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           What exactly does our media do???????.. 

 

Life‟s too short to stop and think! And doesn‟t the media in Northern Ireland know it! 

Sometimes life is also too short to think about how we receive our information about 

the outside world, where it comes from, who presents it and what exactly it‟s telling 

us. 

It‟s a strange contradiction that Northern Ireland probably has more news junkies per 

head of the population that anywhere else in the world. A product of thirty years of 

terrorism, bombings and shootings - and yet despite that we are probably less 

discriminating about our media than we should be. 

_ _ _ 

From radio alarm clocks to car radios to MP3 players to personal stereos, 24 hour 

television news channels, texts, twitter, social media and newspapers. Never has 

there been more access to news and information. And yet how well informed can we 

really say that we are?  

Before we apply that question to our own local situation, let‟s ask it of world events. 

If anyone here was reliant solely on mainstream media for their information about 

events in Syria, for example, would they even think to question the role of the United 

States, Britain and a number of other countries? Would they even think beyond the 

simple equation Free Syrian Army = Good / President Assad = Bad? Will those 

whose information comes solely from the media think that Turkey is an innocent 

bystander or a player?  

If you relied exclusively on television news, how many candidates would you think 

there are in the forthcoming Presidential Election?  Two presumably. Obama and 

Mitt Romney. No, there will in fact be 6 candidates on the ballot paper in November. 

But hey, who needs to know that! 



And why wouldn‟t you think that the US has had to adopt the role of world policeman 

to keep the planet safe for democracy – of course you would. The place is full of bad 

guys and someone has to keep them in line. 

And while we‟re on the subject of US foreign policy. When was the last time we 

heard or read in the media that the United Sates has invaded the sovereignty of 127 

countries since 1945? That‟s one every six months! And that doesn‟t include covert 

operations and CIA financed coups and plots. 

_ _ _ 

If that‟s how well informed we are about world events and politics then why should 

be assume that we are any better served on local affairs? 

But before we all come to the conclusion that the media is simply a part of a crude 

conspiracy there are a number of aspects we need to consider. 

The first of those is why so many media organisations adopt the same position on so 

many different matters: foreign affairs, the economy, welfare reform, policing. There 

is virtually no difference in the general approach taken by newspapers, television or 

radio news programmes no matter what the channel or outlet.  

One explanation is that media organisations - and individual journalists – rely on an 

ideological compass to tell them which way to view the world. The direction that 

compass points is determined by the consensus formed by the dominant opinion 

formers in society: Government, business, church and academia. And of course as 

we know only too well those bodies are predominantly free marketeers, 

conservative, profit orientated, pro individual and anti-society and certainly anti 

radical politics and anti a class analysis of society. 

When journalists and media organisations unquestioningly use that ideological 

compass to plot their path, then little wonder that we have the type of reporting that 

we have and little wonder that the things that are really important seem no to be 

mentioned at all or are simply dismissed. The outcome of the X Factor Strictly Come 

Dancing however becomes a major issue. If you doubt that listen to BBC Northern 

Ireland flagship ones programme „ Good Morning Ulster‟ after a week end of sing 

offs, dance offs and eliminations, And of course if you have any views on that just 

text them to Mark Caruthers on 81771. 

 

And of course, that elite consensus or the preferred view of the world applies to 

media reporting of the Assembly, local politics, the economy, social affairs and life in 

general in Northern Ireland. And what is that preferred view? Which way is that 

compass pointing locally and what are the resulting media representations?  



We‟ve never had it so good. Of that there is no doubt. And how do we know that. We 

know that because we are told it. Repeatedly and repeatedly and repeatedly. We 

read it in newspapers, we hear it on the radio, we see it on the television and shame 

on you if you think otherwise! 

This is the hundredth anniversary of the sinking of the Titanic. What‟s not to be 

happy about? Rory McIlroy has just won another Open Golf Championship; the Irish 

open has been played at Portrush. Northern Ireland won three bronze medals at the 

Olympics and somebody from here that nobody has ever heard of is doing well in 

some competition that has no relevance to anything. Therefore… Northern Ireland is 

a great place to live. There is a feel good factor. The MTV Awards were staged in 

Belfast. Oh, and Corporation Tax should be reduced because of all this so that big 

companies can pay less tax and absolutely no jobs what so ever will be guaranteed. 

 

The ideological compass in Northern Ireland is pointing towards Narnia and the local 

media are writing the accompanying script. 

I don‟t want to be a Party pooper… but how come we have more „Peace Walls now 

than when the GFA was signed.  How come more than 300,000 homes in Northern 

Ireland – around 44% - are now living in fuel poverty? That figure has risen by 17% 

in just eight years.  

How come Northern Ireland is in a league of its own when it comes to educational 
attainment? It has the highest percentage of young people leaving school with less 
than five GCSE passes at Grade C or below. More than half of non-grammar pupils 
did not get a grade C or above in English. And how did BBC Northern Ireland report 
that news? “Northern Ireland comes top of the class”  
 
Youth unemployment in Northern Ireland is now just over 22.0%. When the Good 

Friday Agreement was signed in April 1998, the rate was 9.6%. 

But the ideological compass and the consensus are not the only factors in play. 

We have also to understand that many journalists, reporters, producers, contributors 

and researchers have a very defined view of themselves. They see themselves as a 

sub set or a class fraction of Northern Ireland‟s middle classes and a very powerful 

one at that. They also act accordingly. 

Theirs is predominantly a private enterprise view of the world; there is an 

undisguised distaste for the public sector and everything it does.  Every hole in the 

road dug by public sector workers is headline news. How dare they disrupt Northern 

Ireland? Every flake of snow that falls each winter is put there by the lazy, protected 

overpaid, highly pensionised chancers of the public service. Don‟t even get them 

started on bus lanes. 



And apart from developing their social and class status, what obsesses most media 

people here? Awards. The more shock, horror and outrage and of course the more 

audience figures the better the programme has been. Those are the real criteria –not 

informing people, developing arguments or analysing the society we live in. 

 

And in their defence they‟ll say we just hold a mirror up to society. We do report 

these issues we do have these discussions, we involve everyone in Northern Ireland 

in the debate. 

BBC Radio Ulster champions this line. Let‟s look very briefly at two Radio Ulster 

news / current affairs programme and ask what contribution they make to a better 

informed population. . Good Morning Ulster can consider itself lucky I don‟t have the 

time to take it to task! 

 

On last week‟s Talkbacks programme Wendy Austin opened up the „discussion‟ on 

the news that Marie Stoppes was to open a clinic in Belfast. 

“Are you in favour”, asked Wendy, “or are you outraged”? No danger of accusing her 

of framing the debate then!  

And finally, to Nolan. 

It doesn‟t matter whether it‟s the radio show or the TV programme. The only think we 

need to ask about the Biggest Show in the Country (he wouldn‟t be trying to win an 

award would he?) is this. 

Are we better informed after the programme than we were before? The Nolan Show 

is an excellent example of a „bias against understanding‟. Once we‟ve realised that 

its function is not to serve NI society but to serve Stephen and the BBC production 

team… then we are better informed already.  

 

I want this conference to endorse: 

The drafting of a discussion paper on the role, function and practices of the 

media in Northern Ireland for circulation and comment by all members prior to 

publishing it in early 2013. 


