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Publisher's Note

Public media’s undying commitment

The novel coronavirus epidemic has turned our world
upside down.

The spread of disease respects no borders, natural or
political. It has come suddenly, creating an increasing
number of victims but also terror and an economic slowdown.

In mid-February, we decided that this issue of Action! would
be dedicated to issues surrounding the novel coronavirus
(coviD-19). Inside, we explore many levels of this epidemic
from a public media perspective. Staff from our News
Department and others share their experience with SARS and
their reactions to the present outbreak.

Inside you’ ll also find the results of research by QSearch
on postings to the PTS Facebook and Public News Network.
The firm looked at data on interactions and popular topics in
the two months the virus has been spreading. | think you’ ll
find, as | have, that their findings are fascinating.

When SARS was raging, social media was still in its infancy,
and people had fewer ways to access information. Today, the
situation is quite different. Professor Su Heng of National
Cheng Chi University addresses this development in a
macroscopic look at social media and disinformation.

Another contributor to this issue is Producer of Sign
Language News Ou Pei-jun, who writes about equal access to
information, with a focus on PTS’ s Spotlight on the News and
how the program’ s deaf broadcasters have shared longform
stories about the virus.

PTS has made every effort to ensure that the deaf
community has had timely access to the latest developments
concerning COVID-19. The Sign Language News department
sends videos of Central Epidemic Command Center press
conferences to the News Lab and a team of natural language
experts at National Chiao Tung University led by University
President Chen Sin-Horng. The team uses Al to provide a
rough transcript, which is then edited and added to the video
as captions.

Back when SARS struck in 2003, PTS had been in business
for less than five years. It had already had its baptism of fire
in 1999 with the Jiji Earthquake, so PTS was ready to provide a
public service. It allotted time for official government updates
on the virus’ s spread. It also created DVDs on how to prevent
the virus and shared them with schools in rural areas.

As COVID-19 began to spread at the end of 2019, Taiwan’ s
government began to act. PTS has made regular reports
explaining laws and regulations, considering the global
financial situation, and comparing different countries’
approaches.

This is, of course, a developing situation. However, we
will get through it, and PTS will then need to focus on the
following issues.

1. It is time to take a fresh look at the PTS mission. What is
the responsibility of public media to the public? How do we
address the scope of our mission over the short, medium,
and long term?

2. The media has been much-maligned in recent years, which
has eroded trust in public media. In the future, will people
turn to public media as a source of information when
seeking answers? Can public media provide objective
analysis? Do people think information from public media is
reliable?

3. When the epidemic has ended, public media will have a
good deal of soul-searching to do. We must:

(1) Provide reminders on proper hygiene and the need to
vaccinate as important forms of preventative medicine.

(2) Help people remain calm during emergencies.

(3) Promote ways to overcome misunderstandings,
discrimination, and bullying.

(4) speak about the rule of law and ensuring people’ s
freedoms, and help civil society work toward genuine
democracy.

(5) Act as a conduit for information on healthcare for older
people in Taiwan’ s aging society.

(6) Face the fact that while technology has allowed for the
rapid spread of information, it has also led to a great
deal of misinformation spread by social media. This is a
problem for which we must be part of the solution.

All people recognize a right to enjoy social stability and
have people care for each other. This is one aspect of what
public media does. However, acting in the public interest
does not mean simply parroting government orders or
supporting a political party’ s interests.

Public media is not confined to television, having also an
Internet and, in many countries, a radio presence. Public
media delivers not just reportage, but also drama and non-
fiction productions. And though the target audiences for
these various media forms are different, if people feel their
voices are being heard, they will come to see public media as
an irreplaceable resource, regardless of what’ s going on in
the world.

I admire the words of Harvard President Lawrence Bacow.
In a message to the Harvard community, he wrote, “No one
knows what we will face in the weeks ahead, but everyone
knows enough to understand that COVID-19 will test our
capacities to be kind and generous, and to see beyond
ourselves and our own interests. Our task now is to bring the
best of who we are and what we do to a world that is more
complex and more confused than any of us would like it to
be.” Icouldn’ t agree more.

This issue of Action! comes out in mid-April. | hope by the
time you read this, the epidemic has been brought under
control. As the poet Percy Shelley wrote, “If winter comes,
can spring be far behind?” ©

( Translation by Matthew Hinson )
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