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Controversy continues to erupt over President-elect Donald Trump’s use of Twitter to convey appointments to his cabinet. He is also using social media to announce future economic and political policies and his random thoughts, including frequent attacks on individuals who criticise him.

Mr Trump is not the first leading political figure who has used and abused Twitter as a tool of governance. He could be taking a leaf out of the Pakistani elites playbook. Over the past three years the military and the civilian government in Pakistan have used Twitter relentlessly to release policy statements on issues as diverse as the war on terror, foreign policy and reaction to daily events.

Social media has also conveyed how strongly at odds the two institutions are as their respective political and military leaders are built up along heroic proportions in the Twitter wars that have gone on between the two institutions. But the media is the real casualty. The unprecedented use of Twitter has led to a major threat to media freedom in Pakistan. It bars journalists from asking any questions, provides no transparency and encourages state censorship on issues the government does not want to discuss.

The Pakistan media has reached a deplorable stage where any subject that is not raised on the Twitter feed by either the army or the government is considered off limits. This is the worst kind of pernicious censorship. Issues such as Pakistan’s nuclear program, the disappearance of political activists in Baluchistan province or contradicting the official versions of foreign policy are considered off limits. As a result, generals and politicians have ceased to give press conferences or briefings. Now 140 characters is presumed to convey enough information which the media has no choice but to be satisfied with.

Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, whose family members run a media savvy cell in his office represent one end of the phenomena, as tweets depict his daily schedule and achievements. None of his family members are directly accessible to the media. Previously the government’s media strategy was promoted by the Ministry of Information, staffed by bureaucrats who were accessible to journalists.

At the other end is the military’s Inter Services Public Relations (ISPR) office which handles the media on behalf of the three armed services. ISPR tweets on foreign policy and counter terrorism strategy, while it relentlessly promoted the daily activities and statements of General Raheel Sharif who until late November was army chief of staff and the most powerful man in the country.

When I started out as a journalist ISPR was headed by a brigadier and staffed by less than a dozen officers who were, by and large, media-friendly. They gave regular and often impromptu briefings to journalists on what concerned the military. Now the ISPR is headed by a lieutenant general with hundreds of staff under him. Many journalists believe that their main job is to monitor and control the media, rather than to provide information and briefings to journalists.

One result of the ‘Twitterisation’ of news has been a lack of transparency. Our leaders have become unaccountable to the media or the public. Journalists cannot ask questions to a Twitter feed on a major policy issue. Follow up is impossible while the give and take of a press conference has become an item of the past. Mr Sharif has not given a single press conference since he assumed power nearly three years ago. He is completely unavailable to the press apart from giving a couple of TV interviews to favourite talk show hosts.

Nor did General Rasheel Sharif mingle with the press as his predecessors all did on frequent occasions — enabling journalists to get a sense of the man in charge of the military. Journalists have asked the new army chief Qamar Javed Bajwa to return to past traditions and become more media friendly.

American journalists already have a sense of what is coming as some have urged their colleagues to entirely stop coverage of Mr Trump’s tweets. ‘’Media would be wise to stop hyper-coverage of Trump’s tweets — they distract, distort and debase,’’ said Katrina vanden Heuvel, editor and publisher of The Nation magazine in a Tweet.

Ignoring the Great Leader’s tweets may be possible in a democracy but much more difficult in a country like Pakistan where there has always been strong elements of censorship of the media by military and civilian regimes, as well as self-censorship by media owners. What Americans now face is what Pakistanis already live with: governance by tweet. It is a loss of press freedom, accountability and transparency.
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