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UNESCO and the New World Information Order

CUSHROW IRANI

FOR THE past decade at least UNESCO has allowed
itself to be used as a forum by governments of a par-
ticular persuasion to make curbs on the free press
respectable. These governments provide a built-in
majority at UNESCO and comprise the Soviet Union
and other Communist regimes and the large majority
of governments in the Third World who, although not
Communist in form, share a common attribute—into-
lerance of any dissent.

Demands for a New World Information Order were
initially accompanied by loud protests that the con-
cern was not with the content of the message, the
concern was with the imbalance in information tech-
nology which made the poor countries of the Third
World the recipient of what they regarded as hostile
propaganda. In the process, the major international
news agencies were clubbed together and damned
as a monopoly. No one with any knowledge of the
newspaper world would say that Reuters, AP, AFP
and UPI have carved up the world among themselves
and are indulging in a monopolistic information ad-
vantage. The fact of the matter is that they actively
compete for custom. There is also the curious disin-
clination to name the largest agency of them all—Tass.
I suspect that the reason for such forbearance is that
those who demand a New World Information &
Communications Order, that is to say, governments
and their spokesmen and supporters regard Tass as
the model of the kind of news agency they would like
for themselves.

This is not to suggest that the existing situation is
ideal. No reasonable man would be that complacent.
At the annual assembly of the International Press
Institute in Nairobi (Kenya) in 1981, in a session
devoted to reporting the African countries, the local
representative of AP in reciting his experiences con-
fessed that when he first arrived in Nairobi he did not

even know the names of the capitals of the East Afri-
can countries he was supposed to cover. Keith Fuller,
the head of AP who was in the chair, readily admitted
that this should not have happened and said that it
would be his endeavour to ensure that no AP corres-
pondent was sent anywhere in the world so ill-pre-
pared for his task. There is an epilogue and a lesson
here. This same reporter, by dint of hard work and
application, is now one of the best reporters covering
East Africa. The lesson to be drawn is that a frec
press working in freedom is constantly evaluating its
performance and trying to do better.

The Worst Alternative

Whilst not for one moment denying the need for
self-improvement, it needs to be said that the remedy
that is offered—of government-sponsored information
systems—is the worst of all possible alternatives. We
have one example in the Non-Aligned News Agencies
Pool. It is controlled by Information Ministers who
meet regularly in council. The title gives the game
away. Non-alignment is a political, not a professional,
journalistic concept. We have an extension of this
now in the shape of the recently concluded Namedia
conference in Delhi. Namedia stands for Non-Align-
ed Movement Media. The non-aligned countries are
not a special kind of animal. Respect for the basic
human right of free speech has no relationship with
the level of economic development in any particular
country. The Namedia conference was actively spon-
sored by the Government of India, whose embassies
were directed to gather together as many acceptances
as possible for the Indian Government’s invitation to
come to New Delhi. Some professionals uncommitted
to this concept of a special definition of news for
developing countries, who attended the meeting were
promptly ridiculed by the Prime Minister herself who
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