ADDRESS DELIVERED BY MR STEVE BUCKLEY, PRESIDENT, WORLD ASSOCIATION OF COMMUNITY RADIO BROADCASTERS (AMARC) AT THE POLICY DIALOGUE ON COMMUNITY RADIO DEVELOPMENT IN NIGERIA, HELD IN ABUJA, NIGERIA, ON APRIL 21, 2009.

Distinguished Chair, Distinguished Senator, Distinguished representative of the Hon. Minister of Information. Colleagues and Friends.

My organization, Community Media Solutions, is a U.K. based social enterprise which, in partnership with the British High Commission, is providing support and facilitation to this renewed effort to ensure the success of the campaign to establish community radio in Nigeria.

I also have the privilege to serve as the President of an international association - the World Association of Community Radio Broadcasters. And it is in that context that I would like to give a brief overview of the global context of community radio development.

Before I do so, may I take this opportunity to pay tribute to the work that has been done by this coalition since 2003, particularly Akin Akingbulu and his colleagues in the Institute for Media and Society which is serving as the Secretariat of this coalition. May I also say that the drafting committee for the Community Radio Policy in Nigeria, led by Professor Opubor, has done an exemplary work. What we now need to see is that policy translated into action.

Community radio has become a global phenomenon. And everywhere we see community radio it has been intimately connected with democratization, improved processes of governance, and more sustainable approaches to development. It is no longer a new sector in most parts of the world. Indeed, its history dates back to the 1940s when the first stations were set up in Bolivian mining communities, and on the west coast of the USA. 

In Europe, community radio proliferates in almost all countries in West and Central Europe. And it is beginning to emerge in East European states as well. Only last year, for the first time, the European Parliament passed a resolution recognizing the importance of community media for a plural media environment. 

In Africa, we have seen the emergence of community radio since the 1990s, and its emergence has been absolutely connected to the emergence of a wave of democracy since that period.

In Nepal, community radio became established after the return to parliamentary democracy in the early 1990s, with the first station in South Asia, Radio Sagarmatha, starting in 1996. And during the recent second democratic revolution in Nepal, community radio stations have been at the forefront of defending human rights, defending democracy, and promoting peaceful social change.

So, not only can we talk about community radio having a role in democracy and development, but we can point to many examples across the world where that contribution is real and tangible. 

In Nigeria, that is yet to be the case. I know, from experience of working in the U.K as well as in other countries, that a campaign for change in policy, legislation or regulation can take time. It requires patience. It requires resilience. And it requires courage. 

But I think we are making progress. I would like to reflect just a little on where we have reached. First, let me go back to the remarks from the Hon. Minister of Information and Communications. I think it is encouraging we are hearing these strong statements of support both from the Ministry and also the Hon. Senator who spoke earlier.

I know the Minister is very committed to re-branding Nigeria. One of the ways in which the Nigerian brand has become sadly diminished in recent years is in respect of Nigeria’s reputation for freedom of expression. In 2003, Nigeria ranked 49th on the Reporters Without Borders’ World Freedom of Expression Index. In 2007, its position has gone down to 131st out of 167 countries. If one is going to re-brand Nigeria, one of the re-branding challenges is to reverse that trend; to restore Nigeria’s reputation as a dynamic country with a vibrant free media. And one of the ways in which that trend can be reversed is by the establishment of community radio in this country.

I was in this room three years ago when we had a previous policy dialogue with an extremely diverse group of people: representatives from the Senate; from development agencies; from ministries; from the regulatory body; and so on. We had a very dynamic discussion on the policy environment for community broadcasting and what needed to be done. I believe that event, in 2006, did have an important effect. Within a few weeks, the Hon Minister, Mr. Frank Nweke, took the initiative to establish a drafting committee for a community radio policy. And that committee did very fine work.

But today, I think we need outcomes of this event to lead to a new initiative. Not an initiative that is only about policy, but an initiative that takes us to action. It is time for us to move towards implementation of policies for community broadcasting in Nigeria. As was revealed in the keynote by the Minister, there are many weaknesses in the policy, legislative, and regulatory environment that need to be improved. Some of these may take time. Some, we can work on relatively quickly. And one of these weaknesses is to have a regulator that is not independent but is subject to directives from the Minister of Information. It is unable, therefore, to progress independently with its stated view, which we have heard many times now that community radio should be implemented.

Indeed, the NBC has said community radio is one of the ways in which the President can achieve progress on his Seven-Point plan. 
But I believe we should also take advantage of this current legal situation and ask the Minister of Information to make a directive to the NBC - to send a directive calling on the NBC to commence licensing of at least a limited number of community radio stations. 
Taking that action would enable us to demonstrate how it would work; to demonstrate the social impact it can have. Such that the process of experimenting with community radio in Nigeria can contribute to the formulation of policy, legislation and regulation.

So, let us move from policy to action. And let us focus our talking today on persuading those who have the power to do so, to take the action necessary for community radio to commence in Nigeria.

Thank you.
