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Development Challengesin Odisha
Role of Mediain Public Policy

What are the Development challenges in
Odisha?

Odisha is among the poorest of India's
magor states, despiteitsrich endowment of naturd
resources, and coastline. There have been positive
developments in recent years, and poverty rates
in Odisha have declined from 47% to 39.9%
between 1999-00 and 2004-05.* Despite this
improvement, poverty rates in Odisha remain
amogt twice as high asrates in the rest of India
Non-monetary indicators of poverty too confirm
the low welfare status of Odia households. For
instance, infant mortality rates are 65 per 1,000
live births rdlative to 57 per 1,000 live births for
India? Maernd mortdity rate, malnourishment
is exceptiondly high. Despite having 11 per cent
of country’s water resources, millions of people
in Odisha face severe water shortage both for
drinking and irrigation. Sanitation scenario is
gppdling. Only 8% of the rural households in
Odisha use toilets as compared to over 80% of
rurd populacein Kerda

Eighty seven per cent of Odisha's 37
million population isrurd, and avast mgority of
the poor livein rurd aress® Thereare substantial
regiond variaionsin the extent of rura poverty in
Odisha. Across the three regions of the date,
poverty rates vary from 87% in the Southern
interior region to 50% in the Northern interior
region to 32% in the Coasta region. Onaccount
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of the very high population dengty in the Coastd
region, however, the absolute number of rura
poor isroughly equally distributed acrossdl three
regionsof thegate. Odishalagsbehind thenationd
average in dmog dl development indicators.

This high rate of poverty in India,
particularly in Odisha can be atributed to :

» High level of dependence on primitive
methods of agriculture. About 75 per cent of
Indian population depends on agriculture
whereas the contribution of agricultureto the
GDP is 22 per cent. While services and
industry have grown a double digit figures,
agriculture growth rate has been less than 4
per cent.

e Unequd digtribution of resources

* Highdifferencein literacy rate. Although the
overdl literacy rate at 73.45 is close to the
national average, there is high difference
between didricts. While the literacy rate in
Khurdais87.51 that of Nabarangpur is48.2.

* Unemployment and under-employment.
60% of our labour force generates 18% of
our GDP. Agriculture (as we know it today)
condemns many Indian farmers to poverty
because of low productivity. One lac of
India's 6 lac villages have less than 200
people. Job cregtion clusters and soft and
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hard infrastructure need sze. New citiesneed
to be engines of poverty reduction.*

»  Environmenta degradation.

*  High popul&tion growth rate in many states,
mostly North Indian states.

» High levd of inequdity arisng from rurd-
urban divide

Fall out of continuation of poverty and hunger

Besides the human tragedy, one of the
ramificationsof poverty isanation with weak and
underproductive manpower leading to further
poverty and thus continuation of aviciouscircle.
Poverty coupled with inequdity in asociety gives
rise to socia tenson leading to class conflicts,
which might tear gpart the socid fabric and bring
about anarchy. The Maoist upsurge in Odisha,
Madhya Pradesh, Chhatisgarh, Andhra Pradesh
and severd other gates in India is the glaring
example. “The extremig politicd resstance has
gained ground & least in onefourth of thelandmass
a the very heart of the country.”

Can Public Palicy effect some change?
The answer is both yes and no.

Yes, if the policies are pro-peoplewith a
long term vison; and if the policies are properly
implemented. Ma-implemented policies can be
counterproductive.

No, if the policiesarewrong. Thereisa
cause for worry as public policy-making in India
has frequently been characterized by afalureto
anticipate needs, impacts, or reactions which
could have reasonably been foreseen, thus
impeding economic development. Policies have
been reversed or changed more frequently than
warranted by exogenous changes or new
information. O.P. Agarwa and T.V. Somanathan
have written a brilliant paper ‘Public Policy
Making In India: 1ssues and Remedies inwhich
discusses why India’s policymaking structures

46

November - 2012

have so much difficulty in formulaing the “right”
policy and then gticking to it. It goes on to ask,
and make a modest beginning in answering, the
question of what can be done to improve the
sructures and sysemsinvolved in the making of
public policy in India. One of the suggestionsthat
they have suggested is more engagement with the
media and civil society & the policy formulation
level. That brings us to the fallowing question:

Why should media be concerned about
Development | ssues?

Before answering that one question: can
mediado something about it? We must note here
that there are at least 3 mgjor mediatraditionsin
modern India

— Diverse, pluralistic and relatively
independent press

—  State-controlled media like AIR,
Doordarshan.

—  Media outfits of various subdtern groups
and their organizations

Despite the wide diversity, in the present
Indian context, mediadoes play animportant role
inthe exertion of power and digtribution of vaues.
Mediaaffectsthe overal qudity of publiclifeand
aso shapes peopl€ s engagement in the specific
policy decisons in the Indian democracy. Now
onto the question: why should mediabe concerned
about poverty, or hunger, or displacement,
unemployment, hedth, sanitation and issues like
that ? There are basically three reasons.

* Media owes its status and power to its
dtruigtic, do-gooder role

* As aproduct of the society media has a
respongbility towardsiit

e Asabusnessventureit hasagtakein making
people capable enough to contribute to the
media business
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Mediaenjoyscredibility, built over years
of faith and trust asiit is perceived to be truthful,
unbiased, knowledgesgble, having basc humane
vaues, having amora universe and having socid
respongbility. In fact these perceptions are the
fountainhead of the power of media. Media has
to bedtruigticin order toretain itspower. People
want to escape poverty. So poverty isacal to
action - acal to change so that many more may
have enough to eat, adequate shelter, access to
education and hedlth, protection from violence,
and avoicein what hgppensin thelr communities.
Media as the fourth estate must share the
responsibility to help eradicate poverty.

Media has a responsbility towards the
society asaproduct of thesociety. Wedon't help
someone or something because we were the
reasons why they got in trouble in the first place.
We act because we can. For example, if we see
someonewho isdrowning, wedon't just let them
suffer or die because we're not the ones who
pushed them in the water. We act because we
can, and because someone may die if we don't.
Reducing poverty helps build stronger
communities, more stable governments and
improves the region’s economics. For example,
if developing countriesgained even just 1% more
of thevaueof world trade, it would lift 128 million
people out of poverty. It would aso provide
economic growth for developed countriesasnew
markets opened up to our own producers.

Mediais ds0 a busness. Therefore like
al honest businessss it has a stake in removing
poverty. Improvementsin theliving Sandardsand
income of peoplewould have significant economic
benefits for everyone, including media business.

Status of development reporting

Now that we know why media should
be concerned, the question remains. is media
concerned. It will be pertinent to quote what one
of our most respected journdist B.G.Verghese

wrote, “In the competition for circulaion/ratings
and alarger sharein the consumer rupee through
advertisng there has been a dumbing down of
serious reportage and andysis, atrividisation of
news and events, sensationalism and prurient
coverage, invason of privecy, trid by press, resort
to rumour, gossip and innuendo without
verification, and disregard for fair and baanced
reporting or prompt correction whenin error and
the right of reply”.®

A recent content analysis of three
mainstream Odia newspapers shows that
development newsfindsjust about 2 to 3 per cent
of the total editoria space. Does devel opment
news get prominence in mainstream Odia
newspapers ? The content analysisshowsthat just
0.4to 1.57 per cent spacein front pages of three
largest circulated newspapers were occupied by
development news. Werethe devel opment issues
discussedintheeditorid pages?Y es, but thepace
occupied just 0.47 to 1.45 per cent of the space.’

Thetrendissmilar in newspapersof other
languages, and other media like television.
Increasingly more space and time is devoted to
trivia, to non-issues. For example, the Lakme
India Fashion Week 2008 edition produced, in
one count, some 4,00,000 words in print. Over
1, 000 minutesin television coverage. Some 800
hours of TV and video footage were shot. Close
to 10,000 rolls of film exposed. Consder that
thiswasthe main mediaevent in acountry where
less than 0.2 per cent of people sport designer
clothes, where per capitaconsumption of textiles
in 2002 a 19 meters, was way beow the world
average.

In its eagerness to cover non-issues,
mediaisnot focusing onred pressingissues. When
hundreds of journalists and photographers were
covering Lakme India Fashion Show or smilar
‘show’s, scores of farmers were committing
suicidein various placesin the countryside. It did
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not get the kind of coverage, it deserved. Growing
hunger amonggt the poorer sectionsin Indiashould
have been a matter of urgent concern anywhere
in the world. With wel over 300 million hungry
people, India aone has more undernourished
human beings than all of sub-Saharan Africa
combined. But thisdoesnot ssemamater of grave
concern within the media. There are anumber of
pressng issues that concern millions of people,
like non availability of basc services- hedlth,
education, roads, which are not addressed by
media Non availability of drinking water in many
parts of the country is a magor issue. So is
displacement. So is labour migration. The lig is
endless. Inequality between the rich and poor is
growing. In fact it has grown more in the last 5-
10 years than it had in the last 50 years after
independence. Socid tensonisontherise Sois
violence. But mainstream media seems not to be
bothered. There seems to be a disconnect with
the ground redlity. P. Sainath writes in anguish,
“But how do we address problems whose
existence we barely acknowledged in the first
place? So forget about the agrarian crisis, and
the 1,82,000 farm suicides associated withit over
the past decade. And when was hunger and
joblessnessanissue (inthemedia), any way?Most
publications have given zero space to India's
disma show in the global Hunger Index.”®

Causes of the disconnect

Now onto the causes. Therearetwo sets
of causes redly, one from the media angle, one
from the media-users angle. First from the media
agle
(i) After 60 plus years of independence, the

missionary zed of pre-independence media
has logt its steam. Mediais a business now,
infotainment business with a bit of socia
respongbility thrown in. Since it is business
it has to cater to the want and need of its
consumers, more to want than to need.
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Hence it gradudly ams at lowest common
denominator. Entire approach changes.
Seriousissuesaregradudly pushed out. The
‘dumbing down’ processisin place.

(i)  Advertisement isbecoming moreimportant.
With mediabecoming more capitd intensive,
and the product sdlling at less than the
production cog, advertisement revenue is
becoming morecrudid for survivd. Thedake
is becoming higher. Gradudly what media
needs is not readers or viewers, they need
consumersfor the products advertised. This
role reversal determinesthe content. Media
no longer needs people who would think,
they require zombies, who would only
consume.

(i) The media have, as P. Sainath puts it, “lost
their compass, and withiit, their compassion.
Wheat Prabhat Pattnaik, one of our foremost
economigts, cdls, ‘themora universe' of the
media has changed alot for the worse. Al
their technical advances can not hide this.
Indian journas of the freedom struggle had
differing perspectives, angry debates. There
was richness and variety. Today you have
Mcmedia. It tagtes the same everywhere.®"
There has been, as P. Sainath puts it, ‘a
recesson of theintellect’ in the medial®

From the media-users angle:

() The most cogent explanation for why
journalism in the public interest has lost
leverage was offered by Polk Laffoon 1V,
the corporate spokesman of Knight Ridder.
“I wish there were an identifiable and strong
correlation between qudity journaism ...
and newspaper sales,” he said. “It isn't
...that ample.”** Why doesit happen?We,
the media users seek entertainment in dl
forms, shapesand Szesand information that
we can use for our persond gain.
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(i) Serious issues bore us. We do not want to
devedeepintotheissue. It iseasy notto be
involved. We want light reading materid,
pretty picture to ogle a&. And then get on
with our mundane life.

(i) Weneadidols. And wenow want them well
dressed and well hedled. Weneedidolslike
ingtant coffee. Page3 personditieswith their
shdlow but colourful personafulfil thisneed.

But, what isthe problem?

Many ask: what is the problem if media
IS bypassing serious, basic issues? That is what
people want. And what is the problem yaar ?
Apparently there is none. But look closdly. The
process is changing the way we look at core
issues. Serious issues. There is less space for
serious issues and even lesser for its andyss.
Mediais supposed to set agenda, and inthisway
a totaly skewed agenda is being set. As B.G.
Verghese says, “ Serious journdism mugt remain
part of thedemocratic dharma. A truedemocracy
isinseparable from an informed people exposed
todiverseviewsandidess” Gradud triviaisation
deniespeoplethisexposure. Itisathreet to hedthy
democracy.

Thereissomething more seriousthanthis.
This trividisation process is egting into the vitas
of hedlthy socidization process. Further it is
gunting the humanizing process and triggering a
Sniger dehumanising process. It is promating ‘I
..me culture. It ispromoting ashdlow, ‘dl body
- no soul’ kind of existence. It is a negation of
what human civilization sandsfor. And we don't
seem to understand. There lies the big problem.
As Prasannargian writes in India Today, “The
legitimisation of trivia as a cause only magnifies
the pornography of protest, not the debatable bad
taste of the act itsdlf. It is a pretence born out of
paranoia.”*?

Consder what P. Sainath says. “If we
wereto look back at Indian journaism of the last
15 years—how rdevant would it be? Therewere
hugetechnological advances. Mgor gainsinreach
and technique. But how did the media connect
with, say, the giant processes gripping the Indian
countryside? Did it achieve greatness? Even
goodness? Perhaps its mediocrity was too
pronounced for it to gain even notoriety. (Though
afew did manage that.)”

Istherea solution?

Yesthereis. It liesin two leves & the
media consumers and at the media content
producers . Both media consumers and content
producers can and ought to play their roleto help
mitigete poverty. However, | shdl concentrate only
on the role media can and should play.

What roles media can play?

Media can play five roles. There can be
consderable overlapping in the roles.

* MediaasaWatchdog: It issaid that sunshine
is the best disinfectant. That somebody is
watching me- is the best deterrent to lot of
socid maladies like corruption.

* Media as an Enabler: Media increases
peopl€' s access to information. Information
brings them power and to some extent
prosperity. If we take a look at the media
consumption and development matrix of
Kerdaand Bihar or Odisha, weshdl find that
there is a clear relation between access and
use of media and development.

e MediaasaPublic sphere: Peoplecanar and
share their ideas through mass media. 1ssues
can be discussed. Suggestions for solutions
of problems can be aired and discussed. For
example media can help discuss the
suggestions M S Swaminathan offered to
mitigate hunger and ensuring food security in
the ‘Food Security Atlas .®* Socially
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respongble journdlism is a struggle to gain
public space within the private sphere.

* Media as an Informer: Media can inform
people about various problems of society,
andwhat causesthem, and what isbeing done
or not done about them. This helps fix
accountahility.

* Media as a Plaform: Media can provide a
platform, where people can air their
grievances, put forth their views, and
participate in governance.

Conclusion

“Attheend of theday, the mediaremains
a public trust, which alone justifies its
characterisation as the Fourth Edtate. Its prime
asset is credibility. The maintenance of
professona standards of fairness, balance and
public interest is criticad to its place in society.”
Forget this, and mediawill loseits credibility, and
for media, especidly newsmediacredibility isthe
fountainhead of its power. One word for the
content creators in media. development is not a
‘dry’ and*boring’ area. It can be madeinteresting
reading/viewing. It is possible to present the
stories in a way to shake people out of ther
supor, to gtir their collective conscience. All it
takesis skill and gpplication.

It is possble to meet the development
challenges. We can, collectively and individudly,

participate in making that change happen.
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