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Those of us who have only been exposed to the mainstream media
may find it difficult to believe that in many cities/towns across
Pakistan, women are still not given their due place either in news
rooms or in news stories. The two factors are directly proportional to
each other. Media projection of women in a sensitive and positive
manner is important to shift societal attitudes in favour of women
working in the field. Regrettably, it is men who decide what news,
views and visuals are to be heard, read and seen. This has been the
case for several decades and is not Pakistan-specific. The doors to
media have more than often had a no-entry sign for women. Although
not every one in this male-dominated media scenario in Pakistan
alienates women (a few actually encourage and support more women
entering this profession) but there are elements that do create hurdles
forcing many women to at times give up their ambitions and
sometimes even their profession.

Today, when we see many women journalists on our television
screens, see their bylines in news publications, or hear them onradio,
we may believe that the once-shut doors are open. But that may not be
the case. It seems that some doors specifically those leading to the top
floor still need a big knock to let women in. No doubt that many news
organizations have now a fairly strong female representation in field
and desk, but ironically, this growth is more horizontal than vertical,
and more urban than rural. While there are more women today in the
mainstream media in the capacity of reporters, camera persons,
sub-editors, news anchors/producers, it is also true that very few
women are reporting from rural districts and small towns. There are
more women reporters than analysts or anchorpersons. Many write
columns but very few women are editorial writers, there are more
producers than directors or editors. Still fewer are those who get an
access to the top management level. We think that there must be an.
invisible 'glass ceiling' or else why would women journalists
disappear when it comes to their presence at policy-making
positions?

This is an on-going and an all-out struggle for women not only to get
an entry point, but to continue their upward growth in this
traditionally male-dominated profession. If we look at Pakistan's
entire media history, no woman has ever been the editor of an Urdu
daily, and Dr. Maleeha Lodhi is the only woman who has been the
editor of two English language dailies, The Muslim and The News
International, although there have been some women, like Ayesha



Haroon, Beena Sarwar, Kamla Hyat and Quatrina Hossain who made it
as resident editors or editors of different editions of newspapers.

Associated Press of Pakistan, the official wire agency, had women
working for it since the 1960s, but has never had a woman Director
General. Pakistan Broadcasting Corporation has never had women at
the top positions. Pakistan Television had one woman as its Managing
Director and one or two women as regional heads. Same is the case
with most of the private television and FM radio channels. Then we
have the big gap between the number of female students in University
Departments of Mass Communication and their visibility in media. All
major universities in Pakistan have Mass Communications
departments and most have high representation of female students. In
some universities they even outnumber male students, yet when it
comes to entering the practical field, we find very few women in the
media, especially in the news rooms.

There is a need to address the factors behind the under-representation
of women in the media and the impact of this under-representation on
the development of a gender-just society. There is also a need to
address some other crucial but hidden (or not so publicized) issues of
sexual harassment at work places and other discrimination (dcliberate
attempts to give “soft beats” rather than “hard core” news beats,
holding back/blocking of promotions, etc).

We at Uks have been strong advocates of bringing forward women in
media, as is also evident from our initiative of forming the Pakistani
Women Media Network (PWMN). With over 200 countrywide
members in just a few months, this network is a platform for women in
the media, print and electronic, to exchange as well as share
information, resources, and ideas. This is a platform for convergence,
where the veterans share their experiences and the young bring in their
viewpoints. Committed to raising voices and concerns against gender
violence and biases in the media and society, PWMN has a very clear
focus. We want women's fair and equal representation in the media
organizations both private and state-owned.

We have already taken this message forward through our gender-
sensitive Code of Ethics, along with various studies that suggest and
recommend the need for affirmative actions at every level, so that
women's inclusion in the mainstream as well as at the district and local
level media is made possible. It would be great to see the formulation
and implementation of such policies that aim at increasing the number



of women journalists as well as introducing training programmes for
y women journalists to equip them with necessary skills to work in

sometimes an all-male and in some places even hostile environment.
) For this, women journalists will not only have to look for opportunities,

but also continue to struggle against the challenges and continue till
| they reach the top. Indeed an uphill task, but worth striving for.

In the end let me say that this year's desk diary is a tribute to all women
' journalists in Pakistan, both on a personal and professional level, as
) they include many of my colleagues and friends. Itis a tribute to those
who despite enormous hurdles and constraints have continued to be
) part of the media and proved themselves as working journalists, trade-
unionists and thorough professionals. While many women were (and
, some still are) restricted to fashion, entertainment, cookery and beauty
pages in the early years, there were some who went straight to reporting
) and writing on important issues related to politics, economy, human
rights, justice, development and society. Many women journalists in
) the late 1970s and 80s fought against General Zia-ul-Haq's dictatorial
regime with their pens. Their bold writings, whether columns, features
 or news reports not only provided an insight into the current events;
they also highlighted the human side of the news. Today many fearless
- women journalists are doing just the same, continuing their struggle
against oppression, injustice and inequality.

" This diary is also a tribute to these young and enthusiastic women
whom one sees/hears and reads covering hard core political and
economic happenings. They certainly are making their presence felt.
They are also growing in numbers. Let's hope that this horizontal
growth tumns into a vertical one and they shine in the future media
scenario. So, even if we missed a name or two, and believe me this
omission is not deliberate as we have tried our best to include every one
that we could think of, all of you truly are our role models, our heroes!

Wishing you a very happy new year!

Tasneem Ahmar
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