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International Media Support (IMS) — The responsibility of the media community

Toward a media regulatory reform in the Middle East and
North Africa

On 3-4 November 2013, International Media Support and Forum des Alternatives Maroc brought together in
Casablanca a group of human rights defenders, legal experts, academics, and representatives from journalist
unions and syndicates across the Middle East and North Africa to facilitate dialogue and exchanges of valuable
knowledge on media law reform processes in the region.

This essay by Yavuz Baydar is one of three that reflects on some of the discussions at the meeting. Two
other essays are available on International Media Support’s website: Press laws and media freedom: needed
reforms, by Toby Mendel, Executive Director at Centre for Law and Democracy (http://www.i-m-s.dk/wp-
content/uploads/2014/04/press-laws-and-media-reform-essay-tobymendel.pdf), and Joint action key to
media reform: the case of  Tunisia, by Kamel Labidi (http://www.i-m-s.dk/wp-
content/uploads/2014/04/joint-action-tunisia-essay-kamellabidi.pdf).

The responsibility of the media community
By Yavuz Baydar, journalist and co-founder of P24, the Platform for Independent Journalism

Journalists around the world are constantly engaged in an ongoing endevaour to develop and define their
own profession. Some of the fundamental issues we take on have to do first and foremost with ourselves:
how we abide by ethical standards and perform according to professional codes of conduct. These defining
boundaries of our profession must be institutionalised in the daily routines and newsroom cultures in which
we work, to push back against political and economic influence - powers which our journalism has to
monitor and report on.

Human rights defenders, legal experts, academia, and representatives from journalist unions and
syndicates across the Middle East and North Africa met in late 2013 in Morocco to discuss this
ongoing challenge.

In the session Institutional structures: Ethics and internal codes of conducts, participants displayed
their vast knowledge and diverse backgrounds from a variety of professional fields. Over the course
of the session they attempted to diagnose the root causes for shortcomings in abiding by ethical
standards and behind the lack of commitment to work according to professional codes of conduct.

Journalists are obliged to serve the public. Citizens should be equipped with the truth, so that they
can decide individually and collectively on the type of governance they desire. For this to be possible,
journalism must expand upon and safeguard its own freedom, independence and diversity.

In the Middle East and North Africa where the push for historical change is evident, part of the
immense challenge to expand upon these fundamental values is to avoid the undue influence of
economic and political powers, so that journalists may enable the public to decide independently on
a well-informed basis.

As the meeting participants agreed, media outlets across the Middle East and North Africa are
prone to editorialising the news because of this undue influence, producing content that expresses
opinions rather than reporting the news in a truthful manner.

This has two primary causes: journalists are forced by political polarisation and factionalism to take
sides, and they fall victim to economic interests that diminish the essence of their profession.

The undermining of the journalistic profession is linked to the difficult relationship between
editorial independence and media ownership. The often systemic undue influence over newsrooms
that owners exert leads to news that caters not to the interests of the public but to the interests
of the owners, and of powerful political and religious actors.
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As noted by the participants, the lack of transparency in ownership in the region makes it hard to
assess whose interests are being served and where the, threats to editorial independence come
from.

Pushing for change from within

So how should we push back against these threats? If journalists are to truly expand upon and
secure their profession’s basic values of freedom, independence and diversity, they must
consistently push themselves as a community to adopt and abide by ethical standards and codes of
conduct.

But this will not do it alone. As participants noted, this consistent pressure from within the media
community needs to go hand-in-hand with both a strengthening of journalist unions so that they
may improve job security for journalists, as well as the establishment of regulatory systems.

Whether such systems are most effective in a statutory, co-regulatory, or self-regulatory
configuration may vary from country to country, and depends also on the willingness and ability of
the state to support it or take a constructive part in it.

It is no easy task to set up a regulatory system or to strengthen the unions which work to
promote the interests of journalists, but the media communities in the Middle East and North
Africa need crucially to take it on. Without strong institutions, journalists are left to fight for
themselves against the pressure and influence from owners and other external actors that seek to
exert their power.

What is the next step?

So how do we bring about these changes? Participants at the meeting came up with a variety of
recommendations that may provide a first step.

In the area of media ownership, laws that regulate funding, financial transparency, and ownership
should be scrutinised throughout the region to work towards separating newsrooms from owners.
Laws that may provide for this come in restrictive and expansive forms. Restrictive legislation can
prevent government control and ownership by for instance political and religious groups, whereas
expansive legislation may provide for pluralism and diversity in ownership.

For codes of conduct and ethical standards, the participants emphasised the need to make clearer
the distinction between news and opinion, and the need for training of journalists in ethical
guidelines so that they are better aware of the standards they must adhere to. As mentioned, this
must be paired with stronger unions and improved protection of journalists in the form of better
job security and wages that will sustain them so that they are not prone to corruption.

In terms of regulatory systems, participants noted that a voluntary system could be an option in
the absence of political will to support statutory regulation or co-regulation led by the media
community. Setting up voluntary self-regulatory bodies is a difficult exercise because it leaves the
system with little leverage when acting on complaints from and against the media. Even so,
mechanisms that enforce adherence to codes of ethics and conduct must be established - either in
the individual form of ombudsmen or as collective systems such as media councils. Without them,
the media communities across the Middle East and North Africa will remain vulnerable to the
weaknesses of the journalistic profession and external influence from those who seek to exploit
the media to promote their own interests.
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