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Reporting the Judiciary:
Challenges and Opportunities

- promoting transparency and accountability in
the judicial system
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INTRODUCTION
Protocols!

1 have been asked to speak on the topic: Reporting the Judiciary: Challenges and Opportunities
This, of course is within the broader context of today's general workshop theme ~ Building a
Stronger Media ~ Judiciary Collaboration.

Objectives Of The Presentation
First, | would like to look at what | consider to be the objectives of this presentation.

The media is the fourth estate of the realm. It is constitutionally empowered to hold the
government at all levels accountable. This includes the executive, the legislature, and the
judiciary. As journalists and reporters, we execute this responsibility in trust for the people —
that is an objective fact.

As the fourth estate of the realm, our job is to hold the different arms of government
ACCOUNTABLE to who sovereignty belongs. The media is constitutionally empowered to be
the watchdog of society by giving them information to hold the leaders accountable and as
well, demand for their rights under the law, for whatever role any tier/arm of government
plays, it does 50 on behalf of the people.

The ability of the media s fourth estate to hold government ACCOUNTABLE (answerable,
responsible, liable etc), is a responsibility derived from Chapter II Section 22 of the revised
1999 constitution, which states:

“The press, radio, television and other agencies of the mass media shall at al times be free
to uphold the fundamental objectives contained in this Chapter and uphold the responsibility
‘and accountability of the Government to the people”.

Here's the thing though: Carrying out this constitutional responsibility does not come as a
piece of cake. It is fraught with challenges. Notwithstanding, can we talk about any
‘opportunity-derived in this responsibility assigned to the media which empowers us to do
what we do as journalists? How can we, using this statutory provision, ensure that the
judiciary lives up to its responsibility not just to the people, but as the cliché says, be indeed,
‘the last hope of the common man/woman?"

UNDERSTANDING THE JUDICIARY
Definition and Role of the Judiciary

The judiciary is that part of a country's government that is responsible for its legal system. It
is one of the arms of a country’s governance structure. Judges, Magistrates and Lawyers
belong to this tier of government. The judicial system plays very significant role in the
smooth running of any democratic society. It is where we all go (irrespective of gender,
class, age, or social standing) to demand and receive justice that is guaranteed to every
member of society. Chapter 1 Part 2 of the constitution the 1999 constitution, assigned
specific roles/responsibilities to the judiciary, which exists to uphold the rule of law.
Functions of the judiciary in upholding the rule of law

Upholding the rule of law, is a major democratic principle. Some elements of these
principles include — elections, the right to vote and be voted for, and the upholding of the
fundamental principles of state policy, etc. If we really look at it, the judiciary occupies a
much higher hierarchy in a democracy because it is a safeguard for the rights, and freedom

% >





image3.png
H -0 g-u

Fle  Home Inset Design

Layout

References

Mailings

Review.

Reporting the Judiciary - Word

=

Signiin

2 share

Page3of5  1557words [I%

H P Type here to search

of individuals for who the government exist- note that it does not mention any class of
humans, just INDIVIDUALS!

Importance of an independent judiciary in a democracy

Inatruly democratic set-up, no one doubts the importance or value of the judiciary. It is where
individuals and groups who feel that the treatment, they have received either in an election
process or in their day-day lives is against their rights as citizens of the state, or entities that
operate within the boundaries where the constitution of the land applies. Irrespective of
anyone's status, the judiciary dispenses the law equally.

As the non-political arm of any country’s government, it is empowered to be a check on the
excesses of the other branches of government and individuals with access to extra-legal
means, on behalf of the rest of society.

This also presupposes that those who operate within the confines of the judicial
system must, like Ceaser’s wife, be above board ~ they are expected to be
independent, professional, and impartial, relying on facts and evidence when they act
25 members of the judiciary. As an arm of government, it owes legal protection to

every member of the society.

THE IMPORTANCE OF REPORTING THE JUDICIARY
S0, if these are stated facts, and everyone ~ in and outside the judiciary is aware of it, why
do we see it s party of our responsibility to report the judiciary?

I would say, yes, very important indeed. If the judiciary is supposedly the last hope of the
‘common ma/woman, then, this needs to be repeatedly reminded to every member of
society, 50 you know where to go and seek remedial actions when you are aggrieved by the
actions of government, policy makers at all levels, business partners and associates, among
others: So,

+ We report the judiciary to highlight its functions, duties, and responsibilities.

* We report the judiciary to remove that veil of opacity in its operations, and in the
‘operations of any arm/branch of government.

 Reporting the judiciary is also, a confidence-building aspect of our constitutional
responsibility of holding every arm of government accountable to the people. By
reporting the judiciary, we as journalists facilitate public trust in the system.

By reporting the judiciary, we let the people know what goes on within the confines
ofthe courtrooms, the legal offices. We inform them about the proceedings and
decisions, and that way, the people are encouraged to approach lawyers and the
courts when the need arises. So, we could say that by reporting the Judiciary, we
demystify it for them.

ANY CHALLENGES IN REPORTING THE JUDICIARY?
Yes. Challenges, in my opinion, abound in our effort to report accurately, the judiciary.
Notwithstanding, these challenges are by no means, insurmountable.

First as a legal correspondent or judicial reporter, whichever way we choose to call
ourselves, 90 percent of us are not trained lawyers and so, have less understanding of
the jargons deployed in court proceedings and legal opinions- in fact, sometimes, | ask
why these lawyers cannot speak ordinary, plain English language like the rest of us).
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Legal language can be quite complex or even tongue twisters.

IFit is complex, then surely, it must be hard for the ordinary reporter to understand
and report accurately.

When understanding the legal jargon is challenging, the risk of misinterpretation
leading to misinformation does not just exist, it is high.

Access to Information is another difficulty. As people in the business of information,
dissemination, we know that having information plays a very critical role in
‘communication. Itis difficult to communicate what you do not have, because someone
somewhere has put a road that either slows you down or blocks your access to getting
information. Speculation could be dangerous and often deadly.

Another challenge is that of obtaining court documents and proceedings.

No matter how ‘juicy’ the story sounds, there are cases that the media is not allowed
to either report or to do in details. This is where it concerns juveniles, and on issues
that border on national security (give examples with Bakassi Court declaration, + The
designated Survivor.

The parading of suspects and desire to balance the right to report and the right to
fairtrial

Handling cases involving high-profile individuals or sensitive issues

‘Sometimes, journalists are subjected to insults and mistreatments while trying to do
their job. The judicial reporter is not left out and goes through this humiliation as well.
Intimidation and harassment ~ Whether it's under the military or civilian
administration,

OPPORTUNITIES IN JUDICIARY REPORTING

Well, the main issue at this workshop is for us to look at the challenges and
‘opportunities of judicial reporting. We have looked a bit at the challenges and just like
many things in life, they are legion. But could there be any opportunity in reporting
the judiciary?

The answer is yes;

For a start, reporting the judiciary boosts the reporter’s legal learning.

With an enhanced legal literacy, the reporter is better able to break court proceedings
and rulings to the public

Imagine yourself as a reporter, interviewing a lawyer, or judge, your interactions wil
‘emanate from a point of understanding, helps you frame your questions, and could
create a vibe between you and your interviewee.

Another opportunity could be the reporter’s ability to do live reporting especially on
broadcast media.

Enhances collaborations between media, legal professionals, and civil society
organizations.

It helps in the promotion of joint initiatives that are focused on transparency and
accountability in the judiciary.

For those interested, another opportunity could be that it encourages you to add law
and legal practise to your academic portfolio ~ makes you a more rounded reporter.
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BEST PRACTICES FOR REPORTING THE JUDICIARY
As has been established, the judiciary is an important arm of government. Getting it right is
key to building a fair, equitable and just society and journalists, are stakeholders in this project
Nigeria. With the reports we do, we can keep the system on its toes, and drive it to ensure it
remains independent and accountable to the people.

To arrive at this point, training and education for Journalists are key.
Education and training in legal reporting is important

Workshops on understanding legal terminology and court procedures should be enhanced.
For the journalits, let us continue to push for the adoption of  balanced approachto legal
reporting.

Reporting the judiciary is not just about the escapades of the rich and influential. It's about
everyone, so, ensure that the representation of the other part of society is far, and try to bring
in that voice into your report.

Journalists must above all, adhere to the ethics of the profession and ethics abhors
sensationalising reports.

CASE STUDIES
The Bakass ruling; UK's Prince Harry in Afghanistan etc

1998 SAP riots - and lessons learnt.

CONCLUSION

The judiciary,like other arms of government is important. Itis a very vital aspect of the
democratic process, and last hope of the common man/woman. So, the people deserve to
be kept abreast of what happens within that system.

S0, my call to Action is this: in reporting the judiciary, challenges exist, look for that window
of opportunity to enable you use your reports to impact your audience in a positive way.

The judiciary should as well, always open its door to the reporters, Open your doors to
them, in the spirit of freedom of information, grant them access to information to avoid
misreporting or misquoting. Let us work together and promote collaboration for better
judiciary reporting.
‘Thank you for your very kind attention.
Angela Agoawike
Email: aagoawike @gmail.com; BSK:aagoawike bskysocial; X: @angelaagoawike
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