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With the world becoming a global village, developing countries such as Zambia, and others, can no longer afford to take the back seat on the issue of a global trading system.
The majority of the people affected by these complex, multilateral trade negotiations are the poor – but who will interpret and analyse these technical but significant issues confronting the World Trade Organisation (WTO) negotiations and impinging on development?

The poor have many questions and suspicions as to whether developed countries will have an upper hand once agreements are arrived at. They also want to know what their governments are up to.
Journalists are the custodians of information and play a critical role in creating awareness, informing and educating the public on various issues, including trade policy.  

They also play a role in advocating for fair trade agreements in a professional manner 
that requires embracing ethical values and accuracy in reporting.
Challenges

However, journalists in developing countries face many challenges in reporting on trade policy issues.

Government relations with the media are not quite sound. Governments rarely want to talk openly about trade agreements that they may have entered into and usually take a defensive stance, raising further suspicion that they do not want to disclose ‘sensitive state secrets’.

Often, both government and the private sector treat the media as adversaries.

When the powers that be are willing to disclose information, they will ask you to put the query in writing – which will take weeks to be answered. And when the response does get back to you, it can be shallow or stale.
For example on the AGOA, authorities will not reveal the exact results of trading with the United States.

Another case is that of Zambia hosting the regional Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (Comesa). Normally local journalists are supposed to be given preference in getting information on regional news but officials are closed up.
At one time Comesa did make an attempt to strike a rapport with the media but this has not worked out.

When governments go to trade negotiations, the media is usually left behind, although there have been promises to carry along both public and independent media. Few media groups are able to send their journalists on their own, to cover trade policy issues at both local and international level.

But we cannot lay all the blame on the doorsteps of the government or the private sector. 
In Zambia and many other developing countries, there is a lack of trained journalists on trade related issues. Lack of specialisation has resulted in little or no understanding of issues, resulting in journalists shunning coverage of trade issues.

Journalists need to develop interest and analytical skills in trade policy issues.
Sometimes, they will just copy and paste information.

However, hope for better coverage is not all lost. Advances in Information and Communication Technologies mean journalists are now accessing the internet, and they can educate themselves. 
Though working under extremely difficulties circumstances, such as meager salaries, lack of transport, telephones and computers, some journalists are trying to do what they can – because they want to raise trade issues in the public arena.
Stakeholders should not just expect the media to go to them to look for information. They should also make efforts to take vital information to the media.

They can also request media institutions to start programmes to share information.

Lastly, just as the government needs to part with information, similarly media owners and editors also need to be enlightened on trade issues.
