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The most worrying thing about the Media Council Bill is the fact that it is an Act of Parliament at all and that alone makes one suspicious of some of the political motives that may lay behind it.  

It is my understanding that in most other western countries, press councils are independent bodies formed by the profession itself – although in the UK it was only formed at virtual gunpoint after Tony Blair’s Government said it would instigate strict newspaper laws unless the media made a serious effort at self-regulation.  So you could argue that the Bermuda media have only themselves to blame for not forming one first but I suspect they figured – not entirely unreasonably - that the Island was too small to warrant one and that most complaints could be settled fairly straightforwardly. 

I have serious concerns about the proposed make up of the Council. Why are there more non-media members (6) than media representatives (5)? In most other jurisdictions (UK, Ontario, Sweden and Australia, for example), the split is equal – or in some cases, weighted in favour of the media. 

The effectiveness of the Council will depend very much on the calibre of people selected. 

One would hope that the lay members would be made up of fair-minded and objective people without political or personal axes to grind. It would help if some of them had at least a basic understanding of the media’s role and how it works. It would perhaps be a good idea to have someone from Consumer Affairs appointed as a member. The media representatives need to be of a similar calibre that can rise above the petty jealousies that often exist between them. They would be there to serve the public, not their own interests. 

I am not, in principle, against the establishment of a press council, providing it sticks to its stated mandate – to maintain and promote professional standards and provide a an effective channel for genuine complaints against the media. Just because you disagree with Bill Zuill’s editorial or Larry Burchall’s column does not justify a complaint. The Council must, above all, do its utmost to preserve freedom of speech and the media’s vital role in a democracy to question and investigate. At the merest hint of censorship or Ministerial interference, I would hope the media representatives would resign en masse.

Although the Bermuda media is a model of probity compared to the UK tabloids or Fox News, it arguably wields more power because of the small size of the Island where mistakes can have a much more damaging effect. Indeed I would venture to say that most complaints against the Bermuda media are about sloppy reporting and sheer incompetence as opposed to the more serious issues of maliciousness, invasion of privacy and harassment that concern other countries. If the council can establish a clear code of conduct and, as the bill states, “promote training and excellence in journalism” and “foster relations between the local media and the community”, I think that would be to everyone’s benefit. 

The question of standards, though, is an interesting one. Will the Worker’s Voice be held to the same standards as The Royal Gazette? Will ZBM and VSB be treated differently to CITV? The Bill also does not really address the growing number of local online news sources, blogs and social media that are rapidly changing the media landscape.  They are all “media broadcasters” and any code of practice must also surely extend to them and they should have representation on the Council. In fact I would like to see six media representatives – two each from print, TV/radio and online.

The other perhaps unintentional benefit of a Media Council is that it might deflate some of the self-righteous arrogance that pervades much of the media, not just in Bermuda. We can’t campaign for PATI legislation or tighter corporate checks and balances and not expect to be held accountable ourselves. 

The media reaches into everybody’s lives every single day and produces the first draft of our history. It is a huge responsibility that I don’t think some members of the local media takes seriously enough sometimes, especially in this digital age where information travels at warp speed and mistakes may never be corrected. 

We have an obligation to do everything in our power to make sure we get things right and be seen to correct promptly when we don’t. A Media Council run fairly and objectively could help raise the standards for everyone from the Gazette to the humble blogger – and that wouldn’t be a bad thing.   

