Promoting an alternative news agenda

By Annette Vella, Independence Print

It was at the end of 1991. During the year the newsroom at Independence Print had taken in a number of new journalists. Amongst who were three women, Anna-Maria Debono, Victoria Galea and myself. Before us, there was already Moira Galea.

It was a new phenomenon having women in a newsroom. For many years it had been the domain of men except for a few exceptions. 

At Independence Print Liliana Risiott had worked in the field for a good number of years. With Television Malta there was Anna Bonanno, in my opinion one of the pioneers in journalism in Malta, Carmen Sammut had been there and Ruth Amaira.

For a time our colleagues did not know how to deal with us. Did they have to be gentle with the gentler sex or treat them as equals? Our News Editor was Michael Caruana.

Imagine. All the years before he had men to deal with, with no qualms about sending them anywhere. Then he had us.

I noticed that when Michael was dishing out the work for the day, he was assigning the light duties to us and leaving all the more exciting stuff to the guys. At first I thought it was just my imagination and because we were still new.  But a few more weeks passed and I could follow the pattern being used.

So I had a good talk with Michael. I told him that I had no intention of being discriminated against when it came to do coverages. I was as much interested in covering murders accident etcetera as much as I was interested in going on the ships that were visiting the Harbour by the dozen. Interesting thing for example was that while I loved ships the others, and that is the men, did not think much of them.

My point of view was that working in the same newsroom as the guys meant that we women could do the same work. No difference. More to that we could give a piece of news a different approach. After all women do tend to see things different to men.

That problem was solved.

A few months later Victor Camilleri, who was the editor of In-Nazzjon called a meeting for the women. His idea was that since half of the readers of the paper were women, we had to do something addressed specifically for them.

At the beginning I was bewildered. Personally I was always against women being segregated in-groups. Take a political party for example. Why in this day and age should there be a woman’s movement in the same political party? 

If we want equality we should be able to join in the men’s committees and work for the same goal, not always be left apart to do the niceties.

Victor was adamant that his idea was good and told us to go and come up with something.

During a discussion we had later between ourselves, I made it clear that if we were going to do something it definitely was not going to be the usual women’s pages one was used to see in the papers those days, and still finds today.

The others agreed. Having reached that stage the argument was what were we going to fill the four pages assigned to us with. We decided to let some time pass to think of something.

In the meantime the government had set up a Commission for the Advancement of Women and for Equality. A commission which was working hard to sieve through all the legislation in order to eliminate all kinds of discrimination against women.

Things were also moving on the front of promotions and new jobs for the women. In the late eighties and beginning of the nineties women were constantly making news by managing to get into posts that were previously thought as a man’s domain.

Take for example Jacqueline Padovani Grima who was appointed as the first women magistrate. Ninette Borg became one of the first female directors in the Department of Education. We also had the first woman pilot; women were joining the police force and the army.

So at the time a lot of new interesting things were happening in the women’s world in Malta. The same revolution, which had taken place in Europe and the United States years earlier, was finally happening over here.

Our group came up with the idea that through the supplement, which was going to be published every Wednesday.

We had to promote the advances of women a way that it would encourage other women not to keep back from following what they felt they should do.

That meant why should a woman stay away from following a degree in architecture or engineering. Or why not join a trade school to become a technician.

We used to love going places and find out someone who was breaking with tradition. 

Then came the question of choosing a title for the supplement. We wanted a name that although it set the publication apart from the rest of the newspaper, at the same time it needed to attract the readers. And by readers we meant all the readers of the newspaper, both men and women.

Thinking of a name was not easy. You can imagine the arguments we had. But finally we settled for ´Opinjoni Ohra`. Everybody seemed to like it. 

We also worked hard to give the supplement a different look from the rest of the paper. I think much of that merit had to go to Moira Galea who came up with a completely new layout so different to the usual layout one tends to see in our newspapers.

And so we set the ball rolling. Trying to think and write about different things from the norm was not easy. I remember going through foreign papers and publications to see what subjects they were talking about. The others were doing the same.

Remember we had no Internet and no direct wires at the time. So it all depended on our imagination and intuition. 

We decided to dedicate the first page of the supplement to an opinion, usually related to an event, which had happened during the previous days. The second and third pages were assigned for an interview. Mostly dealt with women, who had achieved something, in particular penetrating a man’s world, as mentioned earlier.

We did interview men as well, especially people who were dealing with something interesting not necessarily related to women.

The fourth page was dedicated to small news and other things of interest. Sometimes we did include home tips for the do it yourself man or women. And if we came across an interesting recipe, something different, we had no problem publishing it as well. Why not?

The subjects we dealt with were various. I remember coming across information about a new therapy for multiple sclerosis. You might ask what does that have to do with women? 

Nothing in particular because it is a condition which can hit anyone. But imagine someone who has a member of the family who suffers from the condition. They are always looking for an alternative to the treatment that is being administered to their relative.

So we published the related information. You can imagine how surprised I was when a few weeks later I got a phone call asking for more information about the article and where this person could contact the institution for the relevant treatment. And guess what?

To our surprise it was a man…who contacted us and not a mere female. This was a sector of the public initially whose interests we were trying to satisfy.

I believe that in the end we achieved our goals. The supplement kept going for a number of years and we had more feedback about the articles published in it from men than we had from women.

It’s funny isn’t it? Opinjoni Ohra was meant in Victor Camilleri´s words “to address the women readers”. It turned out to be of interest to both sexes.

That meant that after all giving alternative news agenda to the everyday happenings worked. And people wanted it. Unfortunately as time went by all four of us, Moira Galea, Victoria Galea, Anna-Maria Debono and myself moved on to the other things and that meant we did not have much time left to dedicate to what we considered to be our baby.

For a time Moira and myself continued to bring up the supplement on our own but eventually we had to bow out under pressure.

I look at those times with much pleasure. Opinjoni ohra taught us a lot. It taught us not to be afraid to write about things.

When we submitted out application for the BPC Award to Journalists, we did it because we were pushed by Victor Camilleri to do it. His argument was that we had nothing to loose. 

Our group held little hope or aspirations of ever being given credit or recognition for all we felt we had achieved. Imagine our surprise to become finalists and then to go on and become winners.

I’m sure I speak for all of us when I say how proud I still am to have been involved with a dedicated group from it’s first inception to ending up as winners of a prestigious award.

And here we are today. The newsrooms now have more female journalists. Some publishing houses in the end relented to change their policies and start admitting female journalists amongst their workforce. 

If in some small measure Opinjoni Ohra has made a contribution to women in the work place being accepted more readily, then it has been even more worthwhile.

Please don’t misunderstand me.  I am not looking to take credit for any changes brought about but I would like to feel that some motivation was given through the articles published in Opinjoni Ohra for women to find or even keep their place in the modern working environment.

Today you go out on some assignments and all the different representatives of the media on the island are women. It still surprises a lot of people “hi ara kollha nisa llum?” It’s fun.










