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Overview 

In Bangladesh, the mass media plays an effective role to inform, educate and motivate people towards achieving national development goals and objectives such as like poverty alleviation, family planning, eradication of illiteracy, employment generation, primary health care and nutrition. Mass media mobilises support for development programmes aimed at self-reliance and it makes people conscious about their duties and responsibilities to achieve these.

Currently, Bangladesh is in her Fifth Five Year Plan (1997-2002) of development. This Plan is aimed towards creating and sustaining a framework wherein people of the country could prosper in freedom, basic needs of common people could be met, and every one could cherish the ideals and values of a free society. “The objectives of the Fifth Five Year Plan for the Bangladesh press are listed below:

· Improve the press as the fourth estate - the conscience keeper of the people - to play a positive role in national development; 

· Provide printing and publication wings of the government with modern and cost effective equipment; 

· Review and amend the Press and Publication Act for ensuring freedom of press; and provide and sustain freedom of media in general in pursuance of the constitutional guarantee for freedom of speech and communication.”

However, due to some constraints such as the lack of co-ordination among various ministries, uncertainty in inflow of foreign assistance, and the lack of commitment of the past governments in favour of the free media, these objectives could not be implemented in the stipulated time frame. (http://www.bangladeshgov.org/mop/ndb/ffy_plan/347.html)

Facts And Figures

Today, there are no less than 296 dailies in Bengali and English and 1,075 periodicals published from all major and minor cities. However, many have only a fictitious existence serving financial interests. In some cases, a few dozen copies are printed and pasted on the walls of the capital; in others a changing front page masks otherwise identical content. There are nine English-language newspapers circulating in the country of which include The Bangladesh Observer, The Daily Star, Daily Ittefaq and Financial Express. Some of the magazines include Holiday, Bdesh, Nation Today. With the advent of the Internet, leading newspaper and magazine agencies such as The Bangladesh Observer, The New Nation, The Independent, Dhaka Courier Online, Jai-Jai-Din Online have started online editions. Besides the local papers, foreign publications such as the Asian Wall Street Journal, International Herald Tribune and USA today are also available.

Within the country, there are three local and eight foreign news agencies. They are Bangladesh Sangbad Sangstha (BSS), Eastern News Agency (ENA) and United News of Bangladesh (UNB), Reuters, AP, AFP, Xinhua, PTI, DPA, DPI and Kuna respectively. The number of journalists can now be counted in thousands.

There are two journalism schools in Bangladesh namely the University of Dhaka, which offers a 3-year honours programme and a master programme in mass communication and journalism, and the Press Institute of Bangladesh, which is a government-run institution that offers journalistic training. There are 21 full-time journalism educators in the University of Dhaka. (http://www.uta.fi/textbooks/index.html#saarc)

Outstanding Features 

Some Bangladeshi journalists have formed the Forum of Environment Journalists of Bangladesh (FEJB). These journalists were motivated by the need for creating awareness among people about the importance of maintaining the country’s ecological balance and sharing environmental information. Their aim is to help raise the awareness among the people about the country’s major environmental concerns. The FEJB has achieved some degree of success by pursuing the government to create Environment and Forest Ministry in 1989 and to implement some of its recommendations. The FEJB is also actively involved in international forums in Asia and their members have been elected to key positions in various organisations around Asia such as the Asian Forum of Environment Journalist and the Commonwealth Environmental Journalists Association. 

(http://www.sdnbd.org/fejb_profile.htm)

Major Forces that Influence the Shape and Functions of Journalism

Political

Bengali society has the longest tradition of freedom of the press in South Asia, and its dozens of weekly and daily newspapers, press associations, and publishers guarantee that almost any opinion finds expression. Ruling regimes have countered this independence by exercising press censorship. Repression of the media has varied from banning certain publications for extended periods of time to officially pressuring publishers to regulate the content of news articles. For example, the English-language The Bangladesh Observer was banned for three months in 1987. In 1988 the government closed the Dainik Khabor (Daily News) for ten weeks under the Special Powers Act of 1974 because the newspaper had released an article with a map making Bangladesh look like part of India, thus inflicting injury to the independence and sovereignty of the country. 

However, the scenario has altered slightly now. Under Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina Wajed’s Awami League, the national press in Bangladesh enjoys considerable freedom. But with political tensions between the ruling Awami League and former Prime Minister Begum Khaleda Zia’s opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), Bangladeshi journalists are often used as outlets for these political strifes. “Political tension in Bangladesh can have severe repercussions on press freedom. Independent newspapers such as Dainik Janakantha are frequently victims of violence organised either by the ruling party or by groups close to the opposition. In 1999, at least 40 journalists and photographers were assaulted by police as they were covering demonstrations. At least 45 were attacked by political activists or religious fanatics. The government and political parties have taken no steps to stop the violence.”(http://www.rsf.fr/uk/rap2000/asie/bangladesh.html)

Thus, the press system reflects the overall picture in Bangladesh: as politicians and the rest of the society learn about democracy, the press is discovering a new freedom. However, as the military regime has given way to a free democratic society, many journalists are still wary of going out of their way to be critical even when they have to. The news media tends to suffer from self-censorship as they still have their reservations about being more critical. “Although Bangladesh's constitution guarantees freedom of the press, it defines this freedom as ‘subject to any reasonable restrictions imposed by law in the interests of the security of the State, friendly relations with foreign states, public order, decency or morality.’ These caveats give the government enormous discretionary powers.”

(http://www.cpj.org/attacks99/asia99/Bangladesh.html)

Social and Cultural
Bangladesh has the second largest Muslim population in the world, with 88.3 per cent of the total population being Muslim. This has a strong influence over the press. For instance, the Code of Conduct 1993 for Newspapers, News Agencies and Journalists of Bangladesh states that “it is the responsibility of a journalist to highlight any news which project degeneration of moral values in our society but it is also the moral responsibility of a journalist to maintain extra precaution in publishing any news involving man-woman relationships or any report relating to women”. (http://www.fes.de/fulltext/iez/00710b01.htm#E10E49) From this example, we can see how the conservative Muslim culture in Bangladesh influences the style of journalism.

In addition, Hindus constitute 10.5 per cent of the population. Bearing in mind that the Indian subcontinent was partitioned according to religion, this factor imposes a strong influence over the media, who must be mindful not to provoke scenes of a violent past. Thus the press in Bangladesh has to particularly careful when they are dealing with sensitive issues of race and religion.

Economical
The economy of Bangladesh is primarily dependent on agriculture. About 84 percent of the total population live in rural areas and are directly or indirectly engaged in a wide range of agricultural activities. The agriculture sector plays a very important role in the economy of the country. With a large agricultural population, it is no wonder that the press tries to cater to the people’s needs by publishing newspapers like Fashal (agriculture).

However, with the dire economic situation, it is no wonder that infrastructure to support transportation, communications and power supply is poorly developed. This impedes the media from reaching out to the masses. Bangladesh is one of the world’s poorest countries. With 47.5 per cent of the country’s population surviving on insufficient incomes to meet minimum daily needs, 35.2% of the population being unemployed plus a low literacy rate of 38.1 per cent, it is not surprising that the circulation figures of newspapers and other print materials are very low. Thus the press supports various political parties as low readership makes it difficult to be financially independent. 
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