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Legislative framework at country level which is generally a major obstacle to the

growth of community broadcasting;

Issues of institutional and financial sustainability;

ICTs which present new opportunities but in the same light bring in new

difficulties due to affordability;
Diversity of adaptation to the commercial environment;

Actual sustainable impact that community radios have produced is lacking and

experiences have not been recorded systematically; and

Lack of strategic plans, just to mention a few.

NEW TECHNOLOGIES AND THE FUTURE

Despite the challenges, the emergence of new technologies, particularly mobile
telephony, is contributing to audiences participating in programming. Mobile

telephony has exploded in the region and there is coverage even in very remote
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areas that have not benefited from telephony before. Audiences are able to call

during call-in programmes or even text messages giving their opinions.

Access to information and communication technologies (ICTs) such as Internet,
e-mail and CD-ROM has an important role to play in rural contexts to reduce
poverty and enhance social-economic development by providing and improving

flows of information and communication.

Community radios, in combination with new technologies, are likely to be in-
creasingly useful in removing barriers and in-
creasing effectiveness in terms of knowledge
sharing. The convergence between radio
and the Internet will provide new strength
to community radio. Not only will com-
munity radios get empowered to reach new
latitudes, but also Internet users will learn
from a participatory experience, which is ex-
pected to contribute much to social change.
This will allow a nexus between digital and
traditional media, as well as establish a link-

age between the radio station and Internet.

Some of the envisaged benefits that ICTs can bring to community radio in
the Eastern and Southern Africa region include excellent new technologies for
recording, mixing, editing and transmission. The digital audio recorder and audio
computer editing, as well as the sending of sound programmes electronically
as attachments, will be part of the new way forward. Another benefit will be
that of creating awareness of research findings in diverse areas of interest to the
community. Others are mobilising community for best practices, simplifying
research findings, translating into user languages, and providing radio with

additional tools to serve the information needs of the community.

Community radio’s potential for enabling local people to relay local content
in locally-used languages can be linked to the provision of computer training,

access to Internet and other digital resources.



PERSPECTIVES AND EXPERIENCES FROM EASTERN AND SOUTHERN AFRICA 59

The use of the Internet will enhance communities’ knowledge base, which
can be incorporated into the radio programmes hence enriching them with

diverse information.

It is anticipated that in this process of appropriating new technologies, the
local users will have the capacity to invent their own words and to rename the
hardware. In other words, ICTs will give a new dimension to the bottom-up flow
of information. The community radio stations will have access to much more

information than those based on transmission only.

Community radio is leading to real change in people’s lives. Experiences from the
region demonstrate that it is playing a significant role in facilitating community
and national ownership of development agendas. Firstly it registers the extent
and experiences of a community (be they of poverty or marginalisation) in
a community’s own words. Through community media’s familiarity with
the local articulation of rights and demands, it also enforces accountability

among stakeholders.

CONCLUSION

Experiences from East and Southern Africa demonstrate community radios as
excellent tools for facilitating participation, empowerment, stabilisation and

positive development through widening the horizon of listeners.

The radio stations have provided choices to the listening community who have
become subjects of their own development. However the community stations
need to constantly be guided by asking whether the stations are serving the
purpose of giving voice, are they demand-driven and whether programming

addresses community issues.

Community radio can generate the changes necessary in development. After all,

it is not exactly money that creates development. People do!
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Enough Watching. It’s Time for Doing.
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n Mali broadcasters search the Internet to find answers to listeners’ questions,
translate them to local languages, and encourage discussion and learning
around issues of public interest. Without the Internet Mali’s rural radio
stations used a handful of old books and last week’s newspaper as main sources
of information, but with access and training they are able to find information on
the Internet and help discover solutions to community problems. They are only
able to do this because visionary policies and programmes enabled community

radio and provided them with Internet access and training,.

Technological developments have often been favourable to community radio.
In the 1940s the introduction of FM technology in the United States made
community radio possible because it allowed for more stations at a time when
the AM dial was already filling up in urban areas. A few decades later, in the
1980s and 1990s, a new generation of community broadcasters was able to get
on the air thanks to technological advances that dramatically reduced the cost of

transmitters and production equipment.

But it would be a mistake to think that these developments, and many others,

were solely technology-driven.

In the case of FM radio in the United States, community broadcasters starting
up were only be able to make use of FM because a visionary policy adopted in
1945 reserved 20 percent of the new FM frequencies for non-commercial and
educational broadcasting. Without this policy commercial broadcasting would
have quickly monopolized the FM spectrum and the left side of the dial (the
reserved frequencies are from 87.9 MHz — 92 MHz) would have sounded pretty
much like the right.

Similarly the low-cost equipment introduced later only became a factor after
policies adopted at the national level in many countries recognised the importance
of local and community broadcasting, established licensing frameworks to allow
such broadcasting, and created policy mechanisms to support communities in

their efforts to get on the air.
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A few key actors in the development community also played a role in this by
supporting the research and advocacy efforts of community media associations
struggling to establish their place on national policy agendas and helping new

stations acquire equipment and training.

During the past fifteen years, government and donor policies have supported the
emergence of thousands of community radio stations worldwide. There are now
150 community radio stations in South Africa, 150 in Peru, 850 in Colombia,
120 in Mali, twenty in Nepal (another 45 stations were due to start broadcasting

in 2007), to name just a few countries where community radio is flourishing.

The technological developments that have had the most impact on community
radio in more recent years have not used broadcast technology but rather other
ICTs, especially the Internet, digital audio formats that can travel across it'?, and
mobile telephony. These technologies have seen tremendous advances in both

their accessibility and usability.

In 1996 when we started the Pulsar' news agency in Latin America only the
most technologically advanced community radio stations in the region had
access to the Internet, and they mostly used it to exchange emails with donors
in Europe or North America. Despite the skepticism of donors and traditional
media, broadcasters scrambled to find a way to access the new service and before
long Pulsar had 1,000 subscribers. Today the Internet and mobile telephones are

part of the basic toolkit for many community radio stations.

Mobile telephones are community radio’s remote broadcasting units. For a
community radio news team they are as useful as television’s ENG" trucks, but
they cost less than $100 and are so simple to use that community members with

phones can become empowered correspondents, commentators and critics.

3 E.g. MP3, Realaudio, and the open source Ogg format.

" The Agencia Informativa Pulsar was the first major international initiative use the internet as a
platform for a daily radio news service. www.agenciapulsar.org

> Electronic News Gathering units, a crew and an equipped truck, send sound live sound and
images back to the main studio for rebroadcast.
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A connection to the Internet can be used in multiple ways by a station to provide
a better service to its community. In the book 7he One to Watch'® we identified
a number of ways that community radio and the Internet converge to exploit
synergies and address the needs and problems of their communities in new and

powerful ways.

In Indonesia an Internet-based radio news and programme exchange network
put the concerns of poor and remote communities on the national agenda

and helped create a democratic culture after years of authoritarian rule

and censorship.

A community radio station in Sri
Lanka became a community muld-
media centre when it decided to build
an Internet café to share its Internet

connection with the community.

In Ecuador and Spain community
radio stations use the Internet to

co-produce programmes that keep

Ecuadorian migrants in contact with
their communities and expose money transfer companies charging excessive

commission to transfer remittances.

Over the past decade the international community and national governments
have invested tremendous effort and expense in ICT for development projects.
There have been countless seminars, studies and statements; national ICT
policies have been drafted, discarded and redrafted; bilateral cooperation
agencies, UN agencies, the G8, and the World Bank and the World Summit
on the Information Society (WSIS) have spent many millions developing and

implementing ICT for development policies and programmes.

' The One to Watch: Radio, new ICTs and interactivity, Bruce Girard (ed), FAO, Rome 2003.
Available online at www.comunica.org/1-2-watch.
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Yet, despite the boom in community radio and the interest in ICTs, initiatives

to link the two have been limited to the pilot projects of the type that have

characterized ICT for development when what is needed are visionary policies

and initiatives of the type that led to the emergence of community radio. These

might include:

1)

2)

3)

4)

Support the growth of the community radio sector. A community radio
station can be built and equipped for less than the cost of a single
tower of a single mobile telephone network but it enables a dimension

of public communication that telephony and the Internet cannot.

Include community radio in universal service policies. In poor and
remote communities radio is often the only medium available

and it serves multiple purposes as a mass medium, a public forum, an
emergency warning system, a school, a community telephone, and

a primary point of contact with the rest of the country and to the world.
The action plan agreed at WSIS calls for all communities to have access
to radio by 2015. To meet this target community radio will need to be
included in universal service policies and be given access to the universal

service funds usually reserved for telecom infrastructure development.

Community radio stations in poor and remote communities must have
affordable and effective access to the Internet. Achieving maximum
impact with limited Internet connectivity within such communities
can best be accomplished by situating connections within the local
community radio station, since the multiplier effect that the station
can provide ensures that the benefits are felt in each household in

the community.

Support the development of “community triple play” in underserved
rural communities. Community-driven solutions are emerging in

many parts of the world designed to extend networks to communities
bypassed by traditional telecommunication networks and provide

ICT services that meet the specific needs of poor and rural communities.

In conjunction with community radio these networks and service
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providers can offer “community triple play”; locally-owned and managed
operations providing radio, Internet access, and voice over IP telephony.
Evidence shows that when regulatory and other hurdles are removed,
business models emerge that provide sustainable modern communication

capabilities to poor and remote communities.
In The One to Watch 1 wrote:

It has been said that the Internet is a window to the world — offering
a view that encompasses a wealth of knowledge and information.
Local radio is a mirror that reflects a community’s own knowledge
and experience back at it. The convergence of the two just might offer
us the most effective avenue we have yet known to combine research
and reflection in order to harness knowledge for democratic and

sustainable development."”

Four years have passed and we have yet to move much beyond anecdotes and the
pilot projects. Only with vision and with policies such as the ones mentioned
above will we be able to realise the potential offered by community radio and
ICTs. It is time to move beyond watching the marvels of new ICTs and the
potential they offer to people living in poverty when combined with community
radio. It is time to get serious by becoming more strategic about putting in
place policies and measures that genuinely release the energy of an ICT enabled

community media sector.

7 Ibid. p. 23
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ommunity radio is not just about broadcast content; it is mostly

about the process of community engagement. One should note,

however, that a “community” is no longer determined by the primary
occupation of its members, such as farming or fishing, as was the case in
traditional communities. Even in rural societies, the home is losing its role as a
production unit. Many people now work outside of their homes and immediate
surroundings, and thus their mobility has increased. Communities are more
and more exposed to media proliferation, which influences the way in which
people think of lifestyles and media functions. The tension between social
transformation influenced by the larger society and the mass media, on the one
hand, and attempts to retain traditional hierarchical relationships and individual
strategies in immediate communities, on the other, increases the uncertainty of
a particular form of coherent “community.” Therefore, in the current context,

one could say that “community” is a fluid concept.

Given these changes, the weakness of the concept of “community” lies in great part
in the community radios’ own traditional attempt to define it, which is based on
the illusory notion of group coherence in a geographical locality. To the extent that
it can reinforce the equitable access of members of a community to programme-
making, community radio is an excellent tool to hold accountable all hierarchies
and relationships to common social goals. Various experiences explained in this

publication prove this point.

The capacity of community radio to foster democracy via access to broadcasting
and its associated potential to “extend the freedom of the individual, foster local
interdependence and cultural enrichment” underpins the community media
sector, the purpose of which is distinctly different from the media operating
at national levels. It involves both the rights of groups and individuals to
broadcasting opportunities and the obligations of democratic governments to
provide a conducive environment to public participation. Community radio is
about ordinary people having a stake in the vast broadcasting landscape and
becoming responsible and accountable citizens. The community radio sector
should be viewed as an essential component of democratic communication
practices without which media pluralism is unfulfilled. Community radio is

about ownership, accountability, ethical behaviour and learning from peers.
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Community radio is also about media literacy. A media literate society can

demand accountability from the media and what better way to become media

literate than by making media oneself?

While many countries have yet
to introduce community radio
into their media landscape, where
it exists, it is equally important
to challenge the licensees of
community radio stations to
continuously demonstrate their
ability to uphold community
ownership and community access

as core principles of community

radio practice, if we are to prevent
them from diverting from their
mission. The following indicative set of queries proposes criteria for such

questioning:

* Does the community radio provide information and perspectives
enabling community members to participate in public and political life?

* Does it provide adequate community representation in the
management structure?

* Does it foster equitable access to programme-making?

* Does it contribute to explaining important developments
within a society?

* Does it reflect a diversity of opinions, interests and needs?

* Does it foster innovation and creativity?

* Does it play the role of a local watchdog?

* Does it give a sufficient voice to the voiceless?
(including minorities and women within the community)

* Does it contribute towards the advancement of knowledge?

* Does it contribute to conflict resolution?

* Does it contribute to cultural development?
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COMMUNITY MEDIA
VITAL TO COMMUNICATIONS
FOR DEVELOPMENT

At the workshop “Fighting Poverty: Community Media and Communication
for Development in the Digital Age” it was agreed that a short statement
should be prepared highlighting the particular relevance of community media
to the field of communications for development and that this should feed
into the formal WCCD process and recommendations. It was felt community
media had not been given sufficient attention in the agenda or in the draft
recommendations of the WCCD. Based on the discussions at the workshop the
following text has been prepared by the drafting group mandated to prepare

this short statement.

PRINCIPLES

Access to the means of voice and communication is central to a people-centred
approach to development both for its intrinsic human importance and its
rola in shared culture, access to knowledge and education, civic participation
in decision making, ensuring good governance through accountability and
providing other tools that assist the achievement of development goals. This
has been acknowledged repeatedly in major international development reports
such as the World Development Report, the Final Report of the United Nations

Millennium Project and the Commission for Africa Report among others.

Community media has a vital role to play in giving access to voice and
communication for poor and marginalised groups. Frequently excluded from
mainstream media. It has had a central impact on development and is of increasing
relevance in the context of new information and communication technologies
and the trend towards more liberalised communications environments. The
impact and value of community media has been repeatedly demonstrated over
many years most centrally in its central and critical role in Nepal in the recent

peaceful transition to a new democracy.
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RECOMMENDATION

National development plans should promote an enabling legal and regulatory
environment for a plurality of independent media including specific provision
for the development of community media. Public funding should be provided by

governments to community media through independent funding mechanisms.

Development institutions and organisations should provide assistance to
build the capacity of community media through training, strengthening of
networks and sector associations, technical assistance and investment. Support
for community media should be provided on the basis of strategic long term
commitment recognising that impact must be measured not only in short term

results but in community media’s contribution to long term social change.
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The aim of the panel was further to demonstrate concrete and tangible examples
of the interactive and participatory potential of ICTs within communication for
development practices. The panel was deliberately organized in an interactive
and participatory format which included a life community radio broadcast of

the discussions including an exchange with Bush Radio in South Africa.

An additional outcome of this effort is visible within the Rome Consensus,
a declaration that emerged from the WCCD. Within this text, the intrinsic
value of ICTs as an important component in the process of communication for

development was recognized.

We would like to thank all the panellists for their contributions and extend our
special gratitude to our partner in the process, notably AMARC, UNESCO
and the moderator and editor of this publication, Mr. James Deane of the

Communication for Social Change Consortium (CESC).

We firmly believe that the WCCD with its included panel event clearly
demonstrated the value of communication for development and the critical
component of ICTs within it. Our hope is to have these important discussions
captured through this interactive publication and that they will remain accessible
to a wider audience with the help of the included life audio broadcast on the
attached CD-Rom.
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