he development of informatio
technology has far reaching im-
plications for the future of civ-
ilisation and power structures Tt the
national and international level. In the
past attempts have been made through
legislation, and sometimes through overt
and covert Coercion, to control, channel
and influence its sale and use. Commu-
nications media, particularly transnational
commurications media which now con-
tribute software to national systems and
also influence the development of in-
digenous software, have a broad outreach
with direct impact on public opinion
and consumption patterns. At the same
time, less well known, new and practi-
cal applications of information technol-
ogy have appeared on the scene. Access
to these has already altered the balance
of power in many fields, including de-
fence and strategic planning.

The creation, or manipulation through
media, of public opinion on a broad
range of issues through obvious propa-
ganda and the projection of personali-
ties that are chosen for positions of
power by national and ihternational power
brokers, has become a subject of discus-
sion: more and more of those carefully
built up through decades of slick media
campaigns turn out to have feet of clay
or fail as political leaders when the
opportunity is handed to them. Growing
public awareness that such media agen-
das exist tends to deprive them of the
desired impact, which is just as well.

Dialogues have been initiated in -an
attempt to determine whether national
or transnational communications media
operators actually have astrategic agenda
or merely respond to events. A review
of occasions on which there were differ-
ences of opinion between-state policy
and media reaction to an issue reveal
that acomplex relationship exists. There
is a degree of power sharing on issues of
control and regulation, but real power to
set and implement policy, when they
choose to exercise it, rests with govern-
ments. Atthe international level, Bosnia
is considered a case in point where US
media and the United States govern-
ment differed and the US government
was not swayed by public opinion and
meédia coverage for several years. Nev-
ertheless, the belief that media activity
can influence international policy and
influence world opinion leads to the
cooption of media practitioners by pow-
er elites in developing countries from
time to time.

There are unanswered questions about
the degree to which the Press, or other
private sector media, can work in tan-
dem with the establishment while re-
maining independent. This is often done
in order to manipulate public opinion or
create issues to achieve specific politi-
cal objectives that may or may not be in
the public interest. The public has the

right to access a broad range of informa-
tion and analyses and draw its own
conclusions. Fortunately, the availabil-
ity of alternative national and interna-
tional channels of information makes
expense one of the few factors limiting
access to information these days. The
establishment of alternate, private sec-
tor radio and television channels must
be considered in this context. Similarly,
the call to establish an authority to mon-
itor the granting of licenses to the pri-
vate sector must also be considered with
this fact in mind.

For new media organisations there is
always a potential audience, which could
consist of hundreds, thousands, mil-
lions or hundreds of millions, depend-
ing on the ability to divert attention
from existing practitioners as well as
the outreach of new organisations or the
readership and distribution network of
various print media. Various public and
private sector organisations compete for
a portion of the viewing and reading
time of audiences.

It is not correct to assume that new
national private sector channels will
automatically become substitutes for trans-
missions of transnational origin. Unless
they can capture an international audi-
ence the operations of such national
organisations will not even be econom-
ically viable. The national private sec-
tor in communications will be automat-
ically restricted in size by the commer-
cial environment which supports it. In
this context, considering the size and
nature of probable investment in. this
sector, itis important that a cash strapped
government assess the cost of setting up

a permanent body such as the Electronic

Media Regulatory Authority. There may
not be enough work to keep it busy.
Such activity should be financed through
fees paid by those putting up proposals
and being provided services.

It is not correct to assume that the
private sector always provides inde-
pendent national and international news
coverage and analyses and accommo-
dates so-called "cultural pluralism’. Apart
from vested interests and political atfil-
iations, the question of furthering com-
mercial interests is important in private
ventures and often leads to compromis-
es with governments on what are gener-
ally considered matters of principle. The
issue is not just of compromise with one
government but all and any govern-
ments that may be in a position to fur-
ther the commercial interests of media
organisations. At present, in this field
only the Press has sizeati rivate sec-
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tor organisations in Pakistan. Serious
questions are being raised about the
extent to which it is a hostage of the
government’s advertisement quota sys-
tem and the discretionary powers 6f the
Ministry of Information in granting perks.
The recruitment of journalists by intel-
ligence agencies has undermined integ-
rity and requires regulation by profes-
sional bodies and the industry itself.

Advances in technology have reduced
the cost of information technology and
related services. The introduction of
fiber optic and satellite based telecom-
munication technology has led to an
increase in facilities, broadening the
telecommunication net within states and
between them. These developments are
taking place simultaneously in industr-
ialised countries and in some of the
poorest countries of the Third World
where optimal commercial use is not
possible. In most countries the actual
cost of the service has been reduced
although the savings may not have been
passed on to consumers. In Pakistan
advanced technology has reduced the
actual cost of telecommunication but
service charges have been enhanced
therefore consumers pay more each
year. There is a need to seriously exam-
ine how efficiency can be improved,
theft, fraud and waste eliminated
order to reduce the cost to consumers. A
first step has been taken through a re-
duction in government imposed duties
in the 1997-1998 budget.

The globalisation of trade and com-
merce has created a culture in which the
importance of information technology
has been enhanced. Production patterns,
marketing strategy and the management
systems of multinational enterprises have
been transformed. A recent develap-
ment is monetary transactions through
computer mediated communication and
E-money. This has raised a new rangg of
concerns regarding the regulation of
international transfer of funds, tax laws
and privacy issues. The government’s
proposal to computerise Federal and
provincial tax collection and establish
an Information Technology Commis-
sion is being seen in the light of an
attempt by the first Nawaz Sharif gov-
ernment to do so. That attempt is report-
ed to have cost tax payersyRs 600
million. This amount is reported to have
gone into the pockets of a couter
company, a software development | 9m-
pany and their promoters, withoy y ny
concrete, workable system being \gin
place orevenapilottax collectionf g ct
on the ground. Before substanti |-



