
1 | P a g e  
 

Address by Selby Wilson, Chairman 

Of  

Telecommunications Authority of Trinidad and Tobago 

Ethical, Moral and Legal Standards of Media 

On  

Thursday 26th March, 2015 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen it is my pleasure and honour to address you today on the 

theme of TATT’s continuing knowledge sharing forum: Ethical, Moral and Legal 

Standards of Media. 

This topic could be very provocative as some if not all media persons would take 

the view that nothing should threaten the “Freedom of the Press”. However, I will 

contend that freedom brings with it responsibilities and obligations. While 

Freedom of the Press is one of our cherished rights, so too is the freedom to 

criticise the press. 

In September 1881 Charles Dudley Warner said “Our newspapers every day are 

loaded with accidents, casualties and crimes concerning people of whom we 

never heard before and never shall hear again, the reading of which is of no 

earthly use to any human being. What is news? What is it that an intelligent 

public should care to hear about?" These reflections of Warner are still relevant 

today and apply to the broadcast media equally. Warner’s quotation indicates 

that Press, now media, criticism is an old and honourable exercise. Indeed his two 

questions: What is news? And What is it that an intelligent public should care to 

hear about? create a framework around which media ethics can be built. 

On a previous occasion, I warned that the greatest threat to freedom of media 

expression are journalists, both printer and media, acting irresponsibly and not 

adhering to quality standards. Let me be clear that I am in support of Freedom of 

the Press but it must be exercised in a responsible manner. Freedom is neither 

absolute nor unbridled.  
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Trinidad and Tobago has lead the way in opening up the Media. The Authority has 

issued over thirty-seven radio licenses, several cable TV licenses, free to air TV 

licenses, and lease TV channel licenses. The Broadcasting sector is truly open and 

provides choice to customers.  

However with this proliferation of broadcasting channels, the Authority has 

observed an increasing deterioration in broadcasting quality. In my opinion this is 

so because Broadcast Executives are not insisting on the standards and 

acceptable broadcast behavior rooted in ethical principles.  

I am aware that many journalists are of the opinion that Media Executives should 

give free reign to them to cover their stories without interference. But then I ask 

who takes ultimate responsibility for quality and fair representation of 

programmes? Certainly this must reside with someone. 

Let me remind you of four guiding principles of ethical journalism drawn from the 

Society of Professional Journalists’ Code of Ethics.   

 

1. Seek Truth and Report on It  

Ethical Journalism should be accurate and fair. Journalists should be honest 

and courageous in gathering, reporting and interpreting information. 

Journalist should: 

 Take responsibility for the accuracy of their work. Verify information 

before releasing it and use original sources where possible. 

 Remember that neither speed or format excuses inaccuracy 

 Provide context. Take special care not to misrepresent or 
oversimplify in 
promoting, previewing or summarizing a story 

 Identify sources clearly. The public is entitled to as much information 

as 

possible to judge the reliability and motivations of sources. 

 Consider sources’ motives before promising anonymity.  

 Diligently seek subjects of news coverage to allow them to respond 

to criticism or allegations of wrongdoing 
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2. Minimise Harm 

Pursuit of the news is not a license for arrogance or undue intrusiveness. 

Ethical Journalism treats sources, subjects, colleagues and members as 

human beings deserving of respect. 

Journalist should: 

 Balance the public’s need for information against potential harm or 

discomfort. 

 Show compassion for those who may be affected by news coverage. 

 Use heightened sensitivity when dealing with juveniles, victims of sex 

crimes, and sources or subjects who are inexperienced or unable to 

give consent. 

 Consider cultural differences in approach and treatment. 

  Recognize that legal access to information differs from an ethical 

justification 

to publish or broadcast. 

 Realize that private people have a greater right to control 

information about 

themselves than public figures and others who seek power, influence 

or 

attention.  

 Weigh the consequences of publishing or broadcasting personal 

information. 

 Avoid pandering to lurid curiosity, even if others do. 

 

3. Act Independently 

The highest and primary obligation of ethical journalism is to serve the 

public. 

Journalist should: 

 Avoid conflicts of interest, real or perceived. Disclose unavoidable 

conflicts. 

 Refuse gifts, favors, fees, free travel and special treatment, and avoid 

political 

and other outside activities that may compromise integrity or 

impartiality, 
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or may damage credibility. 

 Be wary of sources offering information for favors or money; do not 

pay for 

access to news. Identify content provided by outside sources, 

whether paid 

or not. 

 Deny favored treatment to advertisers, donors or any other special 

interests, 

and resist internal and external pressure to influence coverage. 

 Distinguish news from advertising and shun hybrids that blur the 

lines 

between the two.  

 Prominently label sponsored content. 

 

4. Be Accountable and Transparent 

Ethical Journalism means taking responsibility for one’s work and explaining 

one’s decisions to the public. 

Journalist should: 

 Explain ethical choices and processes to audiences. Encourage a civil 

dialogue 

with the public about journalistic practices, coverage and news 

content. 

 Respond quickly to questions about accuracy, clarity and fairness. 

 Acknowledge mistakes and correct them promptly and prominently. 

 Explain corrections and clarifications carefully and clearly. 

 Expose unethical conduct in journalism, including within their 

organizations. 

 Abide by the same high standards they expect of others. 

Citizens should also play a role in entrenching good ethical journalism. They 

should actively participate by: 

 Reading or listening to the news even if they don't agree with it; 

 Giving journalists feedback; 
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 Reading or listening to serious news; 

 Reading the editorials. 

To the media executives and their journalist, I ask: how do you measure up 

against these guiding principles of the profession? How many of the media houses 

have codes of ethics to inform the behaviours of their journalist? Are there any in-

house procedures to evaluate and improve media houses' performance? Are 

media executives concerned about standards or is it a matter of sales at any cost? 

I would hope not but so it seems, whether in print or broadcast media.  

There is a golden consideration which requires media executives and journalists 

to make a judgement call almost on a daily basis to determine whether their news 

reporting and programing satisfies the test that it is in the wider interest of the 

majority, thus of benefit to the greater public. 

In addition to the consideration of these guiding principles, the Authority is of the 

opinion that the language and boisterousness of some of the programmes, 

particularly in the Broadcast media, leaves much to be desired. It almost seems 

that it is policy for the hosts of talk show programmes to be as raucous as possible 

and, in the process, encourage call-in participants to exhibit similar behaviours. 

Sometimes hosts engage in out shouting each other. This seems to be the new 

normal, seemingly  premised on the misconceived view that this is what the man 

in the street understands, expects and demands. The media executives appear to 

turn a blind eye. 

With this attitude it is highly unlikely that the media industry in Trinidad and 

Tobago will ever see another Trevor McDonald, now Sir Trevor. Sir Trevor learnt 

his trade in Trinidad and Tobago having worked in print, television and radio. He 

became the world’s number one news broadcaster with his News at Ten O’clock 

on ITN in United Kingdom. Trevor has received more awards than any other 

newscaster in Britain. He earned this by the application of principles which singled 

him out as an ethical journalist in a country which was not his home. In 2001, the 

nation's love of Trevor was further proclaimed as he was voted 'Most Trusted TV 

Celebrity' in a Radio Times-commissioned poll. 

How many of today’s journalists know the Trevor McDonald story and his rise to 

prominence in the United Kingdom which became his home in 1962? How many 
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of today’s journalists have read his autobiography Fortunate Circumstances? How 

many of today’s journalist are inspired by his success and try to emulate him?  Sir 

Trevor is home grown. With so many opportunities in the media industry, we 

should have more Trevor McDonalds. 

The Authority continues to receive complaints from a wide cross section of the 

public about the tone of many of the broadcast programmes. Some claim that the 

country is heading down a slippery slope of social intolerance, racial disharmony 

and religious intolerance. We are concerned about these perceptions. Very often 

the perception becomes the reality. As a multiracial and multicultural nation we 

simply cannot chance this development or address it when it is too late. The 

journalistic styles and strategies used will determine our destiny: harmony or 

strife. Journalists as managers of the Fifth Estate will significantly influence the 

course the nation takes.  

Media captures the soul and the pulse of a country; what we see and how we are 

seen. It reaches every crevice of a nation, using channels variously accessible by 

all; influencing awareness, opinion, fashion, culture and values. The leaders of the 

media industry, its executives, carry a tremendous responsibility in the setting of 

standards and promoting ethical principles to guide their journalists, even while 

not denying them the freedom to report. They must stay keenly in tune with their 

programming.  If not they imperil the Freedom of the Press and put the nation at 

risk.  

 

 

 

 


