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“The right to be informed and to receive information from various media ... is a cornerstone of democracy and supports the construction of more democratic societies peopled by active citizens who hold informed opinions about the situation in their country and have the capacity and opportunity to propose and contribute to public policies and to demand transparency.”

Media censorship in Fiji – toward an uncertain democracy.
Freedom of expression is often cited as the cornerstone of democracy, and the enjoyment of the right to freedom of expression is necessary for the enjoyment of a number of other rights: “(t)he right to freedom of opinion and expression should be viewed as a key instrument for the promotion and protection of other human rights and an important tool in the effort to combat impunity and corruption.”
 Fijian Prime Minister Commodore Frank Bainimarama has promised democratic elections in 2014, however without a functioning media and the effective protection of freedom of expression, these elections will be inherently undemocratic. The World Bank’s 3rd Global Monitoring Report in 2006, tracking the progress on the Millennium Development Goal targets, highlighted independent media as an essential factor in good governance: “(i)ndependent media are a crucial pillar of good governance, and a critical link in the accountability chain between the government and the governed.”
 The UK Department for International Development has also emphasised the importance of a strong media in effective governance and the elimination of poverty.
 Recent calls for Australia’s increased engagement and dialogue with Fiji must therefore crucially be accompanied by a multifaceted, comprehensive strategy supporting media freedom. Despite isolationist measures by Australia and other actors within the region, along with the clearly deteriorating status of media freedom in Fiji, public outcry is still somewhat lacking in the region. The New Zealand Society of Authors President Tony Simpson states: “I am deeply disappointed in the groups that have failed to speak up about this. You would think that more people would speak up.”
 Indeed a more collaborative approach must be coupled with the removal of media regulation and increased dialogue within the region about the actions of the regime – including publicising clear human rights violations.
Although Bainimarama has stated his commitment to holding democratic elections in 2014 a number of times, he has also stated that he doesn’t trust the people of Fiji and that in order to restore democracy the government would need to “shut some people up.”
 Speaking just last year, Commodore Bainimarama said the 2014 timetable may not be met: 

“I’m all of a sudden thinking that we might not be ready for 2014 for elections if we don’t get any assistance from Australia and New Zealand for instance. If you look to 2014 and we’re not ready because of constant interfering, we are not going to give up a government to a political party, a government that’s not prepared to go into an election.”
 

Further, even in the unlikely eventuality that a different government is elected in 2014, Bainimarama has clearly stated that the military would monitor the new government “to see the path taken by the new government is on the same track.”
 Jonathan Fraenkel, an academic at the Australia National University, said it is unlikely that an elected government will operate freely and democratically and further, Bainimarama has a history of not delivering on promises: “if we believe what we’re hearing, the electoral democracy that is restored in Fiji will not be one that is free of military influence.”
 Former Australian Foreign Minister Steven Smith also noted Bainimarama’s history of broken promises: “People would also of course remember Commodore Bainimarama’s faithful undertaking to the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders’ meeting in Tonga in 2008 that he would have an election before the end of the first quarter of this year [2009]”.


Notwithstanding the potential that the promised democratic elections of 2014 will not eventuate, Australia must nonetheless capitalise on Fiji’s stated need for assistance, by providing support in exchange for guarantees of progressive removal of media censorship.

Background: freedom of expression in Fiji - just the good news, thanks.

Fiji has ratified a number of international conventions, including those on the Rights of the Child, the Elimination of Racial Discrimination and the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. Fiji’s 1997 Constitution also has a Bill of Rights and guarantees the fundamental rights to freedom of expression, assembly and association.
 However, prolonged internal tensions between the indigenous Fijian and Indo-Fijian communities have led to escalating political instability and a context in which human rights protections are increasingly disregarded. Fiji has experienced four coups in the last 14 years - in May and September of 1987, another in May 2000 and most recently in December 2006. This unrest has particularly impacted upon the right to freedom of expression, with media censorship now the norm. In the 2010 Press Freedom Index, Fiji ranked 149 out of 178 countries.
 Censorship of the media began with the first military coup, which resulted in the closure of the Fiji Sun, Fiji’s second oldest newspaper, in addition to the beginnings of self-censorship in other media outlets: “(t)he Fiji Times, the nation’s oldest and most prominent media, adopted self-censorship in order to survive, and was allowed to continue printing. During the subsequent five-year rule of the interim government ... the media learnt to be cautious in its reporting.”
 Netani Rika, editor of the Fiji Times, said that since the December 2006 coup: "(w)e have been threatened, bullied and intimidated. Our cars have been smashed, our homes firebombed."
 Rika noted that although it would be easy to “roll over and practice self-censorship," many journalists resisted: "(t)hey have bravely stood up to intimidation, rejected censorship and recognised that when a nation is controlled by usurpers it is imperative that the public’s right to know is protected at all costs."
 Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, the US State Department and other observers have reported violations of a number of human rights protections including those against arbitrary arrest and detention, freedom of assembly and freedom of speech and the media.
 A number of expatriate newspaper publishers were expelled from the country, notably The Fiji Times’ Rex Gardner in January 2009, and his predecessor, Evan Hannah, and the Fiji Sun’s Russell Hunter in 2008.
 Alongside such human rights violations and the attendant burgeoning culture of self-censorship or “cautious” journalism, there remained some media freedom. Jack Herman, Executive Secretary of the Australian Press Council, said that although at this time there was some pressure on the media, “(b)y and large the media was reporting what was going on in Fiji, up to the 2009 coup.”
  
April 2009 – the abrogation of the constitution and the response from the media.
In April 2009, the Fiji Court of Appeal ruled that the interim government was unlawful. In response, President Iloilo abrogated the constitution, terminated the appointments of all judicial officers appointed under its provisions and reappointed Bainimarama as Prime Minister.
 The government then instituted the Public Emergency Regulations (PER) and gave unprecedented powers to the Permanent Secretary for Information, Lieutenant Colonel Neumi Leweni. Under the PER, a media outlet may have its license revoked if it prints, publishes or broadcasts anything considered to portray the government negatively.
 Bainimarama stated publicly that freedom of speech "causes trouble" and had to be curbed to allow the military government to do its work.
  Following the extension of martial law, the Permanent Secretary for Information stated: "(t)he people of Fiji are now experiencing a remarkable change from what used to be highly negative and sensationalised news to a more positive, balanced and responsible reporting by the media.”
 Amnesty International reported on the intensification of media scrutiny and censorship immediately following the abrogation of the constitution, when police and government officials entered newsrooms: “Journalists who failed to adhere to the PER were detained, threatened and intimidated by government and security officials.”
 A number of journalists and publishers were called before the military to explain their reports: “the government detained without charge journalists, lawyers, and nongovernmental organization activists for periods up to two days. At least 20 journalists were detained overnight before being released.”
 In its Universal Periodic Review before the UN Human Rights Council in February 2010, the regime stated it would cease extending the Public Emergency Regulations, however has done so every month since.
The media’s response to the PER included notable demonstrations of dissent, as outlined by Netani Rika: “(e)very story is covered in detail as if we were working in a truly democratic country without the current restrictions. Each day we challenge the censors by putting every possible news item before them. Sometimes we are lucky and the occasional story slips through the net. On those days we celebrate quietly.”
 Television station Fiji One TV did not run its news program out of protest, the Fiji Sun newspaper announced that it would not run political stories and the Fiji Daily Post published stories mocking the restrictions, with headlines such as: “Man gets on bus” and “Breakfast as usual”.
 The Fiji Times printed blank spaces where censored articles were removed.
 ABC Pacific Correspondent Sean Dorney, formerly based in Suva, has said that following the printing of these blank spaces, the Permanent Secretary for information contacted the Fiji Times and threatened to shut it down if it did so again.
 Dorney was asked to leave in April 2009 and was forcibly removed after refusing (the government alleged he had breached visa conditions). The Australian and NZ High Commissioners (James Batley and Caroline McDonald) were also expelled from Fiji in November 2009.
The Media Industry Development Decree 2010 (MIDD) further entrenched existing censorship with the establishment of the Media Industry Development Authority (MIDA) and a statutory Media Tribunal to judge complaints against media. Aimed predominantly at controlling media ownership and management, the MIDD restricts foreign ownership to 10% of a media organisation.
 This provision is considered to have specifically targeted the oldest and most influential daily paper, the Fiji Times, then owned by News Limited and which consequently had to sell its majority share to local interests. A number of journalists have responded by going online, however internet cafes have been shut down to restrict independent news bloggers.
 
Arguably the greatest threat to media freedom in Fiji is now self-censorship, with the MIDD creating compelling deterrents (including fines and imprisonment) to incisive reporting on the military and the government in particular. Speaking at the UNESCO conference “Freedom of Expression: The Right to Know” to mark Press Freedom Day in May 2010, former deputy editor of the Fiji Times Sophie Foster cited a survey she carried out, in which all journalists questioned stated they were not able to report freely. Such “self-censorship” may manifest in journalists being selective about the type of stories they cover, or simply about the way in which they cover stories about the government and military. It might therefore be elaborated that restrictions to media freedom will become less visible over time because the pre-emptive self-censorship of the media will accordingly mean fewer incidences of journalists being punished for violating censorship laws. Another danger is the loss of quality journalists in Fiji – those who may have been either expelled or chosen to leave due to the regulations, or those who will choose not to become journalists due to the increasingly unappealing nature of the job (involving the risk of fines and imprisonment for violating the PER). In 2007 Uppal, Singh and Craddock described the approaching “shadows” threatening journalism in Fiji as: “a crisis of press freedom, a crisis of safety and a crisis confronting the way journalists work.”
 In the wake of the institution of the PER and the ensuing developing culture of self-censorship, these shadows are increasingly overwhelming the possibility of any effective media in Fiji. 
Response from the United Nations, civil society organisations and regional institutions: “(t)he long-term damage of undermining such fundamental institutions as the judiciary and the media cannot be underestimated.”
 
Navi Pillay, UN Human Rights Commissioner (2009).
The UN Human Rights Commissioner has called for the return to the rule of law, the reinstatement of judges and the lifting of restrictions on the media.
 In its submission to the UN Universal Periodic Review in 2009, Human Rights Watch reported: “The Fiji government is habitually violating rights to freedom of expression, association, and assembly by arresting and detaining people under the Public Emergency Regulations.”
 Amnesty International also noted: “short term arrests and intimidation are used to suppress freedom of expression.”
 Following the 2006 coup, both the Asia Pacific Forum of National Human Rights Institutions and the International Coordinating Committee of National Institutions questioned the independence of the Fiji Human Rights Commission.
 In response to calls for its review, the Commission resigned from both.
 Explicit evidence of the Fiji Commission’s lack of objectivity can be seen in a letter sent from the Commission to Mr. Rahul Krishna Raju in regards to alleged assaults, abuse and harassment by members of the military and police. The letter states that the Commission could not proceed with the claims: “as the suspects in this case are the agents of the State and in particular the members of the Republic of Fiji Military Forces, and the Republic of Fiji Police and both agents of the State are currently protected against any investigation, prosecution and investigation under the Public Emergency Decree 2009, the Crimes Decree 2009 and the Fiji Human Rights Commission Decree 2009.”
 
The regional media body, the Pacific Islands News Association, PINA, although once respected as a defender of media freedom in the Pacific, has since been had its independence compromised. Despite initial attempts by the PINA board to suspend Fiji, its secretariat is still based in Suva and the Fiji Ministry of Information (the body responsible for censoring the media) continues to be a financial member.
 PINA’s president, Moses Steven, also failed to criticise the draft media decree.
 John Woods, former Vice President of PINA, stepped down from his position over concerns the organisation lacked objectivity: “PINA’s Constitutional purpose in defending freedom of expression has been compromised to the point where most members have lost confidence in its ability to provide leadership and direction.”
 The Pacifica Media Association (PasiMA) was formed in August 2010 by regional media owners, operators and principals.
 
“(the) entrenchment of authoritarian rule indifferent to criticism has become a dangerous model for the region and the global community.’
 

Kurt Campbell, United States Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs.

It is clear that measures taken by the international community have thus far been ineffective.
 Australia’s policy toward Fiji is largely unchanged since the 2006 coup: “Canberra’s response to the coup – then and now – is designed to persuade the Fiji government to hold elections, protect the Fiji people and restore democracy to the country.”
 Australia’s inability to encourage Fiji to hold democratic elections has been noted as a major diplomatic failure.
 Australia condemned the military's unconstitutional removal of Fiji's elected government in 2006, the abrogation of Fiji's Constitution in April 2009, and abuses by the military government. In response to the events of 2009, Fiji has had sanctions imposed by Australia, New Zealand, the United States and the European Union. As mentioned, Fiji has been suspended from the main regional group, the Pacific Islands Forum,
 in addition to the Commonwealth of Nations.
 In announcing the full suspension of Fiji from the Commonwealth, Australian Foreign Minister Stephen Smith cited: “human rights abuses by the regime, particularly the reduced independence of the judiciary, media censorship, intimidation of opponents, and recent harassment of Methodist Church leaders.”
 Current and previous measures include: travel sanctions, limited diplomatic contact, suspension of defence cooperation, suspension of ministerial contact with the Fiji government and an arms embargo.
Australia’s isolationist policies appear to have fortified Bainimarama’s regime against outside influences – a concerning trend that must be addressed. “Crucially, is Fiji veering towards a long-term authoritarian regime, as in Burma or under Suharto in Indonesia? If so, presumably the best policy would be to keep channels as open as possible, and to try to counter trends towards isolationism.”
 However, an approach which involves opening dialogue with the military regime would be at odds with Australia’s reluctance to be seen as supportive of it: Foreign Minister Kevin Rudd has said that Australia is “not in the business of legitimising what has been a very ugly military coup.”
 

As it becomes increasingly clear that existing measures and sanctions have been ineffective in protecting human rights and reinstating democracy, there have been recent calls for policy change: “Australia’s tough-love policy towards Fiji has failed to persuade the government of Voreqe Bainimarama to restore democracy to Fiji and may even be helping to entrench his regime. The Fiji government, resistant to external pressure, has instead developed new allegiances and partnerships which undermine Australia’s influence.”
 

Australia is clearly reluctant to impose measures which will create suffering for the Fijian people, however this reluctance – although well founded – has served only to strengthen Bainimarama’s position.
 As O’Keefe clearly outlines: “most events led to the diplomatic impasse becoming further entrenched”
 An unwillingness to punish the Fijian people for the stance of its government has manifested in the softening of sanctions and other isolationist measures, thereby hampering their effectiveness by weakening and limiting their impacts. Instead of continuing with variations on already ineffective policies, Australia should instead adopt entirely different strategies which embrace a more collaborative and objective-oriented approach. United States Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Kurt Campbell recently stated that the US would now: “seek more direct engagement with Prime Minister Bainimarama to encourage his government to take steps to restore democracy and freedom that would allow movement toward normalization of Fiji’s relations with other countries in the region.”

“Both the Lowy Institute and the ASPI [Australia Pacific Policy Institute] portray the standoff between Australia and Bainimarama’s government as somehow driving events within Fiji. Yet it is the clampdown on dissent within Fiji and the absence of meaningful domestic dialogue that prevents concrete steps to break the deadlock.”
 

As examined, the ineffectiveness of current measures is becoming increasingly clear and accordingly acknowledged, with recent calls for Australia to focus on supporting democracy rather than continuing to make ineffectual demands for elections. Hayward-Jones, writing for Australian think-tank the Lowy Institute, states that Australia should build a coalition of partners to assist with constitutional drafting and electoral reform and should also begin an Australia-Melanesia-Indonesia leadership dialogue:
“(t)he Australian government should build and lead a new coalition with traditional and non-traditional partners which works with Fiji to develop a package of assistance for electoral and constitutional reform. [...] Australia should also offer a range of confidence-building measures to prepare the ground for Australia to assist Fiji’s transition to democracy. The Foreign Minister should foster support for this new approach in the region and with other key international partners.”

Whilst this proposed dialogue includes members of the media, such an approach lacks the required comprehensiveness and overall coordination as part of a broader strategy to engage and empower media within Fiji. It is imperative that such collaborative approaches must be balanced by the need to reinstate media freedom, remove draconian media laws and ensure that all Fijian citizens can access unbiased information. The proposed elections cannot be genuinely democratic unless great progress is made in media freedom, as identified by Fraenkel: 

“Both the Lowy Institute and the ASPI [Australia Pacific Policy Institute] portray the standoff between Australia and Bainimarama’s government as somehow driving events within Fiji. Yet it is the clampdown on dissent within Fiji and the absence of meaningful domestic dialogue that prevents concrete steps to break the deadlock.”
 

The Lowy Institute proposes that this deadlock must be addressed by Australia redefining its relationship with Fiji and working more collaboratively toward reinstating democracy and supporting electoral and constitutional reform.
 This collaborative approach is also in line with Australia’s recently formulated Human Rights Framework, which states that Australia will seek to "improve the protection and promotion of human rights at home, within our region and around the world." The Framework is based on five key principles, one being to enhance “domestic and international engagement on human rights issues.”
 However, it is crucial to recognise that without a functioning media and the effective protection of freedom of expression, such engagement may be misconstrued though poor communication with the Fijian people: 

“The Public Emergency Regulation, media censorship and the Fiji government’s effective communication measures mean the only voice in Fiji is that of Bainimarama’s government. It is difficult for the Australian government to communicate its message effectively in this environment. While the premise of Canberra’s approach is highly principled, sustained attack from the Fiji Government’s public relations campaign has meant Australia’s principles are not always clear to people in Fiji.”
 

Further, Jon Fraenkel from the ANU argues this approach is a “rehash” of a failed policy adopted immediately following the 2006 coup.
 This involved the adoption of a “road map” toward elections in 2009, allowing the continued flow of aid. Fraenkel argues this approach is fundamentally flawed because it requires the prospect of genuinely democratic elections; however Bainimarama has stated that he will not allow any established politicians to contest the elections.
  

If Fiji’s regional neighbours – led by Australia – are willing to take a stronger line on requiring the removal of draconian media censorship laws in exchange for providing practical support and cooperation on a timeline for democracy, they can expect support from Fijian citizens: “(i)n Fiji there is a palpable dissatisfaction with media standards in the community. But this is overridden by the public desire to have a free media. This was demonstrated in the strong public opposition to proposals by the Qarase government to introduce new, draconian media law.”
 In this way, Australia has the potential to garner great support from the Fijian people, who are clearly frustrated with the state of their media. Considering this, in addition to the moral imperative to encourage the protection and promotion of freedom of the media, there must be some show of solidarity from the international community in helping to address the power imbalances which allow such regulations to persist.

Thus increasing collaboration and dialogue is in Australia’s interest, whilst being aligned with its objectives of supporting a transition to democracy. Similarly, however, the danger of increasing collaboration and dialogue without an attendant focus on lifting media censorship is that such dialogue might be confused with legitimisation of the regime’s draconian actions. Further, the one-sided nature of publicly available information means that the regime has everything to gain from its cooperation with its regional neighbours, without any risk of scrutiny over its actions.  

“Of course there needs to be dialogue, but negotiations need to be oriented towards encouraging the removal of draconian public emergency regulations and intense media censorship, the normalization of diplomatic relationships, getting the soldier-civil servants back to barracks and – above all – kick-starting talks involving Fiji’s civilian political leaders.”

The United States has already taken a more inclusive position, accepting Bainimarama’s timetable for elections and stated it will cooperate to support its achievement: “(w)e should abandon our line-in-the-sand approach, which hasn't produced positive results in more than four years, for one that promises the possibility of achieving the outcome in less time.’”
 Clearly, Australia’s current strategy of isolating Fiji can only be effective if it operates as part of a broader regional strategy – therefore the clear moves by other countries to increase cooperation with Fiji (most notably the United States and also nearer neighbours such as Indonesia) must accordingly influence a reshape of Australia’s approach. Moving forward, policies must incorporate organised and coordinated regional responses which balance pressures on the Fijian government with capacity building and direct engagement with the media to work toward reinstating freedom of expression. Crucially, this strategy must involve the reintegration of the Fijian Human Rights Commission into the regional and global associations of human rights institutions (the Asia Pacific Forum and the International Coordinating Committee of Human Rights Institutions). Relationships must be re-established to work toward the full independence and effective functioning of the Commission, including a cooperatively formulated road map for its reaccreditation of the Fiji Commission, in line with the Paris Principles. Without such reintegration, the Fiji Commission will continue to lack independence, effectiveness and accountability (as clearly evidenced in Rahul Raju’s unattended complaint). Similarly, Fiji should be progressively incorporated in the regional media association PasiMA, which might in turn be empowered to greater influence and effectiveness in the region as part of a more concerted strategy for building media capacity within Fiji. Support and assistance provided by PasiMA must again be proffered in exchange for increased accountability in regards to standards of media freedom.  
“Fiji’s media has been blamed for fermenting coups by the manner in which it reported political and racial issues.”
 

Imperative to this discussion is a deeper consideration and examination of the intrinsic role of the media within a nation of such political upheaval as Fiji. Interestingly, Shailendra Singh from the University of the South Pacific Journalism School contends that “western-style” reporting is not necessarily appropriate in countries such as Fiji, where political instability can be further fuelled by the media: “Misreporting, hyping up, or sensationalising conflict may not result in a coup or riots in well-entrenched democracies, or homogenous societies. But it can devastate fragile, multiethnic societies such as Fiji. And, we have seen some terrible examples of this in some African countries.”
 Indeed, encouraging revolutionary protest may serve to heighten the regime’s existing censorship and increase the incidence of human rights violations. Singh says that calls for Fijians to stand up to Bainimarama and the government are ill-advised and potentially dangerous, noting Fiji’s propensity of violence and unrest: “A rebellion is the last thing Fiji needs. Citizens would only be exposed to more violence and suffering.”
 Similarly, although clearly coming from a different perspective, Professor Subramani (Fiji’s Media Industry Development Authority chair) has criticised the media for covering a disproportionate number of stories about conflict. Singh highlights the importance of education of media professionals: “we have to groom people who can analyse and comment on the media — people trained to carry on discussions and debate such as this one because such dialogue has to be ongoing.”

“the right mix of pressure and engagement from Australia may make all the difference to protecting human rights.” 

Letter from Human Rights Watch to Julia Gillard MP, 8 December 2010. 

Human Rights Watch (HRW) has urged the Australian government to take a proactive approach to upholding human rights in the region: “Australia can and should be a regional leader in protecting human rights in the Asia-Pacific,” said Elaine Pearson, deputy Asia director at Human Rights Watch. “Prime Minister Gillard should reaffirm Australia's commitment to human rights with active and public diplomatic efforts."
 HRW outlined recommendations for Australia in dealing with countries including Fiji – with specific reference to the lack of accountability for crimes committed by security forces in countries where Australia assists such forces. Indeed, as a close neighbour and one with specific interests within Fiji, Australia is both morally and often also practically responsible for the actions of the regime. 
Moving forward: capacity building, media development, good governance, democracy.
Actors within the Asia Pacific region, as well as those further afield, clearly have political and moral imperatives to act. Recognising the extreme difficulty of engaging with a military dictatorship, actors within the region must nonetheless formulate strategies to do so effectively within a broader plan to progressively support the reinstitution of democracy and media freedom. The region must work to facilitate capacity building and empowerment of the media through methods such as journalist exchanges and creating opportunities which optimise the possibilities of social media. In contrast to supplanting “western-style” reporting expectations onto Fijian media, a more collaborative approach could progressively create a framework better suited to supporting Fiji’s “fragile multi-ethnic” society. This would work toward a more achievable and relevant form of media freedom; one less threatening to the existing regime and therefore more likely to inspire collaboration and cooperation. It has been noted within broader development discussion (not specific to Fiji) that engagement in media and communications assistance from development agencies is fragmented and marginal.
 It is therefore particularly crucial that strategies are carefully developed in line with development objectives. A relevant case study in mapping the sector comes from the USAID-funded Media Development Program (MDP) in Russia. The program was jointly designed and implemented by two Russian organisations aiming to: “speed the development of a commercially viable media sector in Russia.”
 Another relevant research project is the Media, Empowerment and Democracy in East Africa program (MEDIeA) currently examining the role of civil-society-driven media and communication technologies in enhancing participatory governance processes.
 “The focus will be primarily on the role of youth – understood both as engaged and high frequency media users (consumers and producers) and as key players in the development processes in countries with youth-oriented demographic characteristics, as is the case in Tanzania and Kenya.”
 This program is therefore also pertinent to Fiji, where the median age is 26.9 years.
 Although Fiji’s median age is higher than that in Tanzania and Kenya,
 the principle of engaging young people in the movement toward democracy has much credence. 
One potential avenue for engagement which would be unthreatening to the regime might be increasing local media capacity to cover international news stories with relevance to Fiji. The MEDIeA research has highlighted the need for more local coverage of major external issues: “The lack of local media coverage of the external driving forces of change on poor countries – international trade, climate change and global health, for instance – is generating deficits in governance through continued public disengagement in these issues. These deficits can be tackled through concerted media and communications strategies such as e.g. assisting developing country journalists to cover processes such as the next phase of the Kyoto Protocol.”
 Contributing to programs which broadly support media capacity building within Fiji has the potential to create flow-on effects when the country’s governance is more stable, by supporting more robust reporting and scrutiny. 
“The rise of blogs ... has shown that in the digital age the press does not have to be the only champion of freedom of expression.”

Alongside working to improve media freedom in mainstream outlets, Australia’s approach must also include innovative strategies for connecting directly with Fijian citizens and disseminating unbiased information to allow them to make informed decisions. As mentioned, strategies aimed at engaging Fiji’s youth are imperative in improving governance and supporting the development of democratic processes. However, alternative media avenues such as blogs and Twitter also have their own dangers and limitations. Although providing valuable and accessible avenues for citizens to voice dissent, if left unregulated they can also become tools for inciting violence or further destabilising the country.
 Such channels may also further entrench censorship by strengthening the government’s resistance to freedom of the media, in addition to provoking increased incidences of human rights violations: “(i)n the absence of a free media, blogging becomes a favourite mechanism for political resistance and this has provoked the fury of the interim government to take draconian steps to block and close down antigovernment blogs.”
 In Fiji, bloggers critical of the military government have also been censored.
 Nonetheless, the negatives aspects of utilising social media channels are outweighed by their far-reaching potential: Hayward-Jones notes that a recent study found that 110,000 Facebook accounts originate in Fiji, with annual growth is expected to exceed 75 per cent.
 
Removing censors from newsrooms - balancing the need for prompt reform with the challenges of the current situation.
There appears to be some consensus around the need to remove censors from Fiji’s newsrooms:

“The International Federation of Journalists and the Pacific Freedom Forum both say that official censorship of the country's media by the coup-installed interim government should be lifted. Fiji's own Media Industry Development Authority chair, Professor Subramani, has said he also would like to see censors removed eventually, but first there needs to be a dialogue about the way the media operates.”

MIDA chair Professor Subramani states the need for a dialogue about a timeline for the removal of censors, however as Lisa Williams-Lahari from the Pacific Freedom Forum has affirmed, such a dialogue is clearly unlikely to be balanced: “given that censors are still in newsrooms, that doesn’t do a lot to open up dialogue, trust ... the spirit of transparency that you would really expect to enjoy when you use a word like dialogue.”
 Whilst it might be naive to expect such a dialogue to be entirely balanced, it is equally naive to expect such extreme regulations to be lifted all at once.  It is therefore appropriate to consider working toward progressive removal of media censorship measures and working toward a more achievable timetable for full media freedom. 

“we’ve got to be clear and get back to what the role of the fourth estate is, and it’s to keep us in conversation with each other, to keep a community informed, to let the public have access to information so that they’re aware of decisions being made in their interest and they’re able to make informed decisions for themselves.” 

Lisa Williams-Lahari, Pacific Freedom Forum, speaking with Bruce Hill, ABC Radio Australia.

In summary, current measured adopted by Australia and other actors within the region have been clearly ineffective in supporting democracy and freedom of the media within Fiji. The ineffectiveness of these measures is clearly compounded by media censorship: the Fijian public is uninformed as to the motives behind such measures and therefore less likely to connect the actions of the regime with the hardships suffered as a result of sanctions. Indeed, misdirected frustrations toward Australia and other regional neighbours – if sustained - may serve to strengthen the regime’s power by fanning Fijians’ hostility toward outside influences. Where Australia should be showing solidarity and support, they instead appear to be punishing everyday Fijians. 
Recent calls from within Australia for an increased dialogue with Fiji are well founded and aligned with the approaches of a number of other actors in the region and internationally. However, recommendations to re-engage with Fiji only address part of the problem. It is increasingly clear that existing challenges are worsened by the absence of an effective media, which is free to facilitate crucial dialogue and inform citizens – a significant factor which is not sufficiently considered in recent debates on these issues. Increased dialogue with the regime must be accompanied by requirements for the progressive removal of media censorship laws, including the removal of censors from newsrooms. A road map for democratic reform can be modelled on the shared moral rhetoric of the regime and external actors, which has interestingly been strikingly similar: “This narrative of rescue and redemption used by Bainimarama throughout the period is similar narrative of external actors. As such, a complete mismatch appears in the declaratory rhetoric with general agreement on the moral superiority of democratic ideals and disagreement on the timeframe on their restoration and whether or not a dictator can lead democratic reform.”
 Challenges clearly exist in engaging with the Fijian regime. However, through utilising a number of innovative strategies concurrently – including social media, blogging and other avenues – Australia can operate more constructively within a context in which its motives are clearer to Fijians, who are in turn better informed on their democratic options. The absence of a focused and diversified strategy for the achievement of media freedom in Fiji will serve to strengthen and further entrench Bainimarama’s authoritarian regime; by blindly engaging with the government, Australia risks implicitly legitimising it. Any strategy aimed at improving dialogue and engagement with the Fijian government must be directly associated with concerted, comprehensive programs supporting the protection and promotion of freedom of the media. This must also include strict stipulations around the provision of support and assistance for the transition to democracy being conditional upon the progressive removal of draconian media censorship laws. 
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