Role of PCI in defence of Press Freedom

It is a matter of great honour and pride for me to welcome you all to this
seminar which has been organised to commemorate the Golden Jubilee year of
the Press Council of India, an organisation which since 1966 has been
constantly striving to protect and preserve the freedom of speech and expression
and peoples’ Right to Know in India. | would also like to congratulate the
Indian Institute of Mass Communication, Dhenkanal, for successfully

conducting this Seminar in Odisha.

Dear friends, | was appointed to the Press Council of India after career
spanning several decades as a lawyer and Judge of the Hon’ble Supreme Court
of India and various State High Courts. Although | had always been aware of
the indispensable role played by the Press in our democracy, however , | had not
had the privilege to regularly meet and interact with editors and journalists at
close quarters, nor had | witnessed the fierceness with which they safeguard
their constitutional guarantee of free speech. However the ease and the absolute
confidence with which Journalists question anyone and the valour with which
they report even from the most disturbed conflict zones, risking their own lives,
have always impressed me and these elements of being a journalist
distinguishes them from any other professional. A good journalist is an advocate
for both sides of an argument and is always happy to let his reader be the judge

and does this every single day.

Pursuant to  joining the Press Council of India,
| had the privilege to experience these traits in my fellow Members of the
Council, all of whom are men and women of distinction and distinguished
journalists. They deserve respect and consideration from society and the
Government for their commitment to an ethical press and upholding democratic

values. | consider it a privilege to have learnt the nuances of good journalism



while Chairing the Press Council and I hope | have been able to share aspects of

jurisprudence, legal precedence and judicial temperament with my colleagues.

The unique feature of the Press Council of India, is that it enjoys the
statutory status with compulsive jurisdiction on all newspapers, while retaining
its character as essentially an internal self-regulatory mechanism of the Press
which is quite evident from its objectives, composition and functioning. The
Press Council since its days of inception has been engaged in the task of
promoting freedom of the press and towards preserving the independence of
newspapers, news agencies and journalists, and also in raising the standards of
journalism. The Press Council has always reviewed any development/s that may
possibly pose a threat to the free flow and dessimination of information or may
effect the independence of the press by concentration of ownership of

newspapers and news agencies.

In order to foster a sense of responsibility and public service among all
those engaged in the profession of journalism, the Press Council of India has
laid down a code of ethics which are in accordance with high standards of
journalism. Even the composition of the Press Council reflects its uniqueness as
more than fifty percent of its members belong to the Journalistic community
from all over India and includes working journalists, editors and owners of the
newspapers/news agencies. Hence the directions of the Council in adjudications
are completely independent from any interference from the government and the
inquiry proceedings are carried out in the most fair and unbiased manner. Here,
it would be unfair if I don’t acknowledge the commitment and dedication of my
collegues, as whenever the question of threat to freedom of press or media
ethics has arisen they have always tackled the matter tactfully and judiciously
and have walked the extra mile to ensure the relevance of the Council as a
watchdog. | am happy to share that because of this commitment of Members,

the Council has extended the time it spends on inquiry proceedings and has
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succeeded in clearing its backlog of complaints. We now routinely dispose off

cases in months rather than years.

| would like to offer just two examples from the past few years about the
seminal and constructive role the Council has played. At a hearing in Guwahati,
while adjudicating a major confrontation between the authorities and the press,
the Council was able to reach a conclusive adjudication that left all sides
equally happy and satisfied, which is not an easy task in adversarial
proceedings. Thereafter, at a hearing in Belgaum on a batch of complaints of
paid news, the Council was able to enunciate clear principles for adjudication
that was relevant to all stakeholders, including the Election Commission of
India, State Election authorities, political parties and the Press. Any incidence
which is a direct threat to the freedom of the Press including attacks on
jouranlists or media persons, the Press Council takes suo-moto congnizence of
such matters and even carries out its independent investigation to eliminate any
circusmatcnes that may be unhealthy to the freedom of the press. Two years
back when | joined the Council, | had written to the Ministry seeking legislative
measures for expanding the scope and powers of the Council, while the
legislative intervention have not yet taken place, the Government has taken
administrative steps to make the Council’s power of censure more stringent.
While much more needs to be done, this is a step in the right direction which 1
am sure will help to raise the standards of Press when used judiciously as my

colleagues and | are determined to do.

My friends | would also like to share that the Press Council of India is
not only dedicated to protect and preserve the free flow of information and
freedom of Press within the country but across the borders and helps the
journalist community to work accross borders with more freedom and less
restriction, for this the Council is working in collaboration with the Press

Councils of South Asian nations to make freedom of Press an international



phenomenon. During the celebration of the 50" anniversary of the Press Council
that took place in November 2016 the function was graced by the Chairmans
and members from the Press and Media Councils of Bangladesh, Nepal,
Maldives, Srilanka, Afghanistan and even Pakistan was willing to participate
but due to some technical issues they were unable to join us. | assure my friends
that the Press Council is working really hard towards achieving its objectives
and we are committed to create a secure and safe atmosphere for journalists to

perform independently.

With these few words, | wish to thank you all for your presence, your
support and your good wishes. On behalf of my colleagues of the Council, |
want to assure you that we are committed to making the Press Council of India

an institution all Indians can be proud of.

THANK YOQOU.
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