Proposal
On implementing public monitoring of the implementation of programs submitted to the Millennium Challenge Corporation
This proposal is more of a conceptual nature than a specific program. It can be put into greater detail and become more specific in terms of implementation only after the program(s) to be submitted by Armenia and their budget(s) are approved. The implementation of the component presented below will require 1-1.5% of the total funding. 
 
The proposal proceeds from two main principles: 1) it is more effective to use the existing institutes to monitor the program implementation in Armenia, rather than establish new structures; 2) The programs to be submitted to MCA, being directed at economic development of the country should at the same time be considered in the context of democratic reforms. 

Taking into account the areas that the Partnership focuses on, the proposal refers not to the monitoring of the whole program to be implemented (the mechanisms for this should apparently be specially developed), but solely to the public monitoring. 

Within Armenian reality it is the mass media that can act as the most active mechanism of public monitoring. The media, keeping the implementation of program at the focus of their attention in terms of its effectiveness and corruption risk will ensure the greatest possible public benefit of the program. 

Unfortunately, the Armenian media market in its current shape does not allow assuming that the electronic and print media can be professional, impartial and consistent in covering the issues of MCA program. There are stronger reasons to expect the media to report on the subject occasionally and proceeding from the narrow group interests and perspectives.

Technically, it is possible to expect the Public Television and Radio Company to undertake the function of protecting public interest. Yet, the history of its establishment and operation for the past few years comes to confirm that this broadcaster cannot be considered as expressing the interests of public at large. 

In any case, it does not follow from what has been presented that Armenian media cannot be relied on as a public monitoring institute, also for major economic programs. It does not follow either that contrary to the natural course of things it is necessary to establish specialized media. The primary reason for this is that there are no guarantees for such media to be fully compliant with their functions, also-any voluntary intervention can result in undesirable consequences for media and communication sphere in general. 

At the same time the use of stimuli such as the placement of a public order with the existing media will contribute to the enhancement of public role of media. The international practice uses two methods for directing the media to serve the public benefit. One of them is the establishment of public media, primarily, broadcast media-Armenia has actually taken this way, transforming the state-owned TV and radio companies into a public structure. The second option is the establishment of foundations. These, on a competitive basis, will place an order for information of public significance with private media. Under these circumstances all media enjoy equal opportunities, and the order is placed with the bidder who submitted the most interesting and adequate bid (often, these two mechanisms co-exist). 

After the failure of the first option, it is reasonable to apply the second one in Armenia, and the implementation of MCA program is a handy opportunity for this. The independence of administration and decision-making within the foundation (let it be conventionally called Public Information Foundation, PIF), the exception of financial manipulation are the main factors that would ensure the proper distribution of orders. The first is to be ensured through broad involvement of the civil society and transparent formation of the governing body of the PIF, the Board. The second is to be guaranteed by distinct budgeting procedures for PIF throughout the implementation of MCA program. An additional guarantee for the PIF decision-making to contribute to public benefit will be the supervision by MCA in the course of national program implementation. 

The PIF, while keeping the MCA programs at the focus of its attention, must not regard its mission to be restricted to public monitoring how the implementation of a specific program proceeds. Such practical approach in case of journalism results in lower attractiveness of the reports for the viewers and leads to reduction of interest among the audience towards the issues covered. The mission of PIF must comprise the professional and impartial coverage of all events of public importance, aiming to increase the overall awareness on how important it is for the public to be actively involved in all the issues, relevant for the development and prosperity of the country. 
  
Another important circumstance coming to reinforce the significance of the proposal is the factor of assisting the Armenian media to develop into businesses and producing enterprises. It is only in this case that we would be able to say that the free media have developed into a public institute in Armenia. The media funding to be made by PIF will play an important role in these processes. Firstly, it will enable the media who demonstrate best professional achievements during the competition to get funding for their further development. Secondly, the production of quality media output with the PIF funding will contribute to the overall improvement of journalism practices in the country, the increase in the public trust to media, the growth of demand for media production, thus assisting the overall strengthening of the sphere. Thus, this proposal is not only of purely monitoring and assisting nature, but rather promises certain development in terms of mass media production. 

In fact, the mechanism of public service communications order of non-political and non-profit type has been operational in Armenia for several years already, and the volumes of these have been increasing, amounting to over 200,000 USD in 2004. However, this practice has been applied by various donor organizations, independently from each other and in small portions, which is why no significant impact has as yet been made on the media landscape of the country. While we do not seek to undermine the importance of the efforts made so far, we suppose that by adopting this conceptual and comprehensive approach of establishing a PIF, it will be possible to solve the problems above more effectively. 
