Notebook
By Hermie Garcia
The Jeffrey case 
and the local media
  THE CASE of the fatal shooting of 17-year old Jeffrey Reodica two years ago has become a staple of the mainstream media. The Toronto Star ran a story about the case on its front page on May  5, the day before the rally on May 6, that continued inside on a full in-depth two-page spread.  On the following week of May 8, it covered the inquest on a daily basis. The local TV newscasts, particularly CP 24, covered the inquest that week too.  It’s just disappointing that a majority of the Filipino media outfits in Toronto continue to ignore the importance of the story. 

I wrote an email message to the acting president of the Philippine Press Club-Ontario on May 5 inviting all members to cover the rally. I said that it would be a shame if we ignore or miss this story. The result? Aside from our paper, there was only one other paper  represented. I don’t even know if the writer was officially sent by his editor.  During the first week of the inquest, I doubt if there were any from the local media who attended the inquest sessions.
Of course, there’s always a reason why people can’t come for this kind of events. People are busy. They have work to do on weekdays. On weekends, they’re with their families. But why is it that during community parties where there are induction of officers, or where public officials like the ambassador of the Philippines or Canada are present, media people literally swarm the place with their fancy cameras flashing non-stop? When big advertisers are present in an event, their photos are taken like they are the major personalities attending the function. Sometimes they even overshadow the event’s organizers. Well, some people justify this by saying, the media business is just trying to survive. Well said, but what about the survival of the profession of journalism?   

This brings us to an important issue — is it a media organization’s main objective to do business and to make a profit? What about its professional responsibility to expose the truth for the interest of its readers? Does that take a back seat to the business objective?

We can discuss and debate this to death but still we cannot come to an agreement because we come from different perspectives, different points of view. Let’s just be simplistic and look at it this way: Would you go to a doctor whose priority is to make as much money from OHIP rather than treating your illness? Would you hire a lawyer who is more concerned about his outrageous fees than defending your legal interests?

There’s no money one can make in covering stories like that of Jeffrey, for sure. (Our community newspapers are not for sale, so there’s no issue of revenue to be made from a large circulation.) What you can earn is the ire of the police  if you dig into the truth of this story.  What one sacrifices really  is the truth by refusing to reveal it. 

Which brings us to another important question: Are we doing our job as media people? Are we worth the name we call ourselves – media practitioners? We love to be regarded as press or media people but do we comprehend the serious respons-ibility that comes with this privilege?

I shudder when some people claim they’re media practitioners when all they do is print press releases and photos of usual suspect community personalities and dodge or avoid controversial issues. Sometimes they “moonlight” as public relations officers of this or that or many associations. Public relations is about improving the image of clients.It has nothing to do with upholding the truth especially if it runs counter to the interest of the client. PR is a legitimate profession or activity. But to mix it with journalism is anomalous and reeks of conflict of interest.

In  fairness to those who  send me press and photo releases on community events, I welcome and use these releases and am thankful for them.  But this is not all journalism is about. It’s mainly about reporting the truth and taking an editorial stand on important issues. It’s as legitimate, honorable and important as the other professions, because it has the power to influence public opinion. 

  
        * * *

I delivered the following at the May 6, 2006 rally in front of the Coroner’s office, as president of Community Alliance for Social Justice:

After persistent pressure from all of you and others from the Filipino and other communities, after the just expression of outrage from all of you at the unjust killing of a youth by a police officer, we have achieved an Inquest by the Coroner. This inquest will start on Monday.  Let us all celebrate this big victory. Let us give ourselves a big hand for this hard-won victory.
It has been observed that an Inquest from the Coroner’s Office is not easily granted; that even when granted, it takes years to schedule and start one. In our case, we did it in less than two years after the incident. In other cases, it took eight years.
This is because we continued the pressure. We continued expressing our indignation, our outrage over the injustice of taking the life of an innocent boy. Had we stopped protesting, had we stopped talking about the case, had we stopped pressuring the authorities to look again, investigate again because we believe the SIU report was a whitewash, with the SIU investigation ignoring the statements of the nine boys who witnessed the shooting, with the SIU composed mainly of ex-police officers, because we never let up the pressure, we got the Coroner’s Inquest.

  But the struggle has just started. Jeffrey’s family, the Justice for Jeffrey Coalition, Black Action Defense Committee, the Toronto Police Accountability Coalition, Ontario Coalition Against Poverty, the Ugnayan ng Kabataang Pilipino sa Canada, CASJ and other organizations represented here, will continue this fight for truth  and justice until we win.  
What happened to Jeffrey is many times more unjust and outrageous. His life was taken by a person whose duty it is to protect the lives of ordinary citizens. He was entrusted with firearms to use them to uphold the law. By all indications, he failed to do this. 

Let us all continue the struggle for justice in the case of Jeffrey. This is not only about one case of injustice, or one case of police brutality. This is a fight against racism, against police bias against people of colour. This is about respect for human life, about human rights. This incident and many cases of police violence against innocent people should not be happening in Toronto or Canada which prides itself of being a champion of human rights in the world. 

 But these incidents will not stop unless we continue to protest and express our indignation, our outrage and our determination to stop these killings and this violence.
