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On 5pm, Sep. 21, 2006, the first self-regulation guideline for all Taiwan commercial TVs has been passed by a joint meeting of both Satellite Television Broadcasting  Association (STVBA) and its News Council which includes about 20 women/gender related organizations and 10 communication scholars. This historical moment deserved some discussion and analysis. Because the commercial TVs have been established in Taiwan for more than 30 years, this self-regulation guideline has been the first one enacted and accepted by all TV stations. More importantly, this guideline has included special chapters for covering various minority groups, especially related with gender issues, such as women, foreign spouses, different sexual-oriented people, multiple family styles, Aids, etc. 

How could this be achieved? Especially when Taiwan’s TV market suffered from the problem of overcrowded channels and vicious competition for rating among more than nine 24-hours news channels in recent years, the crazy drive for sensationalism has been worse and worse in recent years no matter how audiences and NGOs voiced out their protests and anger.

Moreover, how could it be possible for about 20 non-government organizations volunteering to focus on this media watch project while they are already very busy with their own business and badly short-staffed? Those groups involved range from media watch, women’s movement, children protection, immigrant spouse right, homosexual right, etc. They have come together to form a collective power to pressure both government and TV stations to set forth new communication policies in order to protect communication right for various minority groups, including women of course.

This event is also unique and memorable for women activists and media reform in Taiwan as well as in the world. According to most research, similar factors such as media competition and profitability have acted as major obstacles to the enforcement of professional guidelines in various countries. Years of women activism do not seem to have produced many perceptible changes in the state of regional or national communications policy. Actually, there is rarely any policy created addressing women and communication in most countries. 

Canada and Australia are probably the few countries which have succeeded in terms of gender-related communication policy. Taiwan’s experience is therefore another exceptional one. Although we still have to wait and see if TV’s performances have really been improved or not after the enforcement of this self-regulation guideline, we do have launched the first step after so many years of waiting and struggling—to a more gender equality sensitive environment of the media.

This achievement is not accidental, it has been grounded in more than 30 years of women movements in Taiwan. In the following I would like to briefly introduce Taiwan’s women movement first. Then I would like to analyze the reason of success of this media reform movement. In the conclusion, I would like to discuss why we can expect a better media environment in terms of the gender equality in the future. 

A Brief introduction of Taiwan ‘s women movements

In order to pursue gender equity, there have been various kinds of effort engaged for a long time to overcome the stereotypes and biased situation of women. Women’s movement in Taiwan could be traced back to 1970’s initiated by Hsiu-lien Lu, the current vice president of Taiwan, ROC. After dozens of years of awakening effort and feminist movements, we have witnessed many improvements in the following major fields since 1990’s,:

Gender Equity Laws

Through long term struggle and efforts, the major gender equity laws enforced through recent years includes:

· Domestic Violence Prevention Law (1998)

· Amendment of Civil Law Part VI Family Members (2002)    
· The Amendment of Criminal Law Chapter 15 Offense of Sexual Autonomy Violation(2001)
· Gender Equality in Employment Law (2002)

· Gender Equality Education Law, (2004)

· Sexual Crime Prevention Law(2005)

· Sexual Harassment Prevention Law (2006)

It is obvious because of the lobbying process for the legislation, the NGOs and academic field have already achieved close collaboration with each other over the past dozen years through a variety of social movements and activities.
Gender Equity Education

In addition to the legislative achievement, the gender equity education has also been promoted and improved. The major events are:

1. In 1988, the Awakening Foundation had started reviewing the gender stereotypes and ideologies prevailed in various levels of textbooks.

2. In 1997, the Ministry of Education has established Committee of Gender Equality Education to promote gender sensibility in primary schools and high schools.

3. In 2002, the Ministry of Education has announced the Policy Statement of Media Literacy Education, which was the first policy statement of its kind in Asia, which is committed to promote media literacy in which audiences are taught to be sensitive of gender stereotypes. Meanwhile, people are encouraged to recognize media, make good use of media, watch media, and act against media bias.
4. In 2004, the Gender Equality Education Law has been enforced. The school education is required to add gender equity content and eliminate biased sex-roles.
5. In 2005, the Sexual Crime Prevention Law enforced demands further gender equity education.

This list could surely be much longer. There are numerous kinds of gender education activities, workshops, classes, etc. have been conducted to change the traditional concepts about men and women and to promote more diverse images of sex-roles in society and at home. Meanwhile, the problem of media stereotypes are also examined and protested from time to time.
The political and Economic participation

Through years, women’s organizations have played an active and pivotal role to advocate the notion of gender equity and successfully resulted in dramatic change in many areas. At the same time, the economic status of Taiwan women has been improved obviously. The labor force participation rate of women in Taiwan has steadily increased every year since the 1980s and has remained about 45% in recent years.

The political participation of women has also been obvious. According to the statistics of the Foundation of Women Rights Promotion and Development, Taiwan has been rated No. 1 in Asian countries in terms of the female parliament members, though it is still less than Scandinavian countries. Sweden tops the world with 45%, Taiwan is about 21% (as 36th in the world, and 1st in Asian), while Singapore is 16%, Korea is 13%, and Japan is merely 7%. Besides, the current Taiwan’s vice president and the vice Executive Yuan are females, and the Executive Yuan has 8 cabinet members in total. http://www.taiwaneseny.com/coranto/taa/EEukkylpFuPSeYJfBs.shtm, l8 March 2006) In other words, the women’s economical and political status has generally been improved in the past several decades.
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Media Watch Movements 

Over the past ten years, media scholars, activists as well as many women activists in Taiwan have also been engaged in eliminating media stereotypes and promoting gender equity images from various ways.
With respect to academic research, within 1991 to 2000, there are more than 40 papers studying women and media, 20 of which focused on the problem of media representation of women, and criticized the stereotypes and bias against women in the media. (Fang and Lin,2002) 

Media watch movements certainly constitute another important force to promote gender equality and media reform. As for the media watch movements, we have observed the following important events in Taiwan over past years:

1. In 1996, the first media watch organization in Taiwan (Media Watch Foundation) has been established, It has been three years after the cable television license has been released for application. Since then, the rating competition among more and more TV channels has resulted in worse and worse program content and deterioration of professional standards. 

2. In 1998, The Media Watch Committee of Mothers has been built with the concern to provide healthier media programs for children. In other words, parents found that children are drawn to TVs which are plagued with pornography, violence, stereotypes of gender, etc.

3. In 2003, the Alliance of Media Watch had been formed by dozens of NGO groups, ranging from women movement, children welfare, teachers’ organizations, etc. The problem of media become the common concern of more and more social groups who called for people to recognize media, to monitor media performances, to promote media literacy, in order to make best use of it, and to change it if needed. 

4. During this period, there has also been a long term effort to promote public TV for more than 10 years. Taiwan’s public TV has finally been established in 1998. Those scholars and activists then turn to build another media watch organization: Media reform Association which is composed of both scholars and social activists, feminists, and media professionals. 

However, with this long list of media movements, there is still no obvious sign that the gender portrayals in the media have shown any sign of obvious improvement. It is primarily because that the media are still competing for rating intensively at the price of professional standard. They claimed that people should have the right to know, and their content should be protected by the legal umbrella of press freedom.

Therefore, a new wave of media reform movement began. This time, there are more than 60 NGOs committed to pressure Taiwan’s TV to enact self-regulation. Different from previous protests against media, not only there are a wide range of NGOs involved, but they have demonstrated highly organized effort, strategies, and elaborated human right concern. They argue that they are citizens rather than audiences. Since media plays a pivotal role in the public sphere, they have to respond to and interact with citizens’ concerns and complaints. A collective power of citizens’ media reform movement has emerged. However, it has been triggered by an accidental event. 

The Citizens’ Coalition for Media Reform Movement

On Nov. 2005, the Government Information Office (in charge of the broadcasting regulation before Feb, 2006, since then, a new organization- National Communication Committee, NCC has been enforced to take charge of the broadcasting administration) had made a very severe decision after its Satellite TV license review and announced that two of them are rejected license renewal and all others were put into observation list until they provide a revised management plan clarifying how they would improve their over-sensational program content through self-regulation and how would they interact better with their audiences complaints.
This official decision has immediately drawn overwhelming critique from all TV stations. However, the opinion survey shows that more than 60% of people support the government strict decision, even at the cost of press freedom to some degree, because most people have felt angered by the media’s over-sensationalized content to an unbearable degree already.

Therefore, there were more than 60 NGOs signed up to establish the Citizens’ Coalition for Media Reform (CCMR) to support the government decision, especially demanding the media responding to the NGOs’ complaint and execute self-regulation. Among these groups, there are more than 40 groups are gender related, such as feminist groups, women welfare groups, family rights groups, children welfare groups, sexual workers groups, homosexual rights groups, etc. Other groups include environmental protection groups, community groups, human right organizations, indigenous groups, etc.
 There are probably four reasons to explain why these groups of different concerns could get together right after the license review. First, they all have felt very disappointed with the media extreme sensationalism and deterioration. Second, they have all recognized the importance of media and have participated various movements of media reforms before. Third, they have cooperated with each other to struggle for various kinds of legislation and activism to protect human right over the past dozen years, especially under the leadership of the Awakening Foundation-- a well-known and one of the earliest feminist organization in Taiwan engaged in gender equity issues and feminist movements since 1982. Therefore, they are familiar with each other, they recognize the importance of the media, they share common concern with the human right issues, and they have experiences with various kinds of activist strategies already. 

Appeals for media reform

Since the government prescribes that these TV stations should offer a revised managing plan about how to conduct self regulation, the CCMR therefore demands that the future review of license renewal should be based on the fact if these channels can enforce a self-regulation code which should be set forth through interaction with the citizens groups including women and other NGO organizations. 

In the first press conference held by this CCMR, these groups have made well-prepared documents about their criticism and suggestions. They offered 4 major appeals:
1. Through a democratic process, the media should enact an ethical code which should be publicized on their website..

2. TV stations should establish some kind of system of ombudsman, to review their program content and to respond audiences’ complaint. There should be public and open process of these procedures.

3. TV stations should broadcast media watch programs regularly and allow audiences to call in and interact with the chairs.

4. TV stations should held interior training classes to educate reporters about the progressive consciousness about human right, gender equity, multicultural sensitivity, etc.   

They believe that the real effective way to improve Taiwan media’s performance is to push the media to execute self-regulation under the pressure of both the official regulation and pubic opinion. 

The establishment of Satellite TV Broadcasting Association (STVBA) and its Public Council 

In response to that challenge and its own commitment, these TV stations did begin to undertake some initiatives to show their willingness to respond to those appeals from citizens’ groups and conduct self-regulation, such as: 

1. There are at least 5 news channels starting broadcasting weekly media watch programs since September 2005, in which the news editors of the channel usually would review some important media events or the most controversial complaint by the audiences of the week with communication scholars or NGO representatives. There are at least three of them are still broadcasting now.   

2. These TV stations began to deal with their over-sensationalized news report, to replace some over-emotional and exaggerating words (such as they are more refrained to use words like it is “shocked” or “astonished” to find, rather, they turned to more factual expression, such as it is “said” or “reported”.) Moreover, some discriminative depictions have been changed to more neutral words, such as the “foreign bride” is replaced by “immigrant spouse”, or the “golden hair cat” has been replaced by “the foreign call-girl”, the “rape” has been replaced as “sexual crime”, etc.  ( The Star, 2005/09/12
)
3. Furthermore, all the Satellite News Channels have decided to establish the Satellite Television Broadcasting Association (STVBA) in March 29, 2006, which includes several sub-committees, one of which is the Self-Regulation Committee. Meanwhile, a News Council Committee has been organized to be associated with the Self-Regulation Committee. The News Council Committee consists of about 20 NGOs representatives (more than 10 of them are gender- issues- related NGOs) and about 10 communication scholars. The Self-regulation Committee has already functioned to deal with the complaint of audiences, such as they agree not to report the suicide cases in a way to break the WHO’s requirements about suicide news. They have even agreed to establish a collective negotiated mechanism to deal with they way of covering some big issues immediately. 
4.  Meanwhile, the Self-regulation Committee has since started to draft the self-regulation codes with the consultancy from the News Council Committee. After about six month’s effort, the guidelines of TV’s self-regulation have eventually been agreed by both of each TV station and the News Council members recently on Set. 21. 2006. This day should be remembered as the collective effort engaged by so many women’s and human rights groups for more than 10 years since the first media watch group established in Taiwan.

Strengths and weaknesses of the guidelines

This new guideline does show three major strengths which deserves to be noted in terms of the gender-related reporting:

1. To establish the general principle of eliminating discrimination on the basis of race, social classifications, religion, gender, sexual orientation, marriages and family, disability, etc. 

2. To set up a special chapter on gender-related issues specifying more detailed guidelines for news report, rather than just offering the simple and abstract principle.

3. To pay attention to emerging different minority groups. There are specified provisions asking to eliminate various kinds of discrimination and negative description of different minority groups emerging in recent years, such as the immigrant spouses, the indigenous women, the multiple family styles and sexual orientation, physical appearances, etc. 

These guidelines have actually demonstrated the awareness and sensibility to the problems related to the negative and inequitable gender-role portrayal in the media. They also reflect the recognition of the “affirmative duty” advanced by the progressive social developments in Taiwan. 

According to Beasley, most of the journalist codes of ethics in Europe drawn up or revised in recent years also addressed to the issue of discrimination based on gender, race, and other categories related to various minority groups (Beasely, 1997, p. 237). Laitila once analyzed the journalistic codes of 26 European countries and has found that 23 of them prohibited discrimination on the basis of sex and social class (Laitila, 1995, pp. 10-11).  

However, compared to some really progressive guidelines such as that of Canada and Taiwan’s public TV, this guideline merely claims the basic principle of eliminating discrimination, that is, it is more like a set of rules prohibiting certain unacceptable way of reporting. They are still far short of positively striving to promote more diverse and healthy images of “men and women in various social and occupational roles, at home and at work outside the home
.”

Conclusion

To sum up, the success of setting forth the self-regulation codes for commercial TV’s news channels has demonstrated several very important changes in Taiwan’s media reform and the role of women’s activism. 
First, the audiences are no more conceived as passive and fragmented, they have been evolved from consumers into an emerging force of active citizen—who are knowledgeable and concerned with the public sphere, and willing to participate and cooperate with each other in various social reform movements . 

Second, among these citizen groups, women’s organizations are the most persistent and forceful ones, and have achieved the leading roles over the past decade. Their persistency comes from their accumulated experiences of social reform movements; their leading role has been achieved because of their devoted involvement in the media reform and their effective double strategies to pressure the legislation as well as to form the public opinion appealing for the media to attend to the progressive notion of human right of minority groups.  

Thirdly, the media professionals can stand out between their companies and citizen groups to negotiate an acceptable regulation to meet both the commercial and the public needs. It is crucial for them to establish a professional association with the task to struggle for both their commercial and technological development and their professional status. The self-regulation codes serves as the basic requirement for them to create and build the professional image of its responsibility and commitment to society.    
According to most of the research, although, through years of advocate, any examination of today’s media would show that the spirit of the guidelines is not always followed closely, there has been little improvement in either the quantity or quality of news and other information about women in the world’s media in general (Byerly, 1995: 109) . Prevailing news values still define most women and their problems as unnewsworthy and, when women included, their portrayals are not reflective of their multiple features in society adequately. 
We also have to admit that this new guideline is primarily a negative one—with the basic goal to reduce those discriminative content and stereotypes, without a more progressive intent to promote diverse and positive images of sex-roles as well as that of minority groups. Therefore, it may contribute to a more gender sensitive media environment, but would have only minimal effect of advancing the notion of gender equity in Taiwan.  What it means is that the citizen groups still have tough mission in front. They still have to interact and dialogue with the media closely in the future.
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