Russell: 

Good Morning, Iam Russell Lyne, Project Manager of The Thomson Foundation from UK.

Larisa:

And Iam Larisa Sysyova, representing TBN, the association of independent regional television stations.

Russell

Here is the news from the Belarus media project

First the headlines:

Larisa:

*Our project has substantially raised the standard of broadcasting in Belarus

Russell:

*Our project trained more than 50 Belarus  television journalists

Larisa:

*Our project helped 15 independent  television stations in the regions

Russell:

*Our project has helped the people of Belarus by providing better quality information

Now that news in detail.

Larisa:

The project was aimed at assisting television in the regions. It began in 2000and was 18 months long. It was conducted by The Thomson Foundation, one of Britain’s biggest training organisations, and its partner organisation TBN, the association of Belarussian independent television stations.

Those stations represent more than  3 million people - half the viewing public in Belarus.

Russell:

Our first job was to assess the needs – just what state were those TV stations in.

Well, what we found was not good.

Television Pictures that wobbled a lot….pictures that were sometimes out of focus…stories that were one-sided….stories that were unbalanced….and stories which were just not fair or impartial..

And that was just the start. The stations themselves were in some cases badly managed, badly administered and just badly run.

Larisa:

So the task facing us was a difficult one. If independent television in any country in the world is to survive in these days of more choice for the viewer than ever before, then it has to be run efficiently.And we have to keep the viewer happy, if we are to win that viewer’s loyalty.

So we went back to basics and started at the beginning. The foundations on which journalism is built – fair play, balance and impartiality – were instilled into journalists at a series of seminars and workshops.

Russell:

We told journalists that in every television news item they report, each side has a right to be heard. In every item they report there is not a right or a wrong, just a difference of opinion that they have a duty to reflect.

We also stressed the importance of accuracy – facts have to be checked and checked again to make sure they are real and accurate. Names and job titles that appear must be double checked to make sure they are accurate. 

Larisa:

We also reminded them of the importance of pictures. We are so lucky in television because the pictures do half of the work for us – they tell our stories in pictures. Of course information and facts are important, but pictures give us most of our information. we take in 75% of all information through our eyes.

Technically, most stations in the regions are still poorly equipped with an urgent need for better cameras and updated editing equipment. But again we stressed the need for proper training of operators. A bad cameraman will still shoot bad pictures on whatever equipment he has however up-to-date if he hasn’t been trained properly.

Russell:

We also talked extensively about the most important person in the whole of the regional TV industry – the viewer.

Find out who your viewers are, we said. Find out what they like, what they don’t like and what they think about our programmes. Give them what they ask for. After all, we are making television for them – not for us.

So after laying the foundations of good television working practice, we began to move forward. 

Larisa:

And move forward we did, very very successfully. The days of wobbling pictures have almost disappeared , and a growing number of regional news bulletins now report news fairly and accurately, despite the heavy pressures  they face from many quarters. 

Journalists are sometimes accused of having an obsession with doom and gloom and horror. An obsession with focusing on bad news, rather than good news.

And here again, we believe we have succeeded in changing the mindset of regional journalists who take that view. There are many good things going on in the towns and cities of Belarus and that good news has to be reflected if the news bulletin is to accurately reflect day-to-day life in the country.

Russell:

Of course bad things happen in Belarus, as they do in every country. There are always terrible fires,there are always terrible road accidents, and there is always increasing crime.

But to focus unnecessarily on these bad aspects of life is not fair,and fails to give a true picture of life in a country. So there needs to be shades of light and dark in every news programme – the bad should be balanced by the good.

So by and large regional journalists are now producing higher quality material, writing accurate and factual stories and shooting pictures that hopefully will persuade more people to watch them.

Larisa:

This was evident during the First Festival of Regional Television which took place last year. It was organised by The Thomson Foundation, the TBN network and the IrexPro Media project, which unfortunately has now been forced to leave the country.

Most of the country’s independent stations took part in the festival which became a shop window for all that is good about regional television in Belarus. There were awards for the best camera operator, best journalists and best presenter.

Russell:

And there is a great deal of talent among young journalists in Belarus, they want to learn new methods of working, they are desperate to catch up on western European techniques.

So our project has helped journalists and their directors alike. Because of our project, the stations themselves are functioning as better business units. We have advised them on issues such as management, administration, finance and production. And we have advised the TBN network itself how to face up to the challenges that the 21st century presents them with.

Larisa:

So we have achieved success both in production and management. but we are not complacent. Many stations have taken on board our advice and assistance, but not all. Many still believe they can struggle along with untrained stuff, turning out second grade material and earning a few rubbles here and there.

This is no way for any station to behave. We still have minds to change, directors to convince that quality television both in terms of production and administration leads to successful stations.

Russell:

So much remains to be done. We believe that our project was just the start.We are currently conducting a human rights project in the regions of Belarus,highlighting some of the country’s major issues through the eyes of those most affected – the ordinary people of Belarus. 

We also have ambitious plans to further develop the regional network by providing it with an independent national and international news service (and here is the commercial break)  provided we get appropriate funding.

Larisa:

The media situation at the moment is not good in Belarus. Newspapers and TV are facing growing restrictions. There is no credible independent channel offering an alternative to state TV, so nationally vciewers are presented with a one-sided view of Belarus and the world.

Russell:

But despite the gloom and doom that hangs over so many projects in Belarus, we remain optimistic about the future. We believe we have made a difference, albeit it in a small way in the regions.

Larisa:

So there we have it. A completely different picture of television in the regions. Journalists are now thinking more about what they are doing, they are producing fair and balanced news, and they are proving the basic point that independent television does not mean opposition television.

Independent television in the regions does not mean anti-government television. It simply means what it says. It is independent of any power block of group and it is carrying fair, impartial and independent news.

Russell:

And finally, as they say in all the best bulletins, here are the statistics. During the project so far, we  ran 18 seminars and workshops and trained more than 50 regional journalists. We also carried out consultancies in TBN’s 15 stations, advising them on a range of business and production issues.

When I first went to Belarus somebody said to me “Regional television? What regional television? There is none in Belarus…”

Well, I have news for that person and for everyone else in Belarus. As a result of our project, I can definitely say that regional independent television is very firmly alive and well and living in the regions of Belarus.

Larisa:

And that was the news of the Belarus media project. From me good morning.

Russell:

And from me, good morning, and thank you for listening.

