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How can we introduce sustainable
journalism and media selt-regulation?
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There is a broad consensus among
academics, researchers and media
practitioners all over the world
that the long-standing legacy of
journalism has come under severe
strains from various internal and
external factors. Bangladesh is no
exception to this global trend. This
calls for serious rethinking about
the sustainability of this important
profession, known as the vanguard
of democratic principles, freedom
of expressions and citizens’ right to
know.

Under an international media
fellowship ~ programme  named
“Media Regulation in a Democratic
IFramework,” organised by NIRAS
Sweden, FOJO Media Institute,
Global Reporting Sweden, and
International Media Support, a tecam
of six professionals from Bangladesh
comprising journalists, educators and
leaders of national and international
media CSOs were invited to Sweden
in May this year to learn first-
hand about these issues. Vietnam,
Cambodia and the Philippines are
also participating in this one-year
fellowship programme.

The concept of sustainable
journalism started taking shape in
2017 when three Western researchers
— P Berglez, U Olausson, and M Ots
suggested integrating environmental,
social, and economic challenges
of journalism. This particular
angle of linking quality journalism
with three pillars of sustainable
development  (economic  growth,
environmental protection and social
equality) became popularly known as
sustainable journalism. Lars Tallert,
a leading advocate of the concept,
observed that sustainable journalism
“regards journalism as a lever for
sustainability.” He also suggested that
transparency was a precondition for
sustainable journalism.

The concept of sustainable
journalism is yet to get currency in
Bangladesh; however, another term
named “development journalism”
was prevalent in the mid-80s. During
the 1990s, the issues of political
corruption, transparency, and
accountability gaps in the planning,
implementation and monitoring of
various government projects came
under media spotlight in Bangladesh.
Some researchers also focused on
public trust issues, questioning the
decline of the media’s own credibility
in the public eye, for toeing the
official line, instead of conducting
public-interest journalism. A
recent study of Management and
Resources Development Initiative
(MRDI) found that factual quality
reporting in news is only one factor
that determines media trust. For
Bangladesh’s news media users, “trust

In terms of the media’s
own transparency

and accountability
mechanism, there is

a serious governance
deficit in Bangladesh’s
media sector. For
example, assets and
balance sheets are not
disclosed to the public
or income from oflicial
advertising reported.
On the other hand,
except a few leading
media houses, not
many journalists get
paid on time regularly,
and bonus or festival
allowances are issues
to be frowned upon by
many media owners.

is based on a complex mix of factors,
including  tradition,  availability,
personal economics, and personal
relationships — among many others.”

For this international fellowship
programme, the Bangladesh team’s
assumption was that “the practice
of quality journalism for increasing
the public trust in media leads to its
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in Bangladesh is varied among
various stakeholders and not aligned
with the international standards
and benchmarking; b) Bangladesh
media leaders and professionals are
worried about the declining media
trust. However, they tend to put the
blame mostly on the external factors,
sidelining the media’s own failures
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The concept of sustainable journalism is yet to get currency in Bangladesh.

business viability.” This assumption is
based on the general perception that
Bangladeshi media has been losing
the public trust for various reasons.
Three focus group discussions
(FGDs) were carried out for the
purpose of the Bangladesh study.

Participants included journalism
educators, professional journalists
and media leaders representing

various journalist associations and
forums. Among 26 participants,
22 were male and four female.
In addition, five key informants’
interviews (KIs) were also conducted
involving two English newspaper
editors, one executive editor of a TV
channel, one executive director of an
INGO, and a senior female reporter of
a leading Bangla daily.

The findings of this study are: a)
the concept of sustainable journalism
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Among the three strategies for
addressing  climate change -
mitigation, adaptation, and loss
and damage (L&D) - the latter
two continue to suffer from
interpretational ambiguities.
Adaptation does not have an
agreed definition under the climate
regime. Loss and damage is not yet
considered as a third strategy by
developed countries. But developing
countries don’t agree. Under
the Paris Agreement, developing
countries have won Article 8 on
L&D, but it is bereft of any liability
and compensation claims. Article
8.3 talks of climate action and
support for averting, minimising
and addressing loss and damage.
Averting and minimising L&D can
be taken care of largely through
mitigation and adaptation. But what
about addressing L&D? Finance
for situations pre- and post-climate
disasters is just a fraction of the total
global support.

Action and adequate support are
not evident at a minimum level even
for adaptation. The citizens of 46
Least Developed Countries (LDCs)
still receive less than a cent a day
as adaptation support. Even more
disquieting is that over two-thirds of
adaptation finance comes as loans
for the LDCs, which is creating a
new “climate debt trap.” A number
of reasons can be ascribed to this: a)
adaptation continues to be viewed
as bringing in only local or national
benefits. Even with increasing
transboundary and second-order
climate impacts, the framing of
adaptation as a global public good
is not gaining enough traction yet

countries further worse off.

However, the annual climate
summit last year (COP26) established
a dialogue up until 2024 in response
to a demand by the developing
countries for a dedicated facility
for climate loss and damage. The
Climate Vulnerable Forum (CVF),
then led by our prime minister,
strongly lobbied for highlighting the

in maintaining effective internal
governance standards; and c) there is
a strong urge from media leaders and
practitioners to develop functional
media code of conduct and improving
self-regulations.

It also transpired during those
FGDs and KIs that media leaders
are unable (o implement media self-
regulation or practise sustainable
journalism for several reasons. First,
the idea of sustainable journalism is
not endorsed by the media owners or
entrepreneurs, who received media
licences using political connections.
So, their loyalty is towards the
political masters only, not to the
readers or audiences. Second, some
senior media leaders are aware of
the need for practising sustainable
journalism, but cannot do so because
of overpoliticisation of the profession.

Third, a majority of the participants
are not fully aware about global
practices on media self-regulation
issues. For example, the media
ombudsperson concept as widely
practised elsewhere is seemingly
unheard of in Bangladesh. One online
Bangla outlet introduced an in-house
ombudsperson and it was widely
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hailed as a trend-setter. Later, it was
revealed that this was done to attract
foreign grants. Once it was secured,
the post became ineflectual.

Some forms of media self-
regulation exist in Bangladesh,
with little practice or no knowledge
about it. For example, Bangladesh
has a Code of Conduct initiated
by the government through the
Bangladesh Press Council in 1993.
There is a component under this
code of conduct that outlined several
indicators known as Form Ka (Form A),
covering objectivity, impartiality and
integrity issues, which a new journalist
needs to sign before commencing
duties. Unfortunately, not many new
journalists are aware of this form,
nor is there any evidence that would
suggest that media managements are
eager to implement it.

Few newspapers have their own
editorial guidelines, but they are
not publicly available. Only one
Bangla daily has its own style guide
in following the spellings. In terms
of the media’s own transparency
and accountability  mechanism,
there is a serious governance deficit
in Bangladesh’s media sector. For
example, assets and balance sheets
are not disclosed to the public or
income from official advertising
reported. On the other hand, except
a few leading media houses, not many
journalists get paid on time regularly,
and bonus or festival allowances are
issues to be frowned upon by many
media owners.

Bangladesh tap into
mainstreaming sustainable
journalism through actionable media
self-regulations. A collaborative
approach involving all relevant
stakeholders is needed to make
a strong footprint of sustainable
journalism in  Bangladesh. In
the recently-concluded first-ever
Sustainable Journalism Partnership
Conference in Sweden, it was agreed
that MRDI and the FOJO Media
Institute of Sweden would soon set
up a Sustainable Journalism Centre
in Bangladesh.

Some of the suggested action plans
could be: a) developing an editorial
guideline and making it public; b)
be inclusive and practise diversity
in newsroom; c¢) develop gender
policy; d) set up an “accuracy cell” to
monitor fairness and balance in news
reporting; e) appoint in-house media
ombudsperson; f) introduce readers/
audience segment called “Face the
Readers/Audience” and respond (o
queries from the public on a quarterly
basis; g) introduce “Reporter of the
Month” awards, appoint a focal point
on the right to information; and
h) disclose financial balance sheet
online. This is also an opportunity for
Bangladeshi media houses to improve
their internal governance system.

Whatis more important now is that
media leaders in Bangladesh must
introduce some form of “inward” or
“outward” self-regulatory mechanism
to adhere to basic professional
standards of accuracy and fairness to
regain public trust.

should

defined on moral grounds

conceptualisations: one is that L&D
entails liability and compensation,
and the other is about risk
management and insurance. But
developing countries have lost the
fight under the Paris Agreement for
the first meaning. We may recall that
under Article 4.8 of the UNFCCC,
insurance was adopted as a response
to the claims by small island states

L&D as a broader concept also includes non-economic L&D (NELD) - i.e. loss of lives, loss of habitats, loss of
culture, and mental sufferings.

at the political level; b) adaptation
is blurred with development, and
developed countries consider that
developing countries for their own
interests have to climate-proof their
development; ¢) middle and higher-
income developing countries focus
more on mitigation and related
technologies than adaptation; and
d) adaptation does not stop climate
change, and more such investments in
developed countries inhibit ambitious
mitigation,  making  developing

L&D agenda. Then as a token gesture,
the Scottish government came up
with two million pounds, and some
other entities responded with little
amounts including Denmark just
recently. Now, upon insistence of the
Group of 77 in June, the Convention
Secretariat agreed to include L&D
financing as an agenda for the
upcoming COP27.

One reason behind the lack of
progress on L&D is that it has no
agreed definition yet. Literature
shows there are mainly two
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of compensating for damages from
climate change impacts back in 1992,
but insurance for the vulnerable
communities is still not included.
Besides, insurance can cover only
rapid-onset disasters, with unknown
probabilities, and not the slow
onset events like land degradation,
sea level rise, loss of biodiversity,
thawing of permafrost, melting of
glaciers, etc. These slow-onset events,
with known probabilities, cause more
losses and damages over time, like a
slow poison.

However, developing countries
are one in defining L&D as “beyond
adaptation,” i.e. residual damages
which cannot be adapted to. But L&D
as a broader concept also includes
non-economic L&D (NELD) - i.e.
loss of lives, loss of habitats, loss of
culture, and mental sufferings. These
NELD issues cannot be valued in
economic terms.

There is a better argumentative
and discursive power in highlighting
the L&D issues for public legitimacy
and better political traction.

Economic rationality to
address climate change
is not taking us far.

The “polluter pays”
principle, the most
cardinal solution, though
applied nationally in
many countries, is not
applied at the global
level. The temporal and
geographical distance
of benefits from climate
investments and the
perceived free-riding
stand in the way of
adequate financing for
action.

Quantitative assessments of global
and national-level L&D will generate
a visible evidence base, which
cannot be overlooked by developed
countries. So, the CVF is publishing
the Third Vulnerability Monitor soon.
This means there will be no blurring
of L&D with development efforts. The
Global South now commands a rock-
solid unity behind the L&D agenda;
this was evident at COP26 and at
the Bonn Intersessional in June. So
we have a dedicated agenda on L&D
finance at COP27.

Arguments for grants will be
stronger to address L&D issues on
moral/ethical grounds. Climate-
induced displacement as an

increasingly important issue is also
likely to have better traction under
L&D, which is already recognised,
but no support for action is there
yet. The increasingly sharpened
climate attribution science can serve
as the aide de camp for graphical
presentation of the direct and
indirect losses and damages from
climate change.

The question is: how do we inject
these considerations into individual
and social consciousness globally?
This is where there is a need for
alternative framings of L&D in
the UNFCCC process. Economic
rationality to address climate change
is not taking us far. The “polluter
pays” principle, the most cardinal
solution, though applied nationally
in many countries, is not applied at
the global level. The temporal and
geographical distance of benefits
from climate investments and the
perceived free riding stand in the way
of adequate financing for action.

So there is a need for an alternative
framing of L&D that is grounded on
moral reasoning about the harms
being inflicted by major emitters,
not deserved at all by the vulnerable
countries and communities. This is
grossly unjust and unfair. Increasing
L&D from extreme events as the
new normal is violating our basic
development and human rights
in many ways. This reasoning is
likely to have better and deeper
resonance and strike the humane
chords of empathy, individually
and socially, and engender greater
global solidarity and action. Some
literature shows that ethical or
moral reasoning have better impact
on generating pro-environmental
behaviour, because when issues are
viewed as moral, impetus for action
is higher. But such a framing of L&D
is not there yet. So, let us amplify
the voice of our prime minister, who
just days back in New York, sounded
very hard on continued inaction in
climate diplomacy.



