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Deconstructing New Labour Codes
Implications on the News Media Workforce

Jaishri Jethwaney”

[Abstract: The over seven-decade long struggle of journalists for fair wages and better service
conditions came a cropper when the two Acts relating to their wages and working conditions were
subsumed in the overarching new Labour Codes. The Parliamentary Standing Committee on Labour
after stakeholder consultations has submitted its Report to the government. All major trade unions
except the Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh have rejected all Four Labour Codes and demanded to put all
the Labour Codes on hold and discuss afresh on Labour laws; only thereafter on Rules.

Various professional journalists’ associations feel that whatever protection the Working Journalists
and Other Newspaper Employees (Conditions of Service) and Miscellaneous Provisions Act, 1955
(hereinafter the Working Journalists Act) gave them, has been taken away by the merging of both the
Acts in the overarching Labour Codes, making them a part of the 50 crore labour force, without any
niche. This working paper has enquired into the various provisions of the codes, varying perspectives
of professional associations, trade unions, media watch organisations, and working journalists that
emerged during the deliberations at the National Webinar held on January 27, 2021 through primary
research and secondary data from the public domain. It has also looked, in retrospect, at the setting
up of the various wage boards and the reasons of newspaper owners’ tirade against implementing the
recommendations of wage boards and why a nuanced approach for the media industry is required in
the new Labour Codes. The Working paper at the end has articulated the implications of the new
Labour Codes on the media workforce and has also made recommendations for a nuanced approach.]

Keywords: Media, New labour Codes, NCO, Stringers, Working journalists, Wages, Working
Conditions, Social security.

Introduction

India has an enviable news media eco system when compared with both, the developed
and the developing nations. With over one Lakh print publications, of which 17,000 are
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mainstream newspapers, over 400 news channels and many news portals in the digital
space, the media scene is both exciting and mindboggling. The lawmakers, early on, after
achieving independence in 1947 addressed the issue of independence of the news media,
considered the fourth pillar of democracy and the wages and working conditions of
journalists and other employees in the news industry.

The setting up of various wage boards for the working journalists and other employees in
the newspaper industry, however, has witnessed several litigations by newspaper
managements to avoid as far as possible the implementation of the wage boards’
recommendations. While the working journalists and other employees continued their
struggle for fair wages and working conditions over the years, the NDA government in
its first term 1999-2004 set up the Second Labour Commission that recommended the
merger of various Central and State Acts relating to labour issues in a few omnibus Labour
Codes. Later the NDA government in its first and the current second term from 2014
onwards came with a legislation that has subsumed many laws including the Acts relating
to the media industry into the overarching labour law comprising four codes. The draft
codes were referred to the Standing Committee of Parliament on labour, viz. the Code on
Wages under the Chairpersonship of Mr Kirit Somaiya and Codes on Industrial Relations
(IR), Occupational Health and Security (OSH), and Social Security (SS) under the
chairpersonship of Mr Bhartuhari Mahtab. After taking the views of the public and the
various stakeholders, the reports were submitted with observations and recommendations
to the Government. All the four Codes stand passed by the Parliament, the Wage Code in
2019, later the other three, viz. IR, OSH, and SS in 2020 by a Voice Vote, when the
Opposition parties had boycotted the Parliament on the passing of the Farm laws in
September 2020, without discussing the amendments proposed, as reported by the media.!

With this, the working journalists become a part of the nearly 50 crore workforce in both
the organised and the unorganised sectors, losing any special status that they enjoyed
before. The Financial Express, commenting on the new Labour Codes, called it ‘an uneasy
amalgam of laws that cover a wide variety of workers belonging to the organised (factory,
dock, mines) and the unorganised (contract, construction workers) sectors ... Codification
is necessary to rationalize proximate labour laws, but this should not lead to bundling
together of diverse and unique laws concerning disparately positioned categories of
workers, which are yet to mature into meaningful pieces of legislation.” 2

What it really means in terms of the wage protection and the positioning of journalists in
the ecosystem, is still to synch in. There are varying views on whether or not journalists
should have been included in the overarching Labour Codes. This Working Paper has
enquired into the various provisions of the codes, and the varying perspectives of

! Hebbar, Nistula (2020), “Parliament proceedings | Lok Sabha Clears Three Labour Bills,” The
Hindu, September 20.

2 KR. Shyam Sundar (2019), “Occupational Safety Code Need Serious Evaluation” Financial
Express, September 5.
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professional associations, trade unions, media watch organisations, media practitioners,
academics among others that emerged at the National Webinar held on 27 January 2021
and through the primary and secondary research. Annexure 1 provide a ‘Bird’s Eye View’
of the deliberations of the National Webinar on Deconstructing New Labour Codes:
Implications on the News Media Workforce.?

The Working Paper has also looked, into the setting up of the various wage boards and the
views of newspaper management on their unwillingness in general, against the
implementation of the recommendations of some wage boards. Critics believe that the
repealing of the Acts for working journalists and other employees has given a cause to the
media owners to celebrate the new codes that are allegedly employer-centric. This gathers
significance as most of the trade unions, which had earlier been consulted by the Standing
Committee on Labour, have rejected all the four codes in the tripartite meeting organised
by the Ministry of Labour and Employment in January 2021. As reported by the Media,
they have asked for a clause-by-clause discussion before the Rules are discussed. Most
professional associations have been asking for the non-repealing of Working Journalists
Acts, an issue that was not even taken up for discussion in the Standing Committee on the
premise that both the Acts were already subsumed in the overarching law, so the question
of non-repealing was not under their purview.

Journalism a Unique Profession, But does not enjoy any Special
Privilege in the Constitution

The Indian constitution does not employ the term “freedom of press” unlike the US
Constitution, which expressly mentions ‘the liberty of the press,” i.e. the freedom to publish
what one pleases without prior permission. Article 19(1) in The Constitution of India 1949 (1)
guarantees “All citizens shall have the right to freedom of speech and expression”. There is
nothing specifically guaranteed to journalists in respect of the right to freedom of speech and
expression under article 19(1) of the Indian Constitution. The courts have not altered the
position in any of their judgements since the Constitution has come into being. Freedom of
speech and expression of the individual and the media do not bestow an absolute right to speak
or disseminate anything one wishes to, nor does it provide immunity.

Historicity of Legislation for Working Journalists
Evolution of Media Ownership and Government’s Perspective

The news media is believed to be under the government scanner, soon after India attained
freedom in 1947, especially on the issue of industry’s interest in owning media. A few

3 The recording of the National Webinar can be accessed at https://youtu.be/BNMZrr7frzI and for
the Keynote Session at https://youtu.be/ZieGVIYLuOs for the Expert-Speak Session.
4 K.D. Guar Indian Law Institute. (https://www jstor.org/stable/43952367?seq=1).
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businesspersons like Mr. Ramakrishna Dalmia bought The Times of India and Mr Ramnath
Goenka began expanding his Indian Express empire. The Birlas, who had large interests in
jute took over The Hindustan Times. The Bird and Company with interest in the Jute sector
also started buying shares in The Statesman. The government saw this development as the
formation of a strong lobby for jute, cement, sugar, and steel sectors in the private domain.
The press earned the sobriquet of “Jute press,” signifying the connection.5 Some analysts
believe that the Press came in a collision course with the Nehru government right from the
early 1950s. The government worried about the power of the press in moulding public
opinion; it got the opportunity to set up the first Press Commission in 1952 when during
the first Constitution Amendment Bill 1952, the then Prime Minister Pt. Jawaharlal Nehru
gave an assurance to the House to appoint a committee or a commission, including
representatives from the press, to examine the state of the press and its content. The issue
came under discussion again during the parliamentary debate on the Press (Incitement to
Crime) Bill, later named the Press (Objectionable Matter) Act, 1951. Interestingly, the
Indian Federation of Working Journalists (IFW]J) also, at its session held in April 1952 at
Calcutta, adopted a resolution for the appointment of a commission to enquire into the
conditions of the press in India. Ultimately, the Government of India announced the
appointment of the press commission on September 23, 1952 under the chairmanship of
G.S. Rajadhyaksha. The Commission completed its enquiry and submitted its report on
July 14, 1954.6 The recommendation for the appointment of a Wage Board for working
journalists came from the First Press Commission. The Commission also recommended the
appointment of a Registrar of Newspapers for India (RNI).” Box 1 provides a quick glimpse
of the recommendations of the First Press Commission.

Recommendations of the First Press Commission

1. To safeguard the freedom of the press and help the press to maintain its
independence.

2. To censure objectionable types of journalistic conduct and by all other possible
means to build up a code in accordance with the highest professional standards.

3. To keep under review any development likely to restrict the supply and
dissemination of news of public interest and importance.

4. To encourage the growth of a sense of responsibility and public service among
those engaged in the profession of journalism.

5. To study the developments in the press which may tend towards concentration or
monopoly and if necessary, to suggest remedies.

5 http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/press-commission-blasts-newspaper-barons/1/391611.html;
accessed on 2.7.20

¢ http://ili.ac.in/pdf/paper7.pdf

7 Anshuman Mishra (2016), “Protection of the Interests of the Employees of Media Industry and
Freedom of Speech and Expression,” ILI Law Review, Indian Law Institute, pp. 113-129. Available
at https://www.scribd.com/doc/146545516/First-Press-Commission; accessed on 2.7.20.
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6. To publish reports at least once a year, recording its work and reviewing the
performance of the press, its developments and factors affecting them.

7. To improve methods of recruitment, education and training for the profession by
the creation of suitable agencies for the purpose such as Press Institutes.

8. The news agencies should not merely keep themselves from bias and follow
strictly the principles of integrity, objectivity and comprehensiveness in its
coverage of news, but it should also appear to the public that the news agencies
are maintaining such a course.

Later, the Second Press Commission under the Chairpersonship of Justice K.K. Mathews
was set up after over a quarter of century in 1978, by the Janata Government, after the
Congress party lost the election in 1977, post the promulgation of Emergency by Prime
Minister Mrs. Indira Gandhi in 1975. The Commission’s report was submitted in 1982,
when the Congress was back in power. The members did not reach a consensus on several
issues, with four important members submitting a long note of dissent.

The Second Press Commission gave some important recommendations. One of its
recommendation was putting statutory limits on "interests" (shareholding included) of
persons with other businesses to 10 per cent in a newspaper company.

The Commission also recommended the setting up of a Press Council, with a view to
safeguard the freedom of the press, "to ensure on the part of the Press, the maintenance of
high standards of public taste and to foster due sense of both the rights and responsibilities
of citizenship" and " to encourage the growth of sense of responsibility and public service
among all those engaged in the profession of journalism."¢ The Press Council of India (PCI)
came into existence in July 1966 as an autonomous, statutory, quasi-judicial body with the
broad objective of helping newspapers to maintain their independence. The constitution
of the PCI as per the Act of 1965 was to be of 25 members, three from the two houses of
parliament, 25 from among working journalists, of which six were to be editors. By an
amendment of the Act in 1970, the number of members was raised by one to accommodate
representation from the news agencies.’

As we see, there was a background and a definite thought behind the need of safeguarding
the independence of news media and ensuring decent wages and working conditions for
those employed in the newspaper industry. A concerted effort went into the passing of the
two Acts for the working journalists, viz. The Working Journalists and other Newspaper
Employees (Conditions of Service) and Miscellaneous Provisions Act of 1955, and the Working
Journalist (Fixation of Rates of Wages) Act, 1958. 1t is a different matter that newspaper
owners in general have questioned the passing of such Acts and the setting up of statutory
wage boards for journalists, right from the beginning.

8 http://presscouncil.nic.in/OldWebsite/history.htm; accessed on 7.7 .20.
o Ibid.
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Setting Up of Various Wage Boards

The Central government in the 1950s and 60s created wage boards for some sectors, that
in its wisdom was due to “unionisation or with trade unions without adequate bargaining
power,” therefore the government in realisation of the problems which arose in the arena
of wage fixation constituted various wage boards. The wage boards were tripartite in
character with representatives of workers, employers and independent members who
participated and finalised the recommendations. Except for the wage boards for journalists
and other employees in newspapers and news agency, which were statutory in nature, all
other wage boards have been non-statutory in nature, meaning thereby that
recommendations made by these Wage Boards were not enforceable under the law.10 All
these wage boards were discontinued over a period, with the last one in 1986 for the Sugar
sector, except for the media sector that has had six wage boards until recently.

Why the Newspaper Barons have problems with Special Legislation
and Wage Boards for Journalists?

Some of the arguments proffered by the newspaper owners and others supporting their
perspective from time to time, especially the Indian Newspaper Society (INS) against the
wage boards can be articulated as under:

Arguments against Special Wage Boards for Journalists

e The Setting up of wage boards and the acts relating to working journalists is seen
as a direct interference in the independent working on the news media industry.

e The government wishes to appease the journalists to have them on their side.

e The government has singled out the news media industry for a statutory wage
board. If the setting up of wage boards is so important, then why not for other
sectors?

e ltis far from the truth that news media is a bad paymaster. Journalists in general
get paid decently. The CTC of an average journalist is more than what the wage
boards have suggested.

e Asis true for any other industry, the functioning and revenue generation of the
news media industry is also dictated by the market forces. The newsprint costs,
and supply chain expenditure are only escalating, on which the management has
no control.

e The Wage Code could have recommended the minimum threshold salary for
journalists and left the pay hike, which factors in many things, to the employer

10 https://labour.gov.in/sites/default/files/Wage%20Board %20for %20Working %20]ournalists.pdf
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e A s six-hour duty is stipulated on the one hand, while guaranteeing timely
promotions and salary hike on the other, which an average news establishment
can ill-afford.

e By forcing media houses to pay what they cannot afford, the move may drive them
to the malady of “paid news.”1!

Whose Responsibility is it to Extend Welfare Measures to Journalists?

It is rather surprising that media that has corporatized over a period of time has not in a
true sense brought in employee-centric initiatives in the media houses as one would have
expected. Big business conglomerates own most of the media houses, but they have not
treated the employees in their news media outlets as they would treat the employees in
their other business interests. Except for a miniscule number of media houses, there is no
system of social security measures, except those prescribed by law such as the provident
fund deduction and gratuity. If this is one reality, there is another reality of extension of
welfare measures to journalists by both the central and many state governments. It is very
typical of India as a country that extends welfare measures to journalists, especially those
with accreditation. The measures give them access to government accommodation, albeit
to a small number of reporters, concessional travel, medical benefits, one-time ex-gratia in
case of distress, and in some cases pensionary benefits, as reflected in the various schemes
both at the Centre and in various states in operation, for along time. Many have questioned
this practice. Media proprietors who should be taking care of the social security of their
employees have never expressed their concern, but when it comes to wage boards, they
have not only run wilful and maleficent campaigns against the government, alleging
vested interest but also have gone for litigation against the wage board recommendations.

The Press Council of India has raised this issue in the interest of the independence of
media, but has not been persuasive enough to take it to a logical end. It has been seen that
once extended, it is difficult to withdraw these measures. For instance, the extension of
accommodation facility to journalists began early on, when India became independent
during the tenure of Sardar Patel as Home minister. Realising that journalists who came to
Delhi from outside could ill-afford to rent accommodation due to poor pay package, he
extended this facility as an ad-hoc measure, but it has been so established, that there are
cases in the courts by some employees for not getting it or against others who may have
got it out of turn. There are also allegations that only a select few get these facilities owing
to their proximity to the authorities. The Information and Broadcasting Ministry officers,
both erstwhile and current, believe that utmost transparency is maintained in the
allocation of facilities as the committee that decides on the extension of facilities has more
representation from the media than from the government.

11 https://indianjournalismreview.com/2011/06/18/9-reasons-why-wage-board-is-bad-for-
journalism/
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Press Council of India’s Guidelines on Undue ‘Favours’ to Journalists-1998

1.

Accommodation of Houses/Flats/Land: The Government is not obliged to provide
accommodation to the journalists as it is the responsibility of the newspaper
establishment to provide accommodation to their employees. Whenever such a
facility is provided to the journalists by the authorities it should be gradually
phased out. Land allotments at concessional rates to the newspaper establishment
/individuals for the purpose of installing printing presses should not be a source
of undue/illegal enrichment of the allottees. Therefore, the proposal of allotment
of land to newspaper establishment/individuals should be scrutinised by the
authorities very carefully. No land should be allotted to newspaper
establishments/individuals at concessional rates if the land is proposed to be put
to commercial use as well along with its use for press purpose by the allottees.
Allotment of Shares in Companies: The shares allotted at a special price or given
under any quota is a favour.

Bus Travel/Rail Travel/Transport: This is a favour so far as big and medium
newspapers are concerned. Further, the journalists attached to the newspapers
which are in profit have no justification for availing free bus/rail/transport facility.
Such costs must be borne by the concerned newspaper. However, in the case of
small newspaper this may constitute a facility.

Foreign Travel: Extending the facility of air travel by companies, corporations,
and airlines is an inducement to write favourably about their products and
services. As regards official foreign tours undertaken by the President, the Vice
President, the Prime Minister and the External Affairs Minister or any other
Minister, only eligible journalist should be nominated for coverage once the
newspaper has been selected on the basis of the criteria laid down. The
management personnel of the newspapers should not be selected/ nominated for
coverage of such tours.

Free Air Tickets by Domestic Travel Airlines and Others: It induces journalists
to write favourable reports to commercially promote the airlines and the
commercial enterprise offering such tickets and should not be accepted by the
journalists.

Cash Disbursement from Chief Minister’s Discretionary Fund: Disbursement of
money from the Discretionary Fund of the Chief Minister other than by way of
relief to the indignant and helpless journalists encourage unfaithfulness to the
mission of journalism and promotes corrupt practices. This could be discouraged
by the Chief Ministers.

Cash Disbursement Financial Assistance: The financial assistance, even if given
for medical treatment, constitute a favour, unless, medical aid is given under a
clear-cut policy uniformly applicable to the destitute or sick persons who cannot
afford the medical treatment, and the journalists happens to be one of such
beneficiaries. Extending CGHS facility to journalists is illogical since this facility
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to its employees is the responsibility of the newspaper establishments and should
be provided by the authorities.

Funds for Media Centres and Grants to Journalists Associations: It is a favour
and should be discontinued, unless it is given for promoting the journalistic skills.
Gift Cheques: Gift cheques including those given by the advertisement agencies
for publication of material relating to their clients or otherwise is a favour and
deserve outright condemnation. The journalists should not accept them.

Gifts: Gifts in any form, irrespective of their value, are to be condemned.

Free Parking: Free parking is a favour, if journalists use this facility for the purpose
other than professional work.

Guest Hospitality: The working journalists, as a rule should not be treated as State
Guests. However, when Press teams are invited to a place to discharge their
professional duties, making due arrangements for them would be an exception.
The stay in government guest houses by accredited journalists, is permissible if it
is for discharging professional duties.

Import of Duty-Free Cameras and Computers: It is the duty of the newspaper
establishment to provide cameras/computers to its personnel. Allowing duty free
cameras and computers to a particular class of persons by the government is a
favour. However, this facility may be extended to the accredited freelance
journalists, small newspapers, provided it is not misused.

Insurance Premium: It is not for the governments to pay premium of the insurance
of the journalists. The newspaper establishments or the individual concerned
should make the payment of the same.

Jobs to Relatives: Giving jobs to a journalist’s relatives, for considerations, and
other than on merits is an outright attempt to induce and should be curbed.
Loans: The grant of loans within the ambit of a policy already laid down for all
citizens is permissible. But when the loan is given only to journalists or at reduced
rates of interests or when the interest due or the principal amount is
waived/written off/condoned, such a practice amounts to undue favour and
should be stopped.

Nomination on Committees: In some states the journalists are nominated on some
organisations and institutions like Public Service Commission and are also given
the status of State Minister or Cabinet Minister, which is a wrong practice. Except
for nomination by professional organisations on Committees, which have a quota
to represent the various professions, this practice constitutes a favour and should
be stopped.

PCO/Fax/Phone Booth or Centre: Allotting PCO/Fax/Phone booth or centre to a
journalist is a favour. This practice should be stopped.

Pensionary Benefits: Since the media is not part of the government, the benefit
given only to media persons constitutes a favour when extended by the
government.
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21. Press Clubs-Donation of Funds: This practice is prevalent all over the country
and funds are being donated lavishly by Chief Ministers/Ministers, political
leaders, companies and corporations not only to genuine Press Clubs but also to
the Press Clubs of dubious nature. In the latter case it constitutes an attempt to
induce the journalists to give favourable reports about the donors. This should be
stopped.

22. Prizes: The practice of giving spurious awards has to be curbed. There are
instances of sale of awards and prizes by the racketeers making money out of it.
Not only the racketeers but the awardees often contribute towards the value of the
prize.

23. Shops: Allotment of shops to persons for reasons of their position as journalist is
a clear cut favour and should be stopped forthwith.

24. Facilities: The grant of accreditation cards, government and public authority
advertisements according to rules, facility during election meeting, expenses for
journalistic conventions, seminars, etc., providing press rooms, inviting press
parties, giving publication material, providing for training of journalists do not
constitute favours. They are essential facilities offered to journalists for the
discharge of their professional duties.

(pp. 80-84) PCI Guidelines

Source: Norms of Journalistic Conduct, 2010.PDF (presscouncil.nic.in)

These welfare measures do not necessarily accrue to all the journalists, but generally to
those who are accredited. It is also sometimes an exercise of choice on the part of concerned
ministers about who they would like to favour, making it an act of personal
aggrandizement.

There is no such information from any country on this aspect in the public domain, not
even from the neighbouring Pakistan and Bangladesh who share a common history.
However, in developing countries, especially in this part of the world, government
advertisements define in an oblique way the government’s relationship with the news
media. Small newspapers see it as a largesse, a government benevolence and are often
afraid that if they do not write favourably on the government, the ads could be withdrawn.
In the past one has seen withdrawal of ad support to large newspapers also for reasons
not unknown. There is enough empirical data to suggest that this malice continues.

Journalists in National Classification of Occupations (NCO)

In Census 2011 (Occupations), we see that Journalists have been clubbed with “Authors
and Other Writers” in the classification of occupations. The census reflects a total number
of 4216-urban and 3142 rural journalists in the country with the urban male-female
numbers at 3922 and 294 respectively and rural male-female numbers at 2981 male and
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161female.’? The figures about the total number of journalists in urban and rural India seem
heavily underestimated when we look at the bandwidth of news media in India. Even if
we assume that the numbers are only for the print media, they do not seem to match up.
As per the Registrar of Newspapers’ figures, there are over one lakh print publications, out
of which 17,000 are mainstream newspapers, many with multiple editions. Therefore, even
if we take only mainstream newspapers, the total number of journalists cannot be just 7358,
which is less than 0.5 journalist per newspaper. This, however, can also mean that this
number might reflect the number of permanent journalists, the rest would be contractual
employees and stringers, who have not been accounted for in the Census.

Journalists’ Profiling in the Census of India

When we look at the classification of journalists in NCO — Volume I 2015, the occupation
of journalism has been clubbed in Group 64 - “Authors, Journalists, Linguists.” In the sub-
classification within “Journalists,” following sub-categories emerge:

News reporters, columnists, freelance journalists, commentary writers and Radio
Commentators.’®> There is no specific mention of “stringers,” which is a term used
specifically for journalists who are attached to one or more media outlets and get paid
according to the stories accepted by the media for publishing or broadcast/telecast. Are
freelancers and stringers synonymous in the news media vocabulary? “Freelancer” is a
term used in general for anyone who is not attached to any organisation per se but works
independently.

As said earlier, although official figures are not available on the total number of people
engaged in the news media industry, but of the lakhs of journalists who work in the print,
electronic and digital media, a staggering majority would be stringers who do not really
form a part of the employer-employee relationship. As it emerged in the National Webinar,
the stringers are not only not on the registers of most media houses, many ask them to give
in writing that they pursue journalism as a “Hobby,” earning the sobriquet of being
“Hobby Journalist.”

Where do Stringers Fit in the New Labour Codes?

There is a reference on freelancers and Gig workers, in the new Labour Codes, but not about
stringers. Therefore, it is not clear at all, where do stringers fit in the new Labour Codes?

On the bottom of the pyramid in the media eco system, the expression “Stringer” is
probably as old as the profession of journalism. A stringer is someone who is not on the
regular news media staff, but a kind of retainer who works part time to cover events at a

12 https://censusindia.gov.in/Tables_Published/B-Series/B-Series_Link/DDW-B25SC-0000.pdf; pp.
14-15.
15 Ibid., p. 5.
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particular place and paid by seconds for the broadcast media and by words or the length
of the story, that is accepted for broadcast and publishing. There is no set standard for
such a payment, but varies from one media house to another. There is no database on the
stringers in the public domain on their total number, despite the fact that they form the
backbone of the news media ecosystem. Poorly paid, exploited with no road map for a
brighter future, the stringers have never been on the wish list of the policymakers.

Life of an Average Journalist

Barring a handful of celebrity journalists who get paid as much as corporate honchos do,
an average journalist’s life is precarious and full of struggle. The situation only gets worse
in small and medium newspapers, where they may not even be reflected on the
employment rolls of the publications. In most cases, they are not given a formal
“Appointment letter.” Stringers who work for the media houses are poorly paid, harassed,
and without any insurance cover when they bear the maximum brunt of brutal attacks on
themselves, should they write against the powerful and the mighty. There is no social
security for them and they often have to wait for the paltry amount, for months together
for the stories filed by them. There are neither any Stinger associations nor are they a part
of any trade union. The occupation is not even recognised in the NCO when most media
houses depend on their services, especially for rooting stories from small towns and the
rural hinterland.

No Provision of Pension in Labour Codes

With most jobs becoming ad-hoc and contractual, the new Labour Codes do not talk about
‘permanent’ jobs. There seemingly is no mention of “Pension” in the Code on Wages or
Code on Social Security. There is no gainsaying the fact that once these Codes are
implemented, the stress levels among employees in the news media sector, like in any
other sector, would only escalate. Therefore, it is incumbent upon the government to
carefully articulate the wages, occupational safety and social security measures in its rules
and guidelines in a manner that the employer does not get away in doing nothing as in the
past despite the statutory nature of wage board recommendations.

Why News Media Requires a Nuanced Approach Within the Omnibus Laws?

Working journalists per se and most journalists association in general have vehemently
criticised the repealing of the two Working Journalists Acts on wages and service
conditions as also brought in by the Chairman of the Standing Committee in his National
Webinar Keynote address. News media is often reckoned as the Fourth Estate in a
democracy and perceived as empowered as the other three: the Executive, the Legislature,
and the Judiciary. News media in its watchdog function is expected to be an independent
raconteur and interpreter of news of the socio-economic and political happenings in a
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given society. The perceived power of media is such that the most powerful and mighty
expect it to be on their side, expecting the news media to be writing only positive
information about them, which does not always happen, despite a huge polarisation in the
media. The less scrutinised fact about the news media industry is the state of working
journalists, especially their wages and social security measure, where the media industry
as a whole has failed miserably.

The almost 70 years of protracted struggle by the members of the Fourth Estate seems still
far from over. The media scene in the meanwhile has taken a 180-degree tur