarantee a level of fairness laaldnce.
This is done in many countries. In the UK the cager of parties in the news is based on a form aftgq
relative to parties’ entitlement to free party él@e broadcasts. In Montenegro there are specifiesr for
coverage of official functions during the electocaimpaign. In Russia election news is gatheredtheg in a
separate bloc within the regular news bulletinTurkey political parties are allowed to submit theampaign
messages in news bulletins.

In setting up rules, one guiding principle is tcsere that the news retains its normal functionsnash as
possible, even though a greater sensitivity andomesibility to parties and voters is required dgrilections.
The example from Turkey mentioned above, where eggnpmessages are allowed to be broadcast on W& ne
seems to me to show a confusion of the media’sdoting elections. The media provide the venueviar very
distinct functions during elections, which by theiery nature are opposed to each other: party igailit
advertising and coverage of political party ackdstin news and current affairs programmes. Thésgoa quite
separate:

1) political advertising ( direct access programgyienables political parties to promote their matis and
policies and to encourage voters to vote for tHenransitional societies this is usually free dqaecess airtime
of a certain duration, often divided up betweennpwtional video clips and round-tables or other foraf

discourse, during the campaign period on state an&b long as the set rules are adhered to, ttedlbaster’s
role is purely technical. The content of campaigreatising is the responsibility of political pa$, not the
broadcaster. Only in exceptional cases of hatectpaecitement to riot etc will the broadcasterussf to run a
campaign advertisement.

2) news and current affairs provide voters with anial and accurate information about political tjgs to

enable them to make informed choices. The newse@nimto be an independent source of informatiotindis
from party campaigning. What broadcasters may dengio be in the public interest is not necessarifat

political parties may like to get across. The neaess as an antidote to campaigning, in which the o

journalism is vital. It is the duty of journalidis inform, seek, probe, ask uncomfortable questankshold those
in power accountable.

The problem arises when news does not fulfil itsper function and the appropriate ethical and msiémal
standards are wanting. What controls can be impdsegrevent political bias in news broadcasts ichsu
situations? Muzzling the media and destroying thecil role of journalism in the electoral processot the
solution. Unfortunately, however, this is the ma&thRussia has chosen to deal with its unruly medlithe
forthcoming parliamentary election on 7 Decembe®R0Russia’s amended electoral laws are so haeth th
many observers fear that they may lead to a mouatoon free speech.

Officially the new laws are meant to eliminate unfeampaigning and the worst excesses that haveethar
Russia’s past elections, in which the whole ranigdirty tricks and what Russians call “black PR’Veabeen
employed. State-controlled or state-affiliated cteds were the main culprits in the last parliamgnédection in
1999; and the practice of paying journalists farofarable coverage is widespread. It is unlikelywvbweer, that
the new laws will right any of these offences.



According to the law “On Basic Guarantees of ElmtdRights and the Right of Citizens of the Russian
Federation to Participate in a Referendum” of 12eJA002, the media are virtually denied a roleejporting
political party activities. It is prohibited for jmnalists to comment on party programmes and gajdb analyse
the play of political forces; to make predictionsncerning the outcome of elections; to expose the
misdemeanours of candidates even if based on tiuthformation; to reveal contradictions and hypsgrin
past and present statements, etc — in effecti@lbtaples of journalism aimed at providing voteits necessary
information are denied.

This all-out ban on reporting stems from an extdgnbeoad definition of “campaigning” (agitatsiyah which
any comments on television, radio or the presshmwiewed as campaign advertising. Under the lamsn
programmes on television and radio must broadofstmation “without commentaries” or “preferentialliocation of
airtime (45:5); and content must be “objective ugate and not violate the equality” of parties eswdidates (45:2)

Only parties and candidates have the right to fede in campaigning, which is defined as an agtititat
“encourages or aims to encourage voters to vote dandidate, candidates, a list of candidategainst him (them/it)”
(2:4). Journalists and citizens are specificalbgjdalified from stating their views, as “views”pfaments”, “analysis” etc
are considered synonymous with campaigning. $tisgteaking, it is illegal to report that a partydidate received a
standing ovation, even if it is true, becauseyis smmething in favour of that candidate. No dititim is made between a
personal, subjective opinion and a well-argue@istant based on fact and logic. If the law is tdikerally, then, it turns
out that almost any election report can be campajgand it is illegal for media outlets to engageampaigning unless
it is paid for out of the campaign funds of thetypar candidate (48:5).

Such restrictive regulations placed on news coeeragke a mockery of the electoral process. Ifritenfion was to
strike a blow at manipulation in the media, it basn unsuccessful. The main victim of these réstiis the voter, who
is deprived of any information other than whatrsjled by political parties and candidates. Byaeimg the journalist
as mediator between the party and the voter the idoleft wide open for the voter to be manipulatyd party
propaganda. Yet it is surely the responsibilityelaiction officials to safeguard the voter’s rightknow. To deny the
media’s role in the electoral process is to bréakfindamental right of voters to be properly infed, sanctioned in
countless acts of international legislation, ad a®Russia’s Constitution in article 29, whichesahat all citizens have
the right to freedom of ideas and speech andé¢elfrseek, receive, transmit, produce and disségriimfarmation”.

It is also evident that the law shows a misguidegtetstanding of what news is, having transferrédré discretion out
of the hands of journalists to politicians. Thiasslic confusion between news and political adiregtis repeated in the
law’s requirement that all parties and candidatest et equal attention in news reports, regardietbeir importance.
It is common sense that the news cannot give egem#ss to a plethora of parties — 44 parties haveen
registered in the Russian election - many of whitdy be fairly minor or even frivolous. Equal acctssall
parties and candidates is a feature of the fretarige propaganda slots.

To achieve balanced coverage in the news doesqoiré equal access. Balance relates not to the aamunt of
coverage, but to fair coverage: an equitable arghéwanded allocation of time to the main partiest thave
sufficient popular backing. The principle of equitybased on the idea that it is fairer to the jguidl give more
air time to main political parties than minor pesti because these parties have larger popular r$uppd
therefore most people want to know how they caacaftheir future.

Equity is the most suitable system of allocatingirae to parties in the news because it is basetewels of
popular support; just as news is based on levepiblic importance — that is, what is “newsworthilthough
minor parties should receive some coverage depgnaiintheir significance, they do not generate thme
interest as the mainstream parties, nor do thegllyscontain sufficient campaigning information jtestify the
same coverage.

If the Russian law is largely unacceptable, itl®ainworkable. No media outlet would be able toitdgob
without violating some part of the law. The harsdmef the law is underpinned by the fact that tisations can
lead to the suspension of a media outlet duringcéimapaign period. If any part of the law is to Inforced, and
presumably that is its purpose, it can only be rerfb selectively. No doubt, the usual suspectsbeilrounded up.
National state television channels have alreadgteit the law on two occasions by showing Presiflatib endorsing
his candidate for governor of St. Petersburg apgasting the Unified Russia Party, but the elettmyanmission has not
seen fit to penalise the stations or for that matte Putin, who violates a perfectly good law tipabhibits public
officials from using their posts to promote partiescandidates. If the law is enforced selectividgre is legitimate
concern that it will be used against media outtetsare not under Kremlin control and unwillingsend to the pressure
of central or regional authorities.

Worse still, the law acts to intimidate weaker raeglitlets into practising self-censorship for febbeing penalised.
Coupled with a general erosion of media freedoniRussia since the last general elections, andriicydar the recent



closure of TVS, the last private national televisgtation which has been replaced by a state-rotssphannel, the
country’s main channels are now entirely staterotieatl. This presents a serious threat to the sltyeand freedom of
news coverage in the forthcoming election.

It is unfortunate that the Russian response tdipalibias has been to inhibit the media, insteatrying to
create an enabling environment in which an indepetdedia could flourish. | would therefore likeltmk at
another case: an experiment at regulating newsrageethat was used very effectively in Cambodidhie
recent parliamentary election on 27 July 2003. é&dih this election is outside the ACEEEOQO regiodph’t
intend to focus on the Cambodian context as sugttopresent a model that is relevant for traosél societies

in general. This project, which | helped to set was conducted under the aegis of the United Nation
Development Programme (UNDP) and Cambodian Stateaid/ Radio. It was initiated and supported by the
National Election Committee. As a project, it reeel high acclaim from local electoral stakeholdarsl
international donors and observers; it is therefiteresting to examine as a possible blueprint dtver
transitional countries.

The challenge was to set up an election news bulbet national state television (TVK), which woufdroduce
standards of balance and impartiality to the cayemf political parties during the campaign peridde agreed
format was a special 15-minutes bloc with its owgd and jingle, inserted within the main eveningvsieln

past elections state media had almost exclusivelpted time to the ruling party, with virtually moverage of
opposition parties. Therefore, to achieve balarmmeerage it was decided to work out a formula sfributing

airtime to political parties, which the editors amgborters on the news would adhere to. The idesatwallocate
set percentages of air time to political partiethimnews based on the principle of equity. Thetggystem was
initially resisted by political parties and electiofficials because it was an unfamiliar concept ladnen finally

accepted, it became the programme’s most distctiark and was called Equity News.

According to international standards, equitablecation is determined by such factors as lengthcamdinuity

of the party’s existence, size of its membershxpe’t and strength of its organisation, the pantgjgresentation
in government, the number of candidates fieldedect visibility and other assumptions. Our cridewias based
on the number of seats held in parliament and theber of valid votes in the past two elections. ldaer it

was considered that past electoral success wasufiitient to ensure a fair distribution of timedanther

assumptions needed to be taken into account, sutttegact that incumbent parties always receiveemeedia

exposure than other parties in their period inceffand the Cambodian ruling party (the CPP) inipdar had

been receiving exclusive coverage for many yeansat therefore necessary to give a boost to opposnd

emerging parties, which had not had the same oppitigs.

The final percentages of airtime designated foitipal parties were reached as follows: takingtthtal average
based on seats and votes of all parties, 20% watsasted from the ruling party’s 56% to distributeother
parties. The point was to bring the share up to 1@%he 20 minor parties in the race; and to gheeremainder
to the main opposition party. The ruling party’sipr coalition partner retained its percentage dasethe total
average of seats and votes, neither gaining nandpgiven its position both as a coalition partaed an
opposition party.

Without going into detailed calculations, the peteges decided on are worth giving in order to sttmawratio
between the parties: the ruling party received 4f%irtime; the coalition partner - 27%; the majyposition
party which had never received coverage on statiarteefore — 19%; and the minor parties a total @¥b.
Although there was inevitably some disagreemenuttiee formula, it was seen as a fundamental imgment
on the past and approved by the National Electiom@ittee and the Ministry of Information.

The percentages were not meant to apply to anynews bulletin but as the target to be achievechbyend of
the campaign. This meant following the stop-watdle.rResults had to be calculated regularly to nsake the
timing did not get out of kilter. It was also impant in making decisions on reporting assignmemd a
balancing time constraints with news values.

Balance is not only based on quantitative, but glsalitative criteria (time and tone). It is notgfel if the time
allocated to a party is fair, but the content impéetely negative. In Equity News this did not pasproblem as
UNDP acted as arbiter and shared editorial funstidiro uphold the principle of impartiality and arcacy
involves taking a professional and ethical stancé,one that can be mathematically controlled. Hemeif the
mathematical quota assigned to political partiee$pected, the amount of bad publicity that carageoss is at
least contained. Codes of conduct are meant toldm#tbical standards, but self-regulation is anedi system
and something with a bit more clout might work bettAn advisory regulatory body consisting of litoasters,
political parties and public figures to act as tats, to make recommendations and deal with comiglam the
course of the campaign is one possible way of dgaliith this problem. Another is for broadcasters a
political parties to sign a memorandum of undeditagn with the electoral commission, pledging ethiaad



professional standards of conduct during the elasti where the onus lies on an agreement on thes tef
engagement during elections.

Equity News was a success with viewers, promptiagussion in the press about what was or was adf'.'fA
participatory element was introduced by solicitergail comments; at the end of the programme selettats
would be read by the presenter. Engaging the publdiscuss concepts related to electoral issuéisnway
can be considered a voter education initiative.

Some criticism of the programme came from smalkatips who were dissatisfied with their collectii@%
airtime, but in many cases they were too disorgahts justify serious coverage. An attempt was ntadgve
more time to minor parties that had fielded cantdiglan all districts, but this did not often havéearing on
their efficiency. The only scandal that erupted wasversely from the main opposition party (SRR#t thad
most to gain from equitable news coverage, hawingped from nought-something in past elections &.18he
party called a press conference with much hullab&doannounce that it was “withdrawing” from Equitews
on the grounds that it was biased against the party

Equity News did not agree with the accusation aeplied accordingly, referring as well to the pasty’
misconception of the news. It was pointed out thatparty could not “withdraw” from the news, thmetws was
in the public sphere and that, indeed, if the pditiynot want to give interviews, that was its pgative, but
TVK crew members would continue to film party raflias this was their duty to the electorate. Weained,
therefore, like a plan to tarnish the news progranamd make the party appear a martyr, did notagewith the
public or press. In a statement by the party ottyeunderstanding” with Equity News the incideatre to an
end.

As an experiment, what is unusual about the EqgNigys project was that the set percentages forigullit
parties were made public. Most of the large brostiteg corporations follow the stop watch rule teseme
balance in their coverage, but their formulas, bas® some version of equity, remain as a guidarfdrouse
use. The virtue of this experiment was that evéngthwas deliberately open and transparent to iespir
confidence in the work of the news bulletins an@mable everyone to see for themselves that theilest were
followed. It meant that balanced coverage wouldutieproof and could be publicly checked. The iesaould
not be secretly manipulated without the knowledfjenedia monitoring units set up by local and intgronal
organisations.

By making the percentages public, Equity News sthet precedent in Cambodia that could succeedazdal
for other developing democracies. The method wdrksause it is open and transparent. This makes it
particularly effective in countries where there is:

- deep cynicism about the government’s intentions
- little trust in the neutrality of the media
- imbalanced coverage in previous elections

In post-communist countries (of which Cambodia me)odeep-seated feelings of distrust in governraeaita
legacy of totalitarian rule, which had absolutetcolnof the channels of information and perpetuatesystem of
lies and cover-ups. Trust can only be built onracstre that is formal, fair and open. The valughaf Equity
News model is in its simplicity: once the quotas assigned, there can be no manipulation in théaribdt is
not open to public scrutiny.

One could envisage this model applied to the Raossituation, given that an appropriate rationalerewe
developed for allocating percentages to Russiaks ifiiain parties and criteria determined to deah wdme of
the more significant parties from the remaining B&tead of trying to repress the workings of thedia, it
would be more constructive as a general rule téatommedia outlets in sensible ways with the ainmarfturing
the democratic values of public debate and freedpe



