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Experiments with

The government should have formulated a national media
policy before legislating the Prasar Bharati Act,
says Dr N Bhaskara Rao

AVING come inte Deing

hardly five months ago

Prasar Bharati is in the
news once again, The ordihance
based on which the Prasar Bharati
came into being will be allowed to
lapse on May & With every change
in the party in power if the Pragar
Bharati has to go through this
kind of unteartainty ardl change in
its very atructure can we expect
anything better from All India

el based on the ordinance But
what i8 causing concern pow is
that the lapse revives the provi-
gion of @ Z22-member Pariiamen-
tary Committes meant initially in
the Act to oversee the functioning
of the Prasar Bharatl. The ques-
tion is whether such a committee
amounts 6 sirbing the autonomy
af the Bodrd. The ordinance sarap
ped this provision with an explicit
view that it would erode the au.
tonomy of the corporation, In fact,
the then minister Mr $ Jaipal Red-
dy, won public kudos for doing
away with this very commitiee,
There cannot be any coniroversy
about the need for accountability
of the Board to the Parliament.
The iasue is of operational control
of MPs over and above the review
responsibility by the Standing
Committee of Parliament.

Of all political parties the BJP
was the only one which spelied out
at length an
on media in its election manifesto.
More specifically, the BJP promis-
ed t0 “improve the provisions of
the Prasar Bharati Act o Jet
Pragar Bharsti organise an effec-
tive public broadcasting system,
which would be accountable to
Parlisment but free fram govern.
mant control, immune from. politi-
cal influenice and senattive to the
diverse needs of Indian Boclety.”
Thiy intention was reitersied in
the BJF government's National
Agenda for governance S0 the

questton now is what improve
ments can be brought about in the
Pragar Bharsti and in such a way
that suscessive governments do
not propose further changes.

Long felt need

Parhaps no where in the world
has the government of a country
given up s control over the
powerful alectronic media as hap-
pened in India in 1997. All India
Radic (AJR) and Dootrdarshan
(DD} which were under govern-
ment control sines their inception,
now operate under an indepan-
dent Prasar Bharat{ Corporation.

For seven yeays after the Prusar
Bharatl A remained comatose
until the United Front government
abruptly declared its revival in
mid-1997. The Prasar Bharati Act

recognised imore than yaars
2go, The Prasar Bharati Bill which
besomes aparasisnal by tha-aid of
Novembar 1997 was rst Introduc
ed In Parliament way back in 1679,

The ATR nd Doordarshan net.
work is nwparalleled in the world
of broadcasting, both in terms of
size pnd resch. Doordarshan net-
works today comprise 1,000
transmitters and that of All Tndin
Radio about 20 stations including
94 FM stations. Over the years
tver Rs 40,000 crore has been in-
vested in both the media. The gov-
ernment has transferred all these
assetn to the new corporation with
no tags attached,

The Prassr Bharall Corporation
with responsibility for AIR and
Doordarshan iz 3 milestons in the
Indian madia scene. The Act en-
visages certein activist agenda for
Prasar Bharatl. The primary ob-
Jective of Prasar Bharatl {5 to “or
ganise and conduct publie droad:
casting servics to inform educate
mmmm Apwiri
from the citigen's
right to be informed frealy,

truthfully and objectively on all
matiers of public interest”. Any

changes envisaged in the Prasar

Bharati Act now should help the
Board endeavouy and achieve this
over riding ohjective.

Relevanca

As such the firat tagk for Prasar
Bharat! is to highlight the differ-
ence from state controlled media
to that of autonomous ones. Im-
proving broadessting in India,
today has to do more with improv-
ing the promumme velavancs,.
niewa credibility and transparency
in the operations. Prasar Rharati
huno'nemhmarntomylnthh
Tespect, except general percep
mdﬂumpubm

Reamucturing of programmes
both of AIR and Doordarshan has |
been the first preoccupation of the |
Frasar Bharsti Board, comprising |

10 members including one full-

tims exscutive member and the |
two Director General (of AIR and
DDy under the Act. There 15 provi
slon for two fulltime members,
one for finpnce and ancther fur
personnel, Where as the ordinance
providad for anly ope. fulltire
member (executive) thereby con-
cenirating the powers in the post
of Executive Mamber and also en-
abled M5 § Gill to ocoupy that
post. The Chairman of the Board
and other members are part time.
The Pragar Bharati Board, how-
ever, has become synonymous
“with § 8 Gill, As a part of thelr
ambitions endeavour, bailing out
of the media from being viewed as
sarkari iz the foremost.

Doordarshan

At the very outset, the Board
issued instructions to all those in-
volved in colleetion and reporting
news & the ‘'VIP gym-
drome’ int the news bullating end
reposition thamselves with con-
stant concern for objectivity. Sim.

from being initiated ‘oiflcially’.
TV serlals which have been the
mainstay of viewera are being re-
pramined with a view io de
emphasise the mania for
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mythologies and soaps Instead,
‘entertainment education’ type of

strengthen the international reach
of DD using INSAT-2C to some &0
countries in the Middle-East and
South Asia regions. A distinct
swatsgy as to the contents of
Doordarahen-international 18
what we should be debating first.

including the one in power, accus-
ing the media of partisan cover-

age.

Apart from apprehensions about
the future of the Broad n ita prea.
ent form, the availability of suffi-

kind of uncertainties. With the re-
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tinue fo support Prasar Bharoii
As such how autonomous this new

going for equity in the Prasar
Bharat! Corporation in place of
grantinaid But then there might
also be & re-think on the present
arrangement of “leasing” the as-
sets of Al India Radio and
Doordarshan to Prasar Bharati
Corporation for 8 token one rupee
Per annum.

The Prasay Bharati Act says
that the staffers have four months
to make up their minds, starting

15, 1997 as to whether
to remain with the government, or
to join the Prasar Bharati Corpor
ation. So far nothing has happened
on this front leaving the 48,000 am-
ployeas of All India Radio and
Doordarshan wondering about
their fate. Urgent Mnitiatives are
overdus in this vegard to ond the
impasse. Also, they need {o be mo-
tivated with a vision rather than
innundated with office memoa.

The Broadeast Bill awaiting
reintroduction in the 12th Lok
Sabha provides for a Broadcast
Authority to regulate the working
of the private broadeasters which
obviously implies the country hav:
ing two parallsl gystemz — one for
All India Radio and Doordarshan
and the other for private opera-
tors. Insteaad of two such separate
bodies, one regulstory bady for
public and private broadcasters iz
parhaps bettar,

*The option of combining the
Prasar Bharati Board and the

~ Tatféer The Gverdesing body, bring-

ing the public broadcasters and
the private broadcasters under
one regulation =nd leensing
umbrells will result in better co-
of broadecasters =mnd reduces
wastage and dupiication. In fact,
these ara the daye not only of co-
alitions but also of convergence.
Instead of going in for the
Prasar Bharati Act and a Broad-
cast Bill first and then talking of
a media palicy it would have bene
fited the nation if it went the other
way arvund. The sooner the
uncertainty about Prasar Bharati
is ended, the better it wouid be for
ita credentials and capacity ¢o
cope with the ever mounting com.
petition in the country from pri-
vate broadeasting from within and
outside. The independent nature
of tha Broed or its tenure should
naver again be an iscus of conten.
tionr between political partiss,

The writer la Chairman
Centre for Madia Studies
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