Creating space for global dialogue:

A new independent global television service
A proposal to the World Civil Society Forum 

by the Global Television Initiative

1. Motivation

Globalisation is a fact of life. It has its advantages. And it has disadvantages – mainly for those who are expected to play along without having much say in the rules. While the North* sets the terms of reference that best suits its needs, the South remains marginalised in most respects - economically, socially and culturally. At present, intensifying globalisation is threatening to increase this marginalisation and, by implication, the hegemony of the North, be it economic, cultural, religious, military or religious. Many people in the South perceive their own cultures and identities as being diminished and devalued.

Globalisation creates a global information society. But the flow of information in this society is not even. It is the media industry in the North and international broadcasters based in the North which set the agenda for the rest of the world and report according to the perceived interests of audiences in the North. Coverage, analysis and comment from a broader perspective which takes into account all sorts of different viewpoints are the exception. 

There is no mass medium that creates space for broad and fair dialogue in the global information society.  There is no global fourth estate to serve as a watchdog over global powers, be they states, regional unions or world organisations. Developments such as looming environmental disasters or the effects of uneven trade relations between the rich and the poor get noticed only when they reach obvious crisis proportions. Or if attention is drawn to them by way of violent protests.

Globalisation creates a global competitive media market – and some things just sell better than others. International broadcasters in particular tend towards increasing commercialisation in their battle for customers. Being first and on the spot assume prime importance. The focus is on action, catastrophe, casualties. Coverage is often reduced to sound-bite reporting, repetitive and shallow, designed for an audience that does not seek an understanding of complexities, but reassurance. The combined effect of the various offerings is not better news coverage but pseudo-information overload. The basic responsibility of media anywhere - to inform comprehensively, to provide an open forum for public debate, and to question comfortable orthodoxies - falls by the wayside.

Globalisation creates the need for citizens all over the globe to keep abreast of events in all corners of the world that might affect them. People in the South need to know about developments in the North regarding trade or foreign policies, for example. They need to get the relevant information at an early stage in order to enable them to influence those trends through dialogue. 

Only a few South-based media are able to afford correspondents in the North who could identify, research and present such news for their home markets. The result is that many broadcasting services in the South have no option but to use international services in the North for their own coverage of world events – and thus become totally dependent on organisations that report from their own (Northern) perspective.

People in the North also need to know about developments in the other half of the world. For this purpose, Northern media have their correspondents in the South - though not in sufficient numbers. And the gatekeepers of news, the editors, too often neglect events in the South, because they are perceived to be not sufficiently interesting for their market. As a result, people in the North are also ill-informed. 

Globalisation does not mean instant peace and stability. Violence, civil wars, internal strife and other conflicts will continue to be the sad order of the day and tend to dominate the news. But conflict does not erupt overnight and it should be the responsibility ofthe media, among others, to serve as an early warning system. The media, international broadcasters in particular, presently do not fulfill this role as potential peacekeepers. Similarly, international media usually leave the theatre of  conflict immediately after the heat of the battle has died down and do not monitor the ensuing process of conflict resolution and peacebuilding at all or thoroughly enough.  

Globalisation creates a global civil society. This civil society, however, organised in thousands and thousands of NGOs, is not sufficiently reflected in the media, especially in the output of international broadcasters, who, traditionally, have their sights trained on goings-on in governments and inter-governmental organisations. It is commonly understood that democracies cannot flourish without strong civil societies – but civil societies in turn cannot grow without the public forum provided by the media.

With all this in mind, the media’s answer to globalisation should be a new independent global television service (GTS) whose perspective will be neither that of the North nor the South, but of the world as a whole. GTS with professional international staff and controlled by an international supervisory body, working from a neutral base, will deliver a service to the world that is credible with the majority of world citizens and which will help to bridge real or perceived gaps between continents and cultures.

2. Objectives of a new independent global television service

GTS as a genuinely global service will

· be committed to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and thus respect all human beings, cultures and identities as equally important;

· be independent from governments, inter-governmental bodies, big business and other powerful institutions;

· inform its audience comprehensively and create space for an open and fair global dialogue; 

· act as global fourth estate to serve as a watchdog over global powers from a global perspective;

· deliver thorough analysis of global events and trends to enable its audience to develop an informed opinion;

· cover and discuss news in all parts of the world, with an emphasis on underreported areas, to enable its audience to gain a truly global view independent from national, regional or continental interests;

· contribute to peacekeeping - as an early warning system in regard to possible conflicts, and to peacebuilding - by monitoring the progress of solutions to such conflicts;

· identify, research and report events according to universally accepted journalistic standards of truthfulness and fairness;

· give  international civil society the attention which reflects its real importance to the world;

· present the various cultures and identities of the global community to an international audience and give television producers worldwide a chance to air their work;

· enhance coverage of world events and programme standards of television services worldwide by providing independent material to be re-broadcast by them.

In one sentence: GTS will create space for global dialogue on the basis of comprehensive information presented from a global perspective.

3. The programme of GTS

GTS is mainly a dialogue, news and background medium. It will not seek to re-invent the wheel. Its format will not differ fundamentally from that used by existing international broadcasters, but its content and manner of presentation will. There will be more time given to analysis and debate. It will avoid the breathlessness of continually chasing after ‘breaking news’. While not neglecting immediacy and actuality, it will favour a slower pace more likely to help viewers understand and not just consume information. Generally, the service aims at an audience with longer attention spans that wants more than superficial news bites.

The following types of programme are envisaged*:

· Global News and Views – 30’ every even hour on the hour: a comprehensive summary of  news, plus four to six in-depth stories (analysis, feature, interviews etc.)

· Global News – 15’ every uneven hour on the hour: a comprehensive summary of news 

· Global Topic – 30’ every six hours: in-depth feature, analysis, etc on the current topic of the day

· Global Debate – 45’ every six hours: discussion programme with participants who have in-depth knowledge of and/or are players in a particular current issue, either the “global topic” documented an hour earlier or any other relevant issue; discussions will take place either on location or by way of satellite link or both 

· Global Dialogue – 45’ every six hours: the dialogue will bring together personalities from various fields – journalism; religion; culture, arts and science; business and labour; politics and civil society; etc – to discuss topical issues in their respective area of competence

· Global Personalities – 45’ every six hours: in-depth personality interviews

· Global Perspectives – 30’ every six hours: documentaries from partner television stations

· Global Arts – 30’ every six hours: contributions from around the world on music, theatre, dance, literature, short films etc.

As audiences will change according to the different local times, programme segments – apart from the news, of course – can be repeated up to three times within 24 hours. 

The programme schedule will be kept extremely flexible to enable editors to include Global Extra whenever events demand continuous coverage and/or immediate analysis.
4. Organisation of GTS

The initiative towards establishing GTS will be driven by a Steering Committee comprising of personalities who are dedicated to the project and who will (hopefully) be identified during the World Civil Society Forum. This Committee will develop the project proposal further and organise continental meetings to launch support groups in Africa, the Americas, Asia/Australia and Europe. 

The Committee will – following proposals from the support groups – establish a Founding Committee composed of eminent personalities with a broadcasting background from around the world who have no direct and/or financial interest in existing broadcasting operations. They will decide on the sequence of further necessary steps to be taken. To begin with, they may invite outstanding international personalities such as nobel laureates, elder  statesmen and -women  or widely respected religious leaders to give the initiative the necessary global standing.

It is suggested that GTS will operate as a trust or a company not for gain. It will be supervised by a board of representatives of the global community. Its members will come from all continents, roughly according to the size of their populations. They will not represent any country or organisation, they will be appointed in their personal capacity on the basis of their commitment to the values of the UN-Declaration of Human Rights and universally accepted journalistic standards as well as their merits and experience. To avoid conflicts of interests the members must reside in a country which enjoys a minimum standard of freedom of the media. The first board will be appointed by the Founding Committee, any future vacancies will be filled by the board itself in accordance with the principles outlined above. 

The Board will set broad editorial guidelines and appoint the directors of the trust/company. Within the framework of the guidelines, the directors and their staff will enjoy editorial independence. To ensure continuous input from civil society, an Advisory Board of delegates from international NGOs will assist the Board.

The GTS centre will be based in a location outside the big or middle power states, preferably in the South. A network of bureaux and correspondents will be established around the world. These branches will work closely with freelance producers. Cooperation with other television services will be sought for programme exchanges.  

5. Funding

In the mid to long term GTS will operate as a self-sustaining trust/company generating income through a mix of fundraising, sponsorships and commercial activities. In the short term members of the Founding Committee as well as VIPs dedicated to the project will initiate fundraising on a large scale in their respective countries, regions and communities. Before starting operations sufficient funds and pledges must have been received for necessary investments and current expenditure for three years.

6. Probability  of realisation 

The time is ripe for a new independent global news television service. Toward the end of 2001, the ‘International Herald Tribune’ conducted a poll of 275 opinion leaders around the world. The results revealed a common understanding that this is indeed one world, but that it remains one of diverse cultures and diverging opinions – and that there is an intense desire for more dialogue. At the same time, the Swiss research institute Prognos asked German decision-makers in politics and business what measures, in their opinion, were urgently needed to ease present conflicts in the world. A more intensive dialogue between North and South came second on the list of priorities – right after  the need to find a better way of including the “Third World” in the world economy. 

The proposal to set up GTS was first presented to a workshop “Media in the Times of Crisis”, organised by the Friedrich Ebert Foundation in Geneva in early December 2001 and attended by senior editors and media practitioners from Botswana, Denmark, Germany, Indonesia, Kenya, Mexiko, Mozambique, Nepal, Peru, Switzerland, South Africa,  United States and Zimbabwe. They concluded, among others: “ Media in developing countries, in particular TV, depend heavily on international broadcasters such as CNN and BBCWorld for their international coverage, services which enjoy a de facto monopoly on news from crisis regions such as Afghanistan or the Middle East. Their coverage, however, is too often unbalanced and one-sided without events being contextualised. The “patriotism” demonstrated by these international broadcasters sets a dangerous precedent for other countries whose leaders demand similar “patriotism” from ‘their’ journalists. For journalists in the South journalism in the North is increasingly losing its credibility and thus its function as a standard for their own practice.” And: “Serious thought should be given to a project to set up a new global news broadcasting service that serves the public interest of the peoples of the world along the lines of a truly independent public broadcaster, controlled by a board broadly representative of the global population. Such a service would be credible for the majority of world citizens, create space for global dialogue and help to bridge real and perceived gaps between continents and cultures.”

The workshop was reported on by a couple of Internet news services and the response from readers was wide and supportive. Senior broadcasters contacted so far also reacted positively: “wonderful project”, “it is so logical in these times”. There seems to be a window of opportunity: Politicians and business people have put global dialogue very high on their list of priorities – media experts react favourably to the GTS proposal – the civil society sector is considering the project seriously. Governments and the international business community must have an interest in a television news service that would contribute to the peaceful management of the effects of globalisation, both positive and negative. They need to be convinced that a broadcaster who promotes dialogue would be an essential tool for peacekeeping in the world. Therefore, members of the Founding Committee and VIPs should stand a good chance when they initiate fundraising on a large scale in their respective countries, regions and communities. 
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* “South” and “North” in this paper are used as political and not geographical terms.


* Please note that the following proposals are for illustration and calculation purposes only; final  decisions lie, of course, with the board, directors and staff.
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