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Project Theme: The battle against 'virtual exclusion': Civil society media (CSM) activism around Internet and

media policy

Introduction

Migrants, indigenous peoples, political activists, NPOs, homeless people, feminists and other groups have

traditionally been excluded from the mass media. For them, media dedicated to making their voices heard are,
in some cases, essential to their personal and cultural survival. Even for the 'average person', civil society me-
dia (CSM), especially alternative, activist media, community media and the media of social movements and
marginalized peoples play an important role: They bring to their attention issues usually unheard and unseen,
build empathy for how 'others' think and feel, and help encourage questioning of traditional 'mechanisms of
exclusion', and provide a space for dialogue beyond 'social barriers'.
Yet in Japan, unlike many other countries, there is no official recognition of such media. For example, there is
no policy promoting indigenous media (as there is e.g. in Canada or Australia) or recognizing non-commercial
broadcasting of any kind (such as public access TV or community radio). NPOs as media producers are con-
sidered an anomaly within the media market. Without access to such means of distribution, many citizens'
groups have eagerly seized upon the Internet, and pioneered a number of now-popular online formats and
genres since the 1980s. Since the early 2000s, there has been a surge of online civil society media best epito-
mized by groups like ourplanet-TV (an on-demand and livestreaming citizens' media center and public access
station) , alINEETnippon (an Internet radio station co-founded by Amemiya Karin) and uniontube (a kind of
you-tube for labor issues).

However, recent Japanese mass media reports portray the Internet as a space where aggression, crime and
fraud is rampant. In the name of reducing 'harmful content' and increasing 'Internet security' consecutive gov-
ernments have been planning ever tighter controls of Internet content. While this has elicited shouts of censor-
ship from parts of the Internet and content industries, the perspective of civil society media has rarely been
heard. Yet, these media, and the people depending on them, stand to lose the most in the looming 'conver-
gence' of media and telecommuniction laws. Once again, they are in grave danger of being systematically ex-
cluded from the new media system (as they have been from the broadcast media system). The purpose of this
project documenting the struggles of civil society media practicioners ( 323 ) in their ongoing battle against
exclusion from access to communication channels and provide an international context of theory and existing

research in the field.

Background/Context of the Project
This project is part of an ongoing research effort conducted with funding from Kwansei Gakuin Univer-

sity and (at previous stages) with a stipend from Kyoto Prefecture, as well as a JSPS Post-doctoral research
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fellowship. The work is conducted in the context of the CSMPolicy Consortium (of which the author is a co-
founder) and the IAMCR Community Communication Section (of which the author is the head). This project
grant allowed for a focus on Japanese organizations and communicating the results of the research to a Japa-
nese audience. The three main activities were (a) conducting a (bilingual) literature review on the topic, (b)

analyzing and updating data and (c) disseminating the results.

Literature review

The literature review on civil society media and policy identified some important tendencies. In English
literature, there was a dominance of writing on community radio policies (and some on local TV), but there
was a relative dearth of literature on civil society media using other media platforms. Issues like copyrights
and online publishing were widely discussed policy issues, often in the context of information activism and
media justice movements, however, a civil society media organizations’ perspective was rarely present (the
point of view of individual users). These tendencies were partly echoed in Japanese literature on the subject,
which goes back to the 1980s. The main strands were writing about movements for‘access radio’ and ‘(public)
access TV’, and where there was a surge of writing on these topics in recent years. In literature on online cen-
sorship and individualist perspective was prevalent, and discussions of media law also ignored the position of
non-profit media. The bulk of the Japanese literature on civil society media and policy introduced foreign pol-
icy frameworks and case studies, and included some nascent efforts to formulate a strategy for the Japanese
media policy movement from a CSM perspective. There was a strong influence from especially US and Euro-
pean writing and activism, though in recent years Korean and South American examples were also discussed.
As in English literature, there was no significant literature on the policy needs of online CSM, though these
form the bulk of CSM in Japan (unlike in other countries where radio remains in fact the most important me-
dium followed by video activism). In both English and Japanese literature, there was a strong activist tenden-
cy calling for better policy frameworks, but (apart from a few notable exceptions) little work providing (quali-

tative and quantitative) data.

Qualitative research

The findings from the blind spots in the literature provide the rationale for the other research activity:
analysing existing data collected in interviews with 20 organizations (in 2006-2009), mostly in the Kinki and
Tokyo Metropolitan regions, and Okinawa (Henoko and Takae) to identify their views on media and policy.
The analysis confirmed the preliminary findings, which suggested that in the mid-2000s, media policy issues
were a surprisingly low priority for many civil society media organizations. Among these, community radio
people were the most concerned. Interviews with eco-activist groups using media in Okinawa indicate they
understood many of the mechanisms by which their voices are excluded from media discourse on the main-
land. They greatly relied on their own media, both traditional and on-line, and local newsmedia. However,
their understanding of media was largely instrumental, and they had little understanding of how current devel-

opments in cyberlaw could affect them.
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Organizing around media issues from a civil society media perspective was in its early stages. On the
other hand, ongoing participatory observation in ComRights (including participation in the mailing list, a
working group, some meetings and analysis of literature produced by ComRights member organizations), one
of the only networks of civil society media people interested in policy issues, indicated that since 2008, the
drafting and re-drafting of the new media law has galvanized activism and has lead civil society media groups
to formulate their positions. Practitioners were also calling for more research, and better access to research
relevant to their work, especially as they began lobbying around the new media law. However, they faced for-
midable obstacles, ranging from a bad political opportunity structure to their own lack of funds and formula-
tion of goals. Under these current conditions, there is little chance that this nascent movement will successful-
ly contest the exclusion of civil society media from the mediascape in the name of ‘cybersecurity’. A further
step of the research, to be conducted in February, will be an interview with a key international CSM policy

activist to get her perspective on the ongoing developments in Japan.

Dissemination of research

In response to requests from practitioners (including interviewees from the survey), the author contributed to
several practitioner-led research efforts to formulate input into the media law draft (in a ComRights Working
Group). She also acted as an editorial adviser to the Encycopedia of Social Movement Media (ed. John
Downing, SAGE 2011) and assured the policy angles and in particular Japanese activism were covered. She
further presented preliminary findings of the qualitative analysis and participatory observation at the 2010
IAMCR conference. She is currently involved in organizing a panel for the 2011 conference on the WikiLeaks
affair, which serves to highlight many of the issues discussed so far in the literature. She is also currently co-
authoring a contribution (draft title [ZF 212U 74 —ERICRIL2HEHEAT 7 EII 22—
2 3 >HME]) toavolume edited by # H etal, [ZTEF4 X+ X5 1 7], to be completed by end of March
2011 and a paper to be submitted to [5E¥tE2MFLATFLZE] later this year.

Directions for Future Research

At the time of writing, the above activities had been largely completed or were ongoing. More time and
funds would be required to do a follow-up survey to confirm the preliminary findings from participatory ob-
servation. Also more efforts would be needed to disseminate more widely the results of the research, for ex-
ample in the Mapping Global Media Policy Project (http://www.globalmediapolicy.net , hosted by McGill
University) or the OURMedia Networks’ Alternative Media Global Project (www.ourmedinet.org/wiki ) data-

base. Wikipedia should also be considered as an important tool for de-ghettoizing and popularizing research.

Finally, there is no question that information activism is on the rise. One report on information activism in
the US pointed out that in the mid-2000s information issues had eclipsed ecological issues in civil society ac-
tivism. This should be cause for grave concern.

Questions of exclusion (“virtual’ and otherwise) cannot be addressed if the natural environment continues to
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be degraded. Media ecology is not just a metaphor, it is intricately linked to the ecology of the natural world.
CSM with an ecology focus are an important player in this debate. The author thus proposes further investiga-
tion into the relationship between media environment and the natural environment, with a special focus on

eco-media.
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