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VOICE From United Nations Headquar ters in New York, t h i s

i s World Chronic le , an unedited in terview programme

about major global i s s u e s . Here now to in t roduce

our guest is the host of t o d a y ' s World Chron ic le .

LITTLEJOHNS; I 'm Michael L i t t l e j o h n s and t h i s i s World Chron ic l e .

Only 45 years ago, wha t ' s now loose ly c a l l e d the Third World, was l a r g e l y

a c o l l e c t i o n of c o l o n i e s . Their concerns were beginning to r ece ive some

a t t e n t i o n , al though few could have foreseen tha t i s sues such as popula t ion , or

developing coun t ry debt would become f r o n t page news. Indeed, i t would have

been q u i t e a prophet who could have p red ic t ed the e x t e n t and consequences of

the phenomenon of d e c o l o n i z a t i o n .

Our g u e s t , Tarz i V i t t a c h i , has been wi tness to many of the se post-war

developments. Born in Sri Lanka, then c a l l e d Ceylon, h e ' s had a d i s t i n g u i s h e d

ca ree r in journa l i sm in Asia and London - today he has a column in Newsweek

I n t e r n a t i o n a l magazine. He has published a number of books. He was a sen ior

o f f i c i a l in t h e United Nations Fund for Populat ion A c t i v i t i e s , and for the

pas t seven years has been a Deputy Executive Direc tor of the United Nations

Ch i ld ren ' s Fund (UNICEF) .

Mr. V i t t a c h i w i l l be interviewed here a t United Nations Headquarters in

New York by : Claude Robinson of I n t e r Press Se rv i ce ; Moses Schoenfeld of

F a i r c h i l d Broadcast News; and Louis Foy of France S o i r .

T a r z i , welcome to World Chron ic le .

LITTLE CO HNS: Tarzi, you have a very interesting background - in fact

your CV is one of the most interesting I've read in a quite some time - and I

think one might say that you've got a foot in each camp. You've spent a lot

of your career in the industrialized West and much of the remainder of i t in

Third World countries, so you're in a position to have a pretty good



p e r s p e c t i v e , a neu t ra l pe r spec t ive perhaps , of t he Third World s i t u a t i o n . I

think i t could be said that t h e r e ' s a c e r t a i n amount of impatience in the West

with the way t h a t Third World coun t r i e s have, so i t ' s thought , f a i l ed to g e t

the i r act t oge the r . I wonder what your impressions are and what the f a i l u r e s

and successes in the Third World may b e , from your percept ion?

VITTACHI: The h i s t o r y of the l a s t 45 years tha t you speak about

Michael, is l a r g e l y a h i s t o r y of t r y i n g to come out from under the old

imperia l p a t t e r n which c l e a r l y marked the whole world. In fac t , the whole UN

system when i t began, and i t ' s c l e a r l y indicated in i t s own Char te r , indicated

that the old imperial system of the world carved in to var ious colours - you

might remember in your old a t l a s e s - was going to con t inue . The war was only

a rude i n t e r rup t i on of tha t process which had come to l a s t forever in many

peop le ' s minds. So, t h e h i s t o r y of what we now c a l l the Third World - I d o n ' t

l i k e to use that word because i t ' s a distance-making word - i s very much of

how do we get our act together as you say , but the po in t i s how do you ge t

na t iona l a c t s together because most of our p r iva t e i n s t i t u t i o n s , even our

nat ional i n s t i t u t i o n s had been submerged, pushed under, re legated for over 4 50

years . So how do you get our na t iona l i n s t i t u t i o n s , our na t iona l e n t e r p r i s e s ,

peop le ' s t a l e n t s , organized in various i n s t i t u t i o n a l ways? How do you ge t

that together has been a very i n t e r e s t i n g par t of that p rocess .

LITTLE JO HNS; So how do you get i t together?

VITTACHI; Well, I think tha t many many ways have been suggested.

Fbr ins tance some count r ies went the s o c i a l i s t r o u t e , some count r ies went the

private enterprise route, got involved in the ideological conflict across the

globe and they are coming out of i t now, s t i l l as nationalists. That's the

most important thing, that national sovereignty is alive and well. I think

that i t ' s only a stage of our evolution and we will move towards one world.

But within countries how people are trying to get the act together, is trying

to realize that our problems are now beyond ideology, that we have to take a

bit of this and a bit of that, that life is never about either or but about

and, and. So even my own country, Sri Lanka for instance, which used to have



a very heavy s o c i a l i s t framework in i t s p o l i t i c a l and economic o p e r a t i o n s ,

when the present government came in about ten years ago they dismantled tha t

whole s o c i a l i s t appa ra tus . But what i s happening now i s t h a t more and more of

the free e n t e r p r i s e system tha t was r e - e s t a b l i s h e d there ten yea r s , we find

t h a t i t i s necessary for the government to ac t as umpire to prevent the

excrescences of free e n t e r p r i s e , how people opera te i t - in other words greed.

LITTLE JOHNS : The unacceptable face of c a p i t a l i s m ?

VITTACHI: Absolute ly . We t ry to find a human face through which

p e o p l e ' s l i ves can be expressed b e t t e r .

ROBINSON; Tarzi , I want to talk a l i t t l e b i t about journalism.

You've done a lot of things: you've edited several newspapers; you've been a

columnist; you've founded press i n s t i t u t e s in India , Phil ippines, South Korea;

and so on and the l i s t goes on and on - very impressive achievements. But one

of the things you've done, I think, is to coin the term and been involved in

the training of something called "development journalism". F i rs t of a l l , why

do you think tha t was necessary and what i s i t ?

VITTACHI: The word development journalism was not something that I

coined ac tua l ly , but i t was coined by Asian journa l i s t s who came for t ra ining

who said that they would l ike not to be cal led economics reporters but

development jou rna l i s t s because for them, economics reporting was largely a

matter of development report ing. Now, unfortunately, this phrase was got hold

of by various governments who limited the meaning of t ha t phrase to reporting

the good things that happen in that country and ignore the bad things. The

whole point about development journalism was tha t i t was a c r i t i c a l

assessment, not a host i le assessment, but a c r i t i c a l assessment about what was

going on in t h e i r own countries so tha t people, the readers and viewers and

radio l i s t ene r s , the people would be involved in their own development. That

was the whole point about development journalism.



You've said tha t unfortunately i t ' s been gotten hold of

by governments who use i t for their own advantage and perhaps the disadvantage

of t he i r soc ie t ies and people . I s the term in i t s o r ig ina l form and what i t

meant s t i l l of any use today, or is that passe?

VITTACHI; Oh yes , I think i t will prevai l because i t describes

very well what i t i s about. No journa l i s t worth h is s a l t , in my opinion, wil l

allow himself to be used as a propganda too l . I think we always, whatever our

p o l i t i c a l views are , we have to remain c r i t i c a l l y appreciat ive of the agenda.

ROBINSON; I s t h a t possible though within the context of s o c i e t i e s ,

developing countr ies s o c i e t i e s I'm talking about, where ei ther the press is

owned by a small ol igarchy, usual ly a very minor rul ing e l i t e , or i t ' s owned

by the government and therefore re f lec t ing either those points of view ra ther

than ref lec t ing any broad democratic point of view?

VITTACHI: Let me say that when you say in the developing countries

the press is ruled by a small oligarchy i t is so in the Western world, very

much. I mean just consider how many newspapers, blocks of newspapers and the

communications channels are owned by very few people. Governments own the

press in some coun t r i e s . In my own country, during Mrs. Bandar ana i ke' s time,

they nationalised the p res s . Ninety percent of the press was na t iona l i sed .

Now, what i s in te res t ing is that when I go back home younger jou rna l i s t s ask

me, "How shall we f igh t the b a t t l e for press freedom l i ke you used to in your

time?" I say, "Look nobody's going to give you press freedom. Nobody gives

you any freedoms. You have to earn i t , you have to work at i t and pay the

LITTLE JOHNS; But t h e newspapers in S r i Lanka a r e independent now, a r e

they not?

VITTACHI; No t h e y ' r e n o t . Most of them a r e s t i l l government-owned

newspapers .

ROBINSON;



SCHOENraLD: You are known around here to be a kind of philosopher a s

well as a j o u r n a l i s t and maybe I could put t h i s quest ion in tha t framework.

The media, you sa id , has to be free and to what e x t e n t should t h i s freedom be

curbed? I'm al luding p a r t i c u l a r l y to recent examples where the media has

pried into the p r iva te l i v e s of publ ic f igures and i t ' s reached a po in t where

no publ ic figure seems to be immune from c lose examination, with b inoculars i f

necessary, to make sure t ha t h e ' s not misbehaving or doing anything off

colour . How far do you think the media should go in at tempting to present

figures in public l i f e ?

VHTACHI; I t ' s per fec t ly t rue tha t once you put yourself out on

the public agenda as a pres ident ia l candidate, or something l ike tha t , you

must expect to be probed because you are valued not only as an of f ic ia l or a

poten t ia l o f f i c i a l but also as a human being, and a human being has a public

l i f e and a pr iva te l i f e . But I would suggest very much that we re-examine how

far you should go about people 's r ea l ly private a f f a i r s . I think that

persons' peccad i l loes , t h e i r pr ivate hab i t s , a re t h e i r own business . Nobody

who asks those questions from these candidates, for instance in recent times,

if I was one of those candidates I would have asked back in re tu rn .

LITTLEJOHNS; You mean the famous question, "Have you committed

adultery" which was addresed to Gary Hart?

VITTACHI; I would have asked have you or haven ' t you, and then if

the answer was "Have you yourself?" I 'd say, "Let ' s ta lk about th i s in the

stag roam".

LITTLE JOHNS: But the r epo r t e r who asked the ques t ion , Ta rz i , i s not a

public f igure running for President of the United S t a t e s .

VITTACHI: T h a t ' s t rue but i t ' s nobody's bus iness , I th ink , how I

spend my pr iva te time in my bedroom.

SCHOENFELD: Bu t , Mr. T a r z i , d o n ' t you th ink the s t anda rds of

behaviour have changed s u f f i c i e n t l y , and the p u b l i c seems to accep t the changes



but expects the leaders not to go along with those new changes, flexibility if
you will?

I think that we really must, as journalists, should stop

being hypocritical about ourselves. That's the first thing. In other words

our own private standards. Why should we expect anybody else to differ from

our own private standards? I ' l l be constantly aware of my own set of morality

and my own value scales before I try to judge somebody e lse ' s .

— : M r ' Vittachi, you wrote a profile of the fifth billion

human being who is supposed to be born some time this summer and probably in

Africa and you also drew his horoscope or her horoscope which does not extend

beyond three years. In fact the fifth billionth birth seems to be for you

somewhat of a catastrophe?

VITTACHI; Well, catastrophic for that child and for that child's

parents. I think what is happening is this. The most important thing to

realize, I think, for all of us is that whatever we do, that is to say however

successful the so-called family planning programmes are, even if they were one

hundred percent successful - which they will never be, nothing can be one

hundred percent successful in public effort like - there will be six billion

people give or take a couple of hundred million, in the next 12-13 years,

adding more than a billion people in the next 12-13 years. Now, if that is

inevitable short of catastrophe, nuclear catastrophe for instance, since that

seems to be inevitable, surely what we should be doing

LITTLE JOHNS: What seems to be i n e v i t a b l e , nuclear catas t rophe?

VITTACHI; No, I'm sorry i f I gave that impression. What I meant

was the sixth billionth child will be born. If that is inevitable, in other

words one billion more going to be added to this planet, then we must be

making preparations now to receive that one billion. How do you deal with the

one billion? I think now is the time, it "s already late, but perhaps not too

late to plan our economies. I mean we must ask ourselves fundamental

VITTACHI:



questions because most of these chi ldren a re being born in count r ies t h a t can

leas t afford to sustain even t h e i r present popula t ions . What can we do with

food suppl ies because t h e r e ' s an enormous amount of food in the world, an

excess of food, and the capacity to produce much more although there i s famine

and s ta rva t ion in many, many pa r t s of the world. There a re probably about 700

mill ion d e s t i t u t e people in the world today and probably 400 mill ion ch i ld ren

go to bed hungry every n igh t . Can we afford t ha t ? Can we as human be ings ,

with a l l the technology at our d i sposa l , a l l the knowledge at our disposal and

b r i l l i a n t people in the world, can we not get our ac t together to receive

these v i s i t o r s in a more dignif ied way than we seem to have done in the l a s t

so many yea rs?

LITTLE JOHNS: The programme i s World Chronicle. Our guest i s

Tarzi V i t t a c h i , Deputy Executive Director of the United Nations Chi ldren 's

Fund (UNICEF) .

F 0 Y : In an interview with Newsweek you wrote , I be l i eve , t h a t

"bureaucracy gives the world s t a b i l i t y , t ha t motion i s dangerous, tha t

bureaucracy keeps th ings s t a t i c " . Has the UN reached t ha t happy stage of no

motion?

VITTACHI; Well, I think some departments of the UN and sane

departments within departments of the UN, some of us have become l a id back

bureaucrats because i t ' s much e a s i e r to remain s t a t i c , keeping the s t a t u s quo

even, than to th rus t out and to be r e a l l y an e f fec t ive change agent in the

world. That article that you're referring to really was a satirical piece.

It was a send-up of ourselves and I can see this tendency in all of us because

i t ' s easier to say no than to say yes. I often think that the whole business

of a bureaucrat is to say no, because if you say yes then he has no job.

LITTLE JOHNS; Do you think of yourse l f mo.e as a j o u r n a l i s t than as a

bureaucrat or vice versa?



VITTACHI; Well, Michael, I often t e l l my family, my fr iends t ha t

I'm rea l ly a j ou rna l i s t masquerading as a bureaucrat . Bureaucracy is

something tha t a l l of us admit i s boring, even the bureaucra t s , and nobody has

ever yet found an a l t e rna t ive to bureaucracy. Even famous big mult inational

corporations have a bureaucracy. Even academic i n s t i t u t i o n s have huge

bureaucracies, so i t seems to be l ike one of those incredibly necessary ev i l s

which people are always t ry ing to find an a l t e rna t ive fo r .

LITTLEJOHNS; So whether you l ike i t or not you ' re stuck with i t .

ROBINSON: Tarz i , I want to turn a l i t t l e b i t to development.

Within the United Nations system over the l as t t h i r t y years or so, we've had

the decade of t h i s and the decade of t ha t and any number t ha t you can think of

and ye t , I think, most people writ ing on development believe that i t ' s been

pret ty much i l l u s i v e , tha t the goals have not been met l a rge ly . What's

wrong? Have the goals been wrong? Have we t r i ed to overreach ourselves and

our capacity or what? What's wrong?

VITTACHI: I think there are many answers to tha t Claude, but I

have my own answer which is not a solution to the problem that you have raised

but c e r t a i n l y a way to look a t a possible improvement in the way we do

business in development. I think what we have fai led to do, by and la rge , i s

to involve what we c a l l the " rec ip ient" , in other words, the man and woman in

the v i l l a g e , the family in the v i l l a g e , the family in the communities in these

count r ies , in t h e i r own development. In other words we have regarded them as

rec ip ien t s - a pass ive , i na r t i cu l a t e rather s tupid , uninformed people - who

are j u s t waiting for the boons of development f a l l i ng in t h e i r laps instead of

involving them, reaching them, so that they make the demands for development

in t h e i r own l i v e s . For ins tance , a woman in a v i l l a g e in S r i Lanka recent ly

when I asked her, "Have you vaccinated th is child of yours?" she said to me,

"What i s tha t?" and I t r ied to explain. She sa id , "Why do you suggest t ha t my

child who is well, as you can see, but you are suggesting that I put a disease

into my c h i l d ' s veins when my chi ld i s wel l . What i s the wisdom of t h a t ,

pray?" Now I think we ' l l be s i l l y , absolutely s i l l y , to expect people



t o come to accept vacc ina t ions unless they know the meaning of t h i s , unless

they know what value i t i s for themselves and t h e i r c h i l d r e n . That i s what I

cons t an t ly r e f e r to now as a demand approach. The old supply approach of

supplying equipment, t echn ica l a s s i s t a n c e , money, a l l kinds of n e c e s s i t i e s

l ike medicines, and food and so on, tha t won't work.

ROBINSON; But do you see any rea l s igns of t h a t change because our

people a re s t i l l educated in the same i n s t i t u t i o n s , in the same processes for

a top-down approach r a t h e r than the bottoms-up t h a t y o u ' r e t a l k i n g about?

VITTACHI.- But I'm r e a l l y t a lk ing of a communications approach. In

UNICEF one of t he th ings we a r e very proud of having done, having cont r ibuted

t o a t any r a t e , i s to bring information and communication r i g h t i n t o the

middle of ou r programme. In fact t h i s i s the c u t t i n g edge of our programmes.

When people begin t o understand, then they make a demand for these s e r v i c e s ,

then the demand i n f r a s t r u c t u r e can meet the supply i n f r a s t r u c t r e , and then

there i s development.

ROBINSON: But you ' r e changing power s t r u c t u r e s then?

VITTACHI: Well , I don ' t want to o v e r s t a t e my c a s e . I only say

that in spite of the existing power structures one tries to do the change in

the power thinking, the modes of thinking.

SCHOENFELD: As the Deputy Execut ive D i r e c t o r for External Re la t ions

of UNICEF you must be concerned with the growing evidence t h a t AIDS has now

become practically a plague, and since there's no cure in sight at the present

time you've put together a series of obligations that human rights are

supposed to extend specifically to the children as one of our chief resources,

and you gave us a figure of 5 billion. Now, don't you think that that figure

of 5 billion could be considerably reduced if we don't find this cure to AIDS,

and what kinds of tests should mothers go through before they give birth to a

child whan they have already infected? Is there some thought being given to

that aspect?



I think many many people are very concerned about

individual l ibert ies and how far action can go even in a c r i s i s , even in very

very cr i t ica l times. As far as UNICEF is concerned, we are very concerned for

instance about how do you protect children who are being vaccinated from

infected needles. In the poor countries, you can imagine the complexity of

these problems and the delicacy of these problems if you l ike . You provide

disposable needles but a disposable needle is such a fantastic objet d 'a r t in

many societies-, i t ' s beautifully made, who could throw i t away. What we are

trying now desperately to find is a self-destruct needle, one time use,

self-destruct needle, and that I think is a tremendous answer to our problem.

SCHOENFELD; I s n ' t there also the issue of l i t e r acy? If the

individuals who are trying to be helped are i l l i t e r a t e you are unlikely to

educate them even in th i s simple aspect of disposing of a needle?

VITTACHI: Yes. As you know I always say that I have never equated

l i t e racy with wisdom. I think that they are two t o t a l l y d i f f e ren t t h i n g s . My

grandmother was declared to be an i l l i t e r a t e because she spoke only in

Sinhalese and she read Sanskri t stanzas before she went to bed. She was

English i l l i t e r a t e . There are various kinds of i l l i t e r a c y but I'm ta lk ing of

wisdom. The wisdom tha t human beings have for se l f -pro tec t ion i s beyond

l i t e r a c y .

F 0 Y ; Mr. Vi t t ach i , you wrote a pamphlet in favour of a

declarat ion of ch i ld ren ' s r i g h t s . That ' s one more declarat ion - we must have

about 20 already a t the UN. Is t h i s another piece of bureaucracy or what i s

i t going to do for the f i f th b i l l i o n t h or the s ix th b i l l i o n t h child when he or

she is born?

VITTACHI; Let me, if I may, make one correction t h e r e . I t i s not

about a declarat ion. We have had two declara t ions - the League of Nations has

a declarat ion on ch i ld ren ' s r igh t s and the United Nations in 1959 had a

declaration on ch i ld ren ' s r i g h t s . But what we are talking about now is a

VITTACHI:



convention on ch i ld ren ' s r i gh t s which has a few more t ee th . I t ' s a l i t t l e

more committing than dec la ra t ions .

LITTLEJOHNS: That would be an in terna t ional t reaty?

VITTACHI: I t would be a ser ies of in te rna t iona l t r e a t i e s , that i s

to say, s ignatory pa r t i e s to the convention will be obligated to carrying out

those r i gh t s to which they agree. But in my opinion, as I s ta te in tha t

pamphlet, i t wil l not happen, the implementation par t of t h i s wi l l not happen

unti l our colleagues in the press and the media understand i t for themselves

as being important for the i r own countr ies and that they create a climate of

opinion or they help to create a climate of opinion in t h e i r country in which

the governments wil l r ea l i ze and the people with power wi l l rea l ize that the

country will be judged by t he i r neighbours according to how well or i l l they

look af ter the i r ch i ldren .

LITTLECPHNS: Tarz i , a few years ago you wrote a book, "Brown Sahib"

about the brown and what sha l l I say, non-white, which is a t e r r i b l e

expression but s t i l l , people who took over leadership in the Third World or in

the countr ies that were previously colonies, and you have another book coming
o u t "Brown Sahib Revis i ted". How have the brown sahibs done?

VITTACHI: Well, we've been talking about what they have done in

the l a s t for ty years in th i s programme. By and l a r g e , I think they have

i l l u s t r a t e d in the i r a c t i v i t i e s and in thei r modes, my own contention, my

f i r s t content ion, the e a r l i e s t contention, that what was happening was that we

replaced a c lear white imperialism with a ra ther murky, not so c lear brown

imperialism .

LITTLE JO HNS: T h a t ' s a l l the t ime we have . Thank you very much. Our

gues t has been Tarz i V i t t a c h i , Deputy Executive Di rec tor of the United Nations

C h i l d r e n ' s Fund (UNCIEF). He was interviewed here a t United Nations

Headquarters in New York by: Claude Robinson of I n t e r Press S e r v i c e ;

Moses Schoenfeld of Fai r ch i ld Broadcast News; and Louis Foy of France S o i r .



I'm Michael Little Johns. Thank you for joining us. We invite you to be

with us again for the next edition of World Chronicle.

* * * * * * * * * *

Transcripts of these interviews may be obtained without cost by sending a

stamped, self-addressed envelope to : WORLD CHRONICLE, United Nations, Roan

S-837, New York, New York 10017 USA.

WORLD CHRONICLE is broadcast worldwide in developing and developed countries

and features guests whose work is concerned with major global issues. This

programme is a public affairs presentation of this station from United Nations

Radio and Television.




