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Prior to the conflict between Russia and Georgia, I did not know that a place called South 

Ossetia existed.  Indeed the political map of the world has changed dramatically since I studied 

Geography in high school in the 1960s.  It is in the last few decades that Estonia and Latvia, 

Kosovo, Slovenia and Croatia, and many other states and regions have emerged into global 

consciousness and recognition.  Some regions with powerful ethnic voices like Kurdistan and 

Chechyna have not (yet) emerged as independent states.  In many instances, the consciousness 

raising has come about because of bitter ethnic conflict leading to war, the latest episode being 

the end of the fighting in Sri Lanka between the Tamil Tigers and the majority-Sinhalese 

government troops.  Today, tribal wars which would have occurred largely unnoticed a century 

ago, are now almost instantaneously, headline news across the world. 

 

I raise the fragmentation of the political map by ethnicity because parallel with that development, 

we are witnessing the phenomenon of globalisation, a movement with decidedly economic 

underpinnings in free trade in goods and services, but which is also underpinned by increased 

global tourism and travel, and by the rapid adoption of information and communications 

technologies which have made near instantaneous access to data and information on just about 

any subject or person.  ‘Google’ has become a verb meaning the act of getting information in a 

split second from the Internet.  Globalisation brings substantial economic benefits, though these 

are not uncontroversial.  But through the spread of ICT and media, it has also brought 

unprecedented access to content produced mainly in the United States.  Notions of ‘cultural 

imperialism’ are again mooted, even if the word ‘imperialism’ has fallen out of favour.  It is both 

fascinating and instructive that the Oscar-winning film Slumdog Millionaire is based on the 

American game show “Who Wants to Be a Millionaire”, since transported to India and 

elsewhere.  Who with access to a radio or television set does not know of Tiger Woods, Roger 

Federer, LeBron James, Christiano Ronaldo and the Manchester United football team? 
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So we have two trends which have emerged at the same time.  One trend is fragmentation of the 

geo-political landscape based on ethnicity and a concomitant demand for particular ethnic or 

cultural voices to be heard and ethnic faces to be seen by the rest of the world, as part and parcel 

of an assertion of ethnic or cultural identity running from language to art, music and dance.  The 

other trend is toward globalisation and cultural homogenization such that in the nightclubs of 

New Delhi and Mumbai, saris are dispensed with for tight fitting jeans and high heel shoes 

gyrating to the music of Beyonce Knowles and whoever is the latest pop star, in a scene 

indistinguishable from what might be filmed in New York, London, Paris or Sydney. 

 

For the world’s fundamentalists, especially those for whom religion and ethnic identity coincide, 

these are not compatible trends. Rather they are worlds destined to collide, inevitably and 

violently.  The dominant Western behaviours, mores, clothing styles and world views are to be 

resisted and rejected. 

 

For those who are not fundamentalist, there may still be a concern that local ethnic identity may 

be swamped and may erode and disappear over time.  UNESCO has developed a project to map 

the ongoing (and accelerating) disappearance of languages around the world, though the nagging 

question remains as to whether it is possible to resist Darwinian forces in the realm of society 

and culture. 

 

Caribbean Identity 

 

We like to think that the Caribbean is especially unique among countries in the world that are all 

unique in their own way.  It is a place which from its beginnings a couple of centuries ago 

accommodated Afro and Indo, Euro and Chinese, and happy and unhappy miscegenation created 

all hues in between.  It has been the cockpit of war between the great powers even as it is often 

represented as idyllic and peaceful backwaters, home to sun and sand and sea.  It is produced 

revolutions in Haiti, coup d’etats in Grenada and Trinidad and Tobago and myriad uprisings of 

slaves and workers.  The streets of our capital cities resonated to the cries of ‘Black Power’.  And 

in between there has been the hustle and bustle, the comings and goings of migrants and 

returning residents, of tourists, of hustlers and hucksters.  It is region that has produced powerful 

intellects like Arthur Lewis, C.L.R. James, Marcus Garvey, George Padmore, Lloyd Best and 

Eric Williams, colorful politicians like Michael Manley, Basdeo Panday, Eric Gairy and Forbes 

Burnham, statesmen like Shridath Ramphal, superb sportsmen like Gary Sobers, George 

Headley, Brian Lara, Dwight Yorke, Usain Bolt, Hasely Crawford, and literary and artistic 

geniuses like Bob Marley, Sparrow, V.S. Naipaul, George Lamming and Derek Walcott. 

 

It is instructive that the Caribbean has always exhibited an ambivalence toward the rest of the 

world, especially toward the former colonial powers.  Our colonial history allowed us to embrace 



 

3 

 

the democratic values of the Western colonizing powers and to accept the products of the West, 

including the cultural products, readily and to some extent, unquestioningly.  We grew up on 

English literature – Dickens and Shakespeare, Enid Blyton and Jane Austen.  Our comic book 

heroes were Phantom and Mandrake, Peanuts and Blondie.  Yet at the same time, the brutality of 

Caribbean history has left deep scars which sometimes evince a rebelliousness, an insouciance, a 

fervour for expressive religion, for the liberation and libertinism of the annual Carnival, an 

assertion of identity which is often dramatic and melodramatic.  The streets of west Kingston and 

East Dry River in Port of Spain are not easy streets, immersed now in a counter-culture of drug 

trafficking and a brutal and mindless violence.  We lay claim one of the highest murder rates in 

the world.   The image of the happy-go-lucky natives, lazily sipping rum and coconut waters on 

beaches of golden sand contrasts with the reality of a gritty, sweaty, edgy hustle that 

characterizes life in the urban ghettos of the Caribbean, and the mind-numbing ennui of rural 

life. 

 

Does the world know this Caribbean that we know?  The world knows the Caribbean through the 

lens of the tourism video or brochure –peaceful, idyllic, calm, happy-go-lucky.  Exceptionally 

beautiful beaches, exquisite coral reefs, interesting fauna in tropical rain forests if one gets that 

far.  The region has many, many stories to tell, stories which explore our deep ambivalence, the 

genesis of our intellectual and sporting prowess, and indeed how we perceive the rest of the 

world as interpreted by our own experiences.  To some extent our stories have been told through 

the medium of literature, a rich heritage of some of the finest fiction and non-fiction to be found 

anywhere.  But our stories have not been expressed through the most powerful media of the 

contemporary world through audio and video productions which reach large audiences in their 

living rooms wherever they might be in the world.  And that is why we are here today. 

 

Local Content Development 

 

The resolution of the two vectors of globalisation with its attendant impetus toward cultural 

homogenization, and the assertion of ethnic or cultural identity is pursued by the mainstream, at 

least in respect of the audio-visual sector, through policy prescriptions on local content.  Local 

content policy is usually expressed in three ways:- 

 

1. Local Content Rules which specify the percentage of broadcast time which must deliver local 

content (including and mostly local news) 

2. Restrictions on foreign ownership and control of broadcasting companies, and 

3. Provision of tax incentives and subsidies to local producers 

 

I make no further comment on these policies except to note that Internet and New Media are 

increasingly making the notion of ‘broadcasting’ increasingly irrelevant.  Content, whether it be 
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news or sports or entertainment can be consumed non-linearly under the control of the consumer 

rather than the ‘broadcaster’. 

 

Local producers in the creative sectors in the Caribbean face several challenges including:- 

• Producing high quality productions at reasonable cost  

• Establishing and maintaining intellectual property rights over their work 

• Finding markets for their products large enough to amortise the cost of production. 

 

Our immediate concern is the last of these challenges – how to widen the market for local 

content production so as to increase potential revenue per dollar invested in those productions.  

There are four (4) possible ways of doing this, listed in order of increasing difficulty:- 

 

• Extending Local and Regional Markets 

• Marketing to the Caribbean Diaspora 

• Co-production with producers from other markets 

• Hitting a ‘home run’ with productions that are compelling to global audiences 

 

We are here concerned with the co-production option, and particularly in respect of co-

production with European producers under the EPA. 

 

Europe and the EPA 

 

The European Union, like most countries elsewhere, has been protective of its local cultures.  

Indeed the Audio-visual Services Directive states:- 

 

“Audiovisual media services are as much cultural services as they are economic 

services. Their growing importance for societies, democracy — in particular by ensuring 

freedom of information, diversity of opinion and media pluralism — education and 

culture justifies the application of specific rules to these services.” (Preamble #3) (our 

emphasis) 

 

The CARIFORUM countries have signed off on the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA).  In 

addition to liberalization of trade, investment and traditional services, this agreement includes the 

liberalization of the activities of artists and cultural practitioners in music, dance, theatre, visual 

arts, as well as sculptors, authors, and poets. The Agreement is subject to some controls and 

conditions but there are no quotas or limits on the number of natural persons who can enter under 

this commitment. Caribbean artists, musicians, and other cultural practitioners and their crews 

who are registered under businesses will be able to send their members or employees to almost 

all EU states to supply entertainment services. 
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In addition the Economic Partnership Agreement includes a protocol implementing the 

UNESCO Convention on cultural diversity, and provides our cultural with improved conditions 

for the temporary movement of persons and for market access on the basis of co-production.  Co-

produced audiovisual products and services involving European and Caribbean creative teams 

will qualify as European works and meet the cultural content rules in all EU states. The specific 

co-production treaties between individual EU states and Caribbean states or regions will 

eventually make it possible for Caribbean audiovisual producers to access funding for creative 

projects.  Under the Protocol, our artists and artistes will be able to enter European states to 

collaborate on projects and undertake training programmes. They can stay in Europe for periods 

up to 90 days over any 12-month period. The EPA contains comprehensive provisions that allow 

for movement of artists, musicians, and other cultural practitioners who can develop contacts that 

can eventually lead to commercial contracts.
1
 

 

Pursuing the Co-Production Opportunity 

 

Co-production is not easy to operationalise.  There has to be a coincidence of interest on the part 

of the European and Caribbean producers and that is likely to involve (1) a subject matter for the 

production that will be of keen interest to European audiences as well as Caribbean audiences; 

(2) the ability of the Caribbean producer to bring real value to the table; and (3) commercial 

arrangements which are satisfactory to both, including the ownership of the intellectual property 

in the work, the rights to distribution in other markets, etc. 

 

This notwithstanding, co-production presents an opportunity for producers in the Caribbean.  

However, the opportunity needs to be made real and that means thinking through how our 

creative producers need to organise themselves to take advantage of the opportunity.  The 

obstacles can be identified as the following:- 

 

1. Bureaucracy 

2. Atomistic and unorganised producers of creative content 

3. Contractual and commercial arrangements 

 

I am not in a position to speak to the problem of bureaucracy, though we know that international 

agencies and their counterparts in the Caribbean are not noted for quick decision-making and are 

given to burdensome documentation. 

 

But the problems of an unorganised sector and negotiation of sensible contractual arrangements 

are just a significant, if not moreso.  There is therefore, at the barest minimum, a need for a 

association of Caribbean producers of audio-visual content which can be a forum for 

                                                 
1
 CRNM, Highlights re Services and Investment in the Cariforum-EU Economic Partnership 

Agreement. 
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representing the industry to the various governments and regional agencies, collating experiences 

and resumes, advertising opportunities for work, and maintaining a database of members and 

capabilities.  I would characterise this as a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the 

successful exploitation of the co-production opportunity presented by the EPA. 

 

I would like to suggest that the missing link in the value chain which could help the local 

creative content industry surmount the challenges is represented by organisations like my own, 

One Caribbean Media, and other large private and public media companies such as RJR in 

Jamaica.  The rapidly changing media landscape has prompted companies like OCM to re-

examine what business we are in.  We are clear that we too are producers of content, 

predominantly news, but also we are major producers of other kinds of content.  In fact, in terms 

of capability, companies like OCM have greater capability than the small and medium-sized 

independent producers.  It is also the case the companies like ours have greater capacity to 

negotiate contractual terms and defend our rights.  We also have a greater capability to market 

the region to Europe.  What the larger media houses lack is the creative capabilities which are 

resident to a greater degree in the independent producers.  So how can the capability and 

resources of the large media houses be leveraged in support of co-production initiatives?  

 

The obvious answer is Partnering – independent producers electing to work with the larger media 

houses jointly on projects on a agreed basis.  The modalities of such partnerships will vary 

depending on the project, but whatever the modality, there is no escaping the need for trust in 

building these new relationships between the independent creative content producers and the 

larger media houses in the region. 

 

Valuing Local Content 

 

In the reigning paradigm, the value placed on any kind of content is dictated by the ratings and 

by the dictates of the advertising agencies who control advertising spend on behalf of their 

clients.  This combined with the fact that high quality foreign (read American) programming is 

cheap has led to the current position where the only ‘valuable’ local content is news, that is, the 

only content which advertisers will consistently support.  Even this is eroding.  Cable television 

has meant that local audiences spend less time during the news hour and switch to foreign news 

or other foreign programmes once the news highlights are digested.  Non-news local content is 

not ‘valuable’ because it is difficult to attract advertising support. 

 

Yet local content, especially audio-visual content, assists in defining our society and culture.  It 

is how we speak to and about ourselves and how we might choose to speak to the rest of the 

world.  Given that wars are fought and people die to preserve ethnic identity, is not the 

production and consumption of local content of immeasurable value to a society?  And is it not 

tragic that economics dictates the value that is placed on local versus foreign content?   The 
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problem, to put it in the terminology of Economics, is that local content programming is in the 

nature of a ‘merit good’ or even a ‘public good’ which means that it ought to be produced by the 

government for consumption by all citizens. Yet no one wants their governments actually 

producing any of that content because it is likely to be politicised or viewed as propaganda and 

hence tainted.  But local content programming is also a private good in that it is the intellectual 

property of its creators who can maximise the benefit from exploiting their property as they see 

fit. 

 

My own preference is that local content production be firmly anchored in the private sector so 

that producers are free to express their views on the subjects they choose to address.  

Governments should create the ‘space’ for their creativity to be expressed, much as governments 

maintain museums for the display and preservation of the work of artists.  Governments should 

establish the enabling conditions which will encourage and facilitate creative productions, and 

enhance the value of the work to the owners and to the general public at large. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Local content, particularly audio-visual content, is of immense value to Caribbean societies.  

However local content production suffers from several disabilities – Lack of Capital, atomistic 

producers, lower than world-class quality, high cost, weak bargaining and negotiating power.  

Co-production offers a significant opportunity for Caribbean producers, but this opportunity is 

best approached by local partnerships between independent producers and the larger private 

sector media organizations who want to build local content. 

 

Governments have important roles in (1) providing (Tax) incentives to producers of local content 

and (2) creating an enabling environment for the distribution of local creative work through local 

content regulation in the Broadcasting Sector and direct funding of projects in which the 

Government may have an interest. 

 

It is now almost 50 years since the end of empire ushered in the era of decolonisation and 

political independence for us in the Caribbean.  Almost 50 years, and here we are today, in 2009, 

still talking about finding our voices in the world.  It would be sad except for the miracle that we 

are still talking about it…willingly and eagerly. 

 

I look around this room and see a battalion of lonely soldiers.  Some of you I know… some of 

you I know only by your reputations.  But what I do know is that in every corner of this Region, 

there are people carrying the flag for a Caribbean that is confident and articulate enough…about 

itself… and to itself…and a Caribbean that is able to take its stories to the world and to join the 

global dialogue on the issues of our time. 

 

But for far too many, the journeys begun so joyously and energetically in the creative fires of 

hope, eventually sputter and lose steam, creative energies and drained by the corrosive power of 
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compromise.  After compromise…after compromise.  Ultimately, subsisting as so many are, on 

the margins of existence, the white flag of surrender could be just one production away. 

 

But I would like to think that our collective presence here today is testimony of our enduring 

hope in the possibility of change and of our recognition that, in working together, the whole 

might be far greater than the sum of our many parts. 

 

 

Thank you 


