THE BROADCASTING COUNCIL

LOCAL CONTENT IN THE UGANDAN MEDIA

Introduction

The Broadcasting Council is in the process of consulting with various sectors of the 

Ugandan public on issues pertinent to broadcast policy and regulation. One of the key issues to be considered is the availability and scheduling of local content on Uganda’s radio and television stations.

Background

The liberalization of the media in 1993 has allowed a wider variety of content on the Ugandan media than ever before. This has enriched media programming in many ways. As the broadcast sector grows, however, it seems pertinent to promote local production for the local media, along with the importation of content. This, potentially at least, has the advantage of providing employment and revenue for Ugandans, as well as giving exposure to themes and languages that the majority of Ugandans are familiar with. Apart from the economic benefit, one major spin-off is seen as the enhancement of a national cultural identity.

In countries such as Canada, France, Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa, and Tanzania, government has taken steps to safeguard and promote the local production sector. This has been done via giving incentives to producers and broadcasters who are willing to invest in local content. Another approach has been to institute mandatory local content quotas for some or all stations. Even though this has not been without its administrative problems, it should be noted that Uganda currently imports content from some of these countries. 
Defining local content

Local content has been defined as content produced under the creative control of the nationals of a given country. This definition has no doubt raised some controversy, particularly around what type and quality of programming qualifies as local content and how one measures creative control. Canada, South Africa and Tanzania have specified the aspects of how much editorial control the locals wield, what parts they play in drama or film, where the money comes from and how much of it is spent locally, where production and post-production are done and so on, as key criteria for determining what is local content.  There has also been some controversy over whether the emphasis ought to be on geographical boundaries, or cultural boundaries. This controversy is made even more complex by current trends towards regional integration and would no doubt have to be addressed at the level of regulation. 

Arguments for and against local content regulation

Many stations in Uganda do regularly play local music, drama and sometimes feature and documentary programs. The question that arises is: why regulate this, if it is already happening spontaneously? Some key stakeholders in the media in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania have also argued that the production of local content is extremely expensive, and making it mandatory would put stations under unnecessary stress. Besides, our local technical capacity is still low and our products may not compete favorably with foreign content, so why experiment? Finally, some argue, regulating on local content goes counter to the forces of globalization that increasingly govern world markets. The market, therefore, should be allowed to regulate the content of our media. 

The above arguments may be valid. However, it is important to note that the responses from different stakeholders to the issue of regulating local content in the local media are often varied, depending on what is at stake for them. Local content regulation has been tried out in some countries with positive results. The justification for intervention is that precisely because local production capacity is poor, that sector needs to be protected to enable it to compete with its global counter-parts. The value of providing employment, earning revenue and promoting a national cultural identity cannot be underrated. Local content has also been linked to promoting a diversity of debate particularly at the grassroots, and hence making freedom of expression more meaningful. 

Modalities of Regulation

Typically, local content has been regulated through 

i. Incentives to producers and media owners

ii. Local content rules/quotas (where stations are required to play a specified percentage of local content per day, or per section of the day).

This has sometimes been coupled with restrictions on media ownership, geared towards increasing diversity of ownership and content. This kind of restriction though would have to be seen in the context of the overall investment priorities of the country. It should be noted that the simpler any rules on local content are, the easier it is to monitor compliance and impact.

Boosting local production

In order to stimulate growth in the local production sector, government may be called upon to take some steps. These may include tax breaks on production equipment and other materials, investment in the local cultural sector, encouraging co-production between foreigners and locals, or strengthening distribution mechanisms. In any case, where local content regulation seems to have had a positive impact on the local production industry, such as in South Africa and Nigeria, the idea of local content quotas has been arrived at in a participatory way, balancing the interests of government, media owners, producers, journalists and their audiences.
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