
1

Key media actors, among them editorsí groups,
journalists unions, self-regulatory bodies,
media professional and advocacy groups in
Southern Africa have set strategic priorities
towards the realisation of citizensí rights to
freedom of expression, access to information
and media f reedom in the reg ion.

Desperate need to transform state media
entities into genuine public service media
In what will culminate in the establishment of
a vibrant network that will coordinate regional
advocacy interventions, the framework for
coming together to respond to a myriad of
challenges facing Southern Africa was agreed
to by these media stakeholders at meetings
held in South Africa and Lesotho, which were
coordinated by the Media Alliance of Zimbabwe
(MAZ) and the African Editors Forum (Taef),
through its regional affiliate the Southern
Africa Editors Forum (Saef).

Southern Arica is generally facing a harsh
socio-economic environment characterised
by increasing levels of poverty; growing
unemployment; prevalence of migration to
economically better countries such as South
A f r i c a ,  N a m i b i a  a n d  B o t s w a n a ,
deindustrialisation; dwindling media revenues
and downsising of media operations.

There is a notable growing socio-economic
inequality; increasing crime rates; and

deepening corruption. In addition, there is a
growing case of capture of public sphere
institutions including the state, the media and
civil society as well as competitive electoral
authoritarian regimes that thrive on impartial
political and socio-economic reforms.

Responses by civil society are affected by
donor dependence and donor driven civil
society finding it increasingly difficult to
navigate through sustainability challenges
presented by a situation in which traditional
donor countries place more focus on survival
issues affecting their citizens.

Overall Southern Africaís is facing stunted
regional integration initiatives characterised
by negative developments such as xenophobia,

counter-progressive protectionism in relation
to regional trade.

The obtaining socio-political and economic
environment within Southern Africa is mirrored
in the media environment, which is still to
democratise despite progressive legal
frameworks.

While as many countries within the region
have relatively democratic constitutions that
provide for either of freedom of expression,
freedom of the media and or right of access
to information in their constitutions, there are
still exemptions and other laws that inhibit
these rights and freedoms.

Beyond the national constitutions, there are
other regional instruments among them, the
Sadc protocol on media, information and
cul ture, that  prov ide the basis for
democratising the media sector in the region.

There are also policy guidelines of the Cyber
Security draft policy that Sadc developed,
public broadcasting content sharing through
the Southern Africa Broadcasters Association
(Saba) and the Sadc Guidelines for Democratic
Elections that form a key regional legal
framework impacting the state of media vis-
a-vis fostering a democratic media in
Southern Africa.
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By Nigel Nyamutumbu

THE much-anticipated March 26 
by-elections across Zimbabwe’s 
10 provinces have come and 

gone. 

In what observers had termed a 
mini general election given the hype 
created in the days leading to the 
polling day, the dominant narrative 
post these elections has been to as-
sess the country’s preparedness to 
hold a free, fair and credible plebi-
scite come 2023.

Zimbabwean elections have since 
the turn of the millennium been 
disputed on a number of accounts 
including but not limited to docu-
mented cases of violence and voter 
intimidation, vote buying, allega-
tions of electoral fraud and biased 
media among other issues. 

All these issues have persistently 
recurred each time the country goes 
for elections with minimum e� ort 

invested in addressing these chal-
lenges. 

What is evident is that these chal-
lenges go beyond the voting pro-
cess and/or outcome thereof, but 
are an indicator of a more complex 
and structural problem of shrinking 
democratic space and consolidation 
of power by the elite, mostly directly 
or indirectly in the executive arm of 
government. 

Part of this consolidation involves 
tight monitoring and control of the 
public sphere through weakening of 
institutions supporting democracy 
such that power is centralised within 
a con� ated arm of government.

The media, which ideally is collec-
tively a critical arm of the state — the 
fourth estate as it were — has been 
one of the institutions that has of-
ten been targeted, weakened and 
in some cases paralysed to play any 
signi� cant role in governance. 

The state-controlled media, which 
by any measure has the lion share 
of the platforms of expression, has 
been embedded with the govern-
ment.

This con� ation of government and 
the media has at best description 
weakened journalism or at worst de-
stroyed the craft.

 The story angling and presenta-
tion of news is brazenly government 
centric and in the case of elections in 
favour of the ruling party. 

There is shameless disregard of the 
provisions of the constitution and 
the electoral law. 

Never mind the professional obli-
gations.

That this illegality and unprofes-
sionalism has been perpetuated 
with impunity demonstrates how 
the electoral commission’s media 
monitoring committee is also either 
embedded with the system or ill-
equipped to enforce the codes gov-
erning media conduct during the 
elections.

The Zimbabwe Electoral Commis-
sion (Zec), through its media mon-
itoring committee is by law man-
dated to regulate the media during 
elections. 

March 26 by-elections: 
Critical baseline to upscale 
advocacy for media reforms
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Over the years, the electoral com-
mission has been engaging its sister 
commission, the Zimbabwe Media 
Commission (ZMC) to assist in the 
discharge of this function. 

Yet even with the expertise in me-
dia regulation, there hasn’t been 
any attempt to enforce professional 
reportage and fair coverage of polit-
ical contestants outside the rhetoric 
reports with � ndings, which assert 
that both the private and state-con-
trolled media are biased. 

This balancing act aimed at creat-
ing the impression that the media 
market forces are evenly playing out 
ignores the fundamental reality that 
at the end of the day, the ruling par-
ty always has an unfair advantage 
over the opposition in terms of me-
dia coverage. 

There is evidence to this assertion 
obtained from reports compiled by 
media think tanks and knowledge 
management experts, Media Moni-
tors.

In their empirical monitoring of the 
coverage of political parties across 
both privately and state-controlled 
media, there were � ndings to the 
e� ect that the sitting president and 
the ruling party had the most space 
and airtime.

These � ndings are hardly surpris-
ing. 

The privately owned media is not 
only clouded in the market but its 
insigni� cant coverage of the rul-
ing party adds to the widening of 
the platforms for the party, outside 
those they directly control.

Never mind that this control is ille-
gal.

Not only has this control a� ected 
the operations of the media in terms 
of content generation, it has piled 
pressure on journalists to openly 
show allegiance to the ruling par-
ty, either to � nd favour within the 
establishment or to advance their 
careers and standing within the sys-
tem. 

There have been cases at which 
journalists have openly support-
ed political parties or at worst have 
sought for political o�  ce while still 
serving as journalists. 

This has compromised the integ-
rity of the profession and in worst 
cases the safety of the journalists in 
question.

There is an obvious con� ict of in-
terests when practicing journalists 
openly participate in political party 
activities and to seek to represent 
the party during elections. 

One wonders if the electoral com-
mission’s monitoring committee is 
alive to these realities and their im-
pact on the credibility of the media 
in the conduct of elections. 

Their silence and non-committal 
action against these malpractices is 
deafening!

Beyond the control and structural 
weakening of the media, which has 
directly impacted on the coverage of 
political actors and media conduct, 
the conditions under which journal-
ists operate during elections remain 
unsafe. 

Media freedom is often one of the 
biggest casualties during the elec-
tion season. 

It is unfortunate that during the 
March by-elections, all political par-
ties that convened rallies and polit-
ical gatherings were culpable of ha-
rassing journalists while on duty. 

There were also disturbing re-
marks attributed to senior politicians 
threatening journalists or suggest-
ing the barring of certain sections of 
the media. 

This certainly needs to be ad-
dressed and there has to be commit-
ment by all political actors guaran-
teeing the safety of journalists. 

Even when the coverage is unfa-
vourable and story angling unfair, 
harassing or banning journalists is 
unconstitutional. 

Besides there are professional rem-

edies available to those aggrieved 
by the media.

There are mechanisms that can be 
invoked in promoting accountabili-
ty. 

By organising themselves and pro-
fessionally associating within the 
self-regulatory council, journalists 
and the media are committing to 
professionalism and to being held 
accountable for what they would 
have published or broadcast. 

It is the powerful elite’s appetite 
to further weaken the media as the 
fourth estate that any attempt to 
professionalise the sector and hold 
journalists accountable is being re-
sisted. 

In addition, it is the reason why the 
calls to strengthen the self-regulato-
ry body is a di�  cult proposition in 
some quarters. 

The status quo has been serving 
certain interests. There is method to 
the madness.

Zimbabweans, however, have a 
greater obligation to resist this cap-
ture and defend journalism. 

The perpetuation of partisan jour-
nalism in the March 26 elections 
should provide impetus to media 
stakeholders in Zimbabwe with sol-
idarity from the region and beyond 
to sustain momentum around advo-
cacy for media reform. 

*Nigel Nyamutumbu is a media 
development practitioner currently 

heading the secretariat of a net-
work of nine media professional 

associations and support organi-
sations, the Media Alliance of Zim-

babwe (MAZ).  He can be contacted 
on +263772 501 557 or njnya2@

gmail.com.
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By Mlondolozi Ndlovu

THE Zimbabwe Association of 
Community Radio Stations 
(Zacras) recently held a confer-

ence on community radio sustain-
ability.

The activity provided solutions for 
community radios in terms of dis-
cussing the sustainability models 
that can be adapted for the survival 
of the newly licensed community ra-
dio stations.

Community radio is the � nal layer 
in the three tier broadcasting matrix, 
which Zimbabwe subscribes to.

A community radio is a localised 
radio platform, which covers a spe-
ci� c grouping of people or geop-
graphical location.

Zimbabwe after years of consis-
tent lobbying has licensed commu-
nity radio stations. To date 14 have 
been licensed while one is now op-
erational.

However, after the licensing and 
subsequent launches the reality has 
appeared that these community ra-
dios need support for full e� ect. This 
is from government, corporates and 
the community.

Broadcasting is expensive.

This is why the Rhodesian Broad-
casting Corporation, after launch, 
was cushioned by the licensing law, 
where everyone with a television set 

A case for govt support 
for new community radio 
stations
had to pay.

Even to date, after the emergence 
of other channels and possible alter-
natives, ZBC is still reliant on televi-
sion licences.

It is a reality which makes relevant 
the case for a conversation around 
community radio stations and the 
need to re� ect on how we can make 
them grow into viable platforms.

Loans

Besides issuing licenses, the cost of 
content should also — to a degree 
be shouldered by government.

One way this could be done is 
through content and equipment 
loans.

In the 2021 budget, the Ministry 
of Information, Publicity and Broad-
casting Services got $1,5 billion.

There can be considerations made 
to loan some of the funds to com-
munity radios.

 The money can be repaid after a 
period of time with advertisements 
generated from the airing of the 
same content.

It is not new for loans to be given 
to content creators.

After Zimbabwe’s independence, 
Nigeria bought newspapers under 
the Rhodesian Herald and donated 
them to government.

This shows the importance of � -
nancial injections into the media.

Advertisements

Government departments and 

parastatals are among the biggest 
advertisers in local media.

A simple perusal of The Sunday 
Mail, a state-owned newspaper, 
shows that there is more advertising 
from government departments than 
from the private sector.

For community radios, the legal 
basis for such advertisements is 
there.

Section 264, of the 2013 constitu-
tion says there should be devolved  
governance.

This means that provinces and dis-
tricts should be allowed to self-de-
termine on which areas of develop-
ment.

So, under devolution, it should be-
come law that a rural district council 
should advertise vacancies and ten-
ders in their local media and through 
community radio stations, before 
they go to national platforms.

There should be a national com-
munity radio policy

Research and development is cen-
tral to any sector.

Government should not just li-
cense community radios and leave 
it at that.

There should be a national com-
munity radio policy, which gives an 
outline of how the government en-
visions the growth of community 
radios.

This should help guide the funding 
and implementation of projects.

Foreign investment
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on solar products.

This was meant to support the 
adoption of clean energy and it has 
worked as the uptake of solar has 
grown.

Similarly, the country invited inde-
pendent power producers and gave 
them all � ve year tax exemptions af-
ter setup.

The same may be considered for 
community radios.

Government should consider 
scrapping duty on equipment used 
by community radios when they im-
port.

This will allow them to adapt to 
technology, which is ever changing.

The existence of community radios 
assists communities with access to 
nuanced and relevant information.

This allows better co-ordination 
in times of disasters among other 
bene� ts, as such, conditions should 
be made to ensure that they exist for 
long.

Levies

Every commercial media business 
in Zimbabwe pays taxes and license 
fees.

Government can create a direct 
funnel, in which � ve percent of all 
taxes paid by businesses in media 
and communications can be direct-
ed to community radios.

If political parties can be fund-
ed through the Political Parties (Fi-
nance) Act, surely there is room to 
explore funding of community radi-
os.

If the government adopts the 
above mentioned ideas, communi-
ty radio stations will survive beyond 
just the licensing period.

*Mlondolozi Ndlovu is a com-
munity radio expert and media 

trainer who works for the Zimba-
bwe Association of Community 

Radio Stations. He writes in his own 
capacity.

There is a need to revisit the law 
which prohibits foreign investment 
in local broadcasting, the Broadcast-
ing Act of Zimbabwe.

Zimbabwe is pursuing a policy 
position in which it is saying “Zimba-
bwe Is Open for Business.”

This business should not be limit-
ed to mining and agriculture, but the 
media too should not be left behind.

If a company can invest US$1 bil-
lion in a mining venture, how does a 
media entity become di� erent?

Similarly, community radios are 
not for pro� t, but they have opera-
tional costs.

 There are people with big pockets, 
who may want to donate equipment 
from outside the country.

The editorial independence of a 
platform should not worry authori-
ties as it is clear that the communi-
ty through committees and boards 
should determine how radios func-
tion.

That mechanism exists to ensure 
that there are no external in� uences.

It is not true that everyone who 
donates to a media platform will, in 
return, demand in� uence, there are 
diaspora-based individuals who may 
feel a connection to their rural areas 

and consider donations.

There are also some benevolent 
individuals and organisations who 
may have excess resources.

If the country’s healthcare is par-
tially funded by donors, what is the 
worst that could happen if commu-
nity radios are also supported by do-
nations?

Training and exposure

Radio, like any other platform, has 
its conventions.

These conventions were informed 
by many years of practice and obser-
vation.

Government should consider facil-
itating attachments for community 
radio personnel at ZBC and other ra-
dio stations under its purview.

This will allow hands-on experi-
ence and ensure that there are no 
elementary mistakes in the process 
of learning the ropes.

This will save funds, in comparison 
to the regular method of engag-
ing consultants who may end up 
charging money which community 
radios do not have.

Equipment duty

Zimbabwe in 2019 removed duty 
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WE are entering the third 
year of living in the age of 
Covid-19, a pandemic that 

has changed our ways of living in a 
manner never budgeted for in the 
history of humankind.

In an age of pandemics, it is a risky 
enterprise to project the year ahead 
with accuracy as the environment is 
fast-paced in all its facets.

Su�  ce to note that in an era of law 
unpredictability, such as the one we 
are in, it is even a daunting task to 
project beyond a single day as new 
variants are breaking forth at a faster 
pace with scientists still to � nd a last-
ing solution to the crisis.

In the middle of such complexi-
ties, I will take the risk of projecting 
broadly how expression will be one 
of the easy targets from a multiplic-
ity of angles and try to propose the 
way forward for the Southern Africa 
region on the same.

Journalism under siege

In the year 2022, it is highly likely 
that the press will experience anoth-
er wave of attacks in the region.

Gauging from the 2021 Reporters 
Without Borders Index, the attacks 
and threats on media freedom are 
going to escalate.

Only three Southern African coun-
tries made progress according to the 

Southern Africa: A gaze 
into likely media violations 
in 2022

By Tabani Moyo

While Namibia is a shining beacon, 
for now, developments in the coun-
try relating to its proposals to intro-
duce a cyber security law and failure 
to move with speed towards enact-
ing an access to information law, can 
tip the scale in the wrong direction.

Elections and attacks on expres-
sion

In 2022, Lesotho will be holding its 
general elections. These will be held 
concurrently with local government 
elections, which were postponed in 
2016.

Angola is due to hold its general 
elections in August 2022.

Eswatini, Madagascar and Zim-
babwe are scheduled for elections 
in 2023, while Zimbabwe held the 
National Assembly and local gov-
ernment by-elections on March 26, 
2022.

Elections in fragile states are a 
matter of life and death for both the 
citizens and journalists, as these are 
high stakes national, and by exten-
sion, regional processes.

Wherein, generally they are sup-
posed to be an expression of a coun-
try, society or a people’s free choice 
and an entry into a contract of gov-
ernance, elections are a complex 
process in the majority of fragile and 
somewhat broken states.

In all these countries, journalists 
report in the line of � re and this in-
creases the need to emphasise the 
safety and security of journalists and 
ensure that citizens always have ac-
cess to information.

In this regard, the year 2022 could 

2021 Index, namely, Botswana, Ma-
lawi and Zambia, moving up by one, 
seven and � ve steps, respectively, 
compared to previous rankings.

Namibia retained its position as 
the best ranked African country in 
promoting media freedom, though 
it dropped by one point on the rank-
ings to number 24 compared to its 
position at 23 in 2020.

The bulk of the countries drifted 
in the wrong direction or remained 
stuck in their previous unfavourable 
rankings.

South Africa moved backwards by 
a single step in 2021 to number 32, 
Zimbabwe fell four steps backwards 
to position 130, while Mozambique 
plunged to 108.

Mauritius’ standing and that of 
Madagascar deteriorated by � ve and 
three steps to 61 and 57, respective-
ly.

Lesotho moved two steps back-
wards to number 88, while Tanzania 
and Eswatini remained unchanged 
at 124 and 141, respectively.

Su�  ce to note that these trends 
show that journalism is a soft tar-
get for regimes in southern Africa, a 
scapegoat and a victim in the � ght 
against the spread of the pandemic.

Back to the RSF rankings, what is 
worrying is that Southern African 
countries are concentrated between 
the rankings of between 100 and 
180 categories — this is dangerous.

If the region continues on this tra-
jectory, the year 2022 is likely to reg-
ister more attacks against journalism 
and expression in the region.
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be a de� ning one in terms of setting 
the tempo for elections and democ-
racy in the highlighted Sadc mem-
ber states.

The implications of this are huge.

Many a time, the true character of 
our respective countries in the re-
gion is tested during such processes, 
with many failing the test thereby 
proving that they are democracies 
gone rogue.

Possibilities of internet shut-
downs

Tied to the electoral processes is 
that leaders in failed states will re-
sort to internet shutdowns or disrup-
tions, particularly in cases where the 
ruling elites face tight competition 
from opposition political parties.

Trends of 2021 showed beyond 
doubt that despotic regimes are 
now more even inclined towards 
retaining power by hook and crook, 
including shutting down the net.

In the year 2021, three countries 
shut down the internet; namely the 
Democratic Republic of Congo on 
March 21, during presidential elec-
tions; the Monarch of Eswatini shut 
down the internet twice on June 29 
and October 15 in response to pro-
tests.

The Zambian government shut 
down the internet on August 12 
during the general elections.

These were some of the 14 govern-
ments globally that resorted to shut-
ting down the internet in response 
to internal pressures.

As such, the year 2022 will be a fer-
tile ground for monitoring how the 
governments will respond to elec-
toral pressures.

Application of fake news laws

As new Covid-19 variants emerge, 
regional governments are likely to 
consolidate undemocratic laws that 
were enacted at the beginning of 
the pandemic in 2020 and probably 
add new laws that clawback on the 
enjoyment of expression.

The enactment of fake news reg-
ulations, which started with South 
Africa and triggered the same mo-
tions in Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, 
Malawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe, re-
quire concerted e� orts towards their 
repeal.

Governments in the region will 
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gion’s population has access to the 
internet.

This leaves 66% of the regional 
population without enough sourc-
es for news and other information, 
much to the detriment of democra-
cy.

There is an urgent need for genu-
ine dialogue among stakeholders in 
the media ecosystems to forcefully 
push for a tangible framework upon 
which the media can be considered 
for relief support to recapitalise and 
sustain its operations.

Global leadership on retreat

The detection of the Omicron 
variant in Botswana in 2021, further 
highlighted the grave danger that 
we are existing in as humankind.

Developments at the global level 
show that leadership and democ-
racy are regressing at a frightening 
scale.

This has emerged at di� erent 
stages on a signi� cant international 
scale.

The most worrying being Brex-
it and the subsequent gaining of 
traction among nations towards in-
ward-looking polity and rising na-
tionalism.

This has been worsened by the rise 
of right-wing politics across Europe 
and the Americas.

Worse o� , the open clash between 
America and China triggers econom-
ic global tremors.

The growing dominance of na-
tions such as Russia and China in 
global diplomacy further threatens 
the democratic dividend that was 
achieved through decades of soli-
darity and collaboration by the peo-
ples of the world.

To this end, in the year 2022, 
though the bulk of the nations re-
main inward-looking, the realisation 
should be that the pandemic calls 
for outward-looking leadership — as 
we are not safe until every corner of 
the planet is safe.

In this regard, there is a need to 
deepen a people-centred approach 
towards development and broaden 
the scales of solidarity in 2022 than 
before.

The entrenchment of mass sur-
veillance

In the quest to track the levels of 
vaccinations and consolidate the 
struggles against the pandemic and 
the push for smart cities, the govern-
ments of Southern Africa are likely to 
increase mass surveillance.

At the beginning of 2021, in Feb-
ruary, Citizen Lab, a Toronto-based 
research organisation, conducted 
research on the use of spyware.

It detected that there were seven 
African countries using the Circles 
spyware to snoop on citizens’ com-
munications.

Zimbabwe, Zambia and Botswana, 
are among the seven African coun-
tries from the Sadc region.

The number of countries and scale 
of surveillance is likely to increase, 
especially with Eswatini facing un-
rest due to protests and the growing 
dominance of China in the region.

Shrinking civic space

A dangerous trend in the form of 
restricting or shutting down civ-
ic organisations is gaining ground, 
starting with Uganda in East Africa, 
while Zimbabwe is in the process of 
crafting a law to empower the gov-
ernment to shut down civil society 
organisations that are performing 
checks and balances on o�  cialdom.

This is in addition to the arrests, as-
saults, detention, and abductions of 
civic actors in the region.

Case in point being the deterio-
rating situation in Eswatini, Mozam-
bique, Tanzania, and Zimbabwe.

In 2022, with elections looming 
large, civic space is bound to shrink 
further.

Enactment of repressive cyber-

conveniently cite the outbreak of 
new variants as justi� cation for com-
ing up with even more retrogressive 
laws.

In 2022, in the wake of the Omi-
cron variant detected in the region, 
and the negative response by Euro-
pean nations and the United States, 
governments will invest in more laws 
that will further weaponise the pan-
demic and crackdown on citizens.

Such a negative response was 
deemed to be punishing the region 
for its openness and transparency 
in the use of advance to dictate the 
deadly virus.

Deepening of the media sustain-
ability crisis

While the media, particularly print, 
have been able to innovate and sur-
vive these challenges, the Covid-19 
pandemic presents an existential 
threat to an industry that is already 
limping in the Sadc region.

The media in Southern Africa has 
over the years been facing a myri-
ad of problems such as dwindling 
advertising revenue and declining 
sales for the print media amid the 
rapid shift to digital and online plat-
forms.

Many industries have been im-
pacted by the outbreak of Covid-19.

However, the collapse of media in 
the region could have a serious im-
pact on freedom of speech and de-
mocracy.

A free and unfettered media is one 
of the pillars of democracy, thus, the 
collapse of media organisations pos-
es a threat to democracy.

For countries to continue to devel-
op, there is a need for plurality and 
diverse media platforms so that citi-
zens are kept well informed for them 
to make informed choices and deci-
sions.

While an argument can be made 
that the gap created by the closure 
of print publications is being � lled 
by online platforms, however, sta-
tistics show that only 34% of the re-
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security laws

The Sadc heads of government 
in Maputo, in August 2020, made a 
resolution to take “pre-emptive mea-
sures against external interference, 
the impact of fake news and abuse 
of social media particularly in elec-
toral processes”.

In the wake of the resolution, there 
seems to be a dangerous regional 
consensus to crackdown on free ex-
pression online.

A number of Southern African 
countries have since begun or accel-
erated cyber security law-making, 
which we found somewhat prob-
lematic, as the proposed pieces of 
legislation have a chilling e� ect on 
freedom of expression and of the 
media in Southern Africa.

To illustrate this, countries such as 
Botswana, Eswatini, Tanzania, Ma-
lawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe have 
already passed cyber security and 
cybercrime laws, while countries 
such as Namibia and Lesotho are in 
the process of crafting legislation on 
cyber security and cybercrime.

While Namibia is working on the 
wording of the same.

There is a need for countries in 
the Sadc region to adopt a Human 
Rights-Based Approach.

Such an approach will ensure that 
enacted or proposed legislation, 
take into account the urgent need 
to balance cybersecurity needs with 
the need to protect and promote the 
fundamental right to privacy.

Sasc member states should fur-
ther ensure that the enacted and 
proposed domestic laws are aligned 
with the African Union (AU) Conven-
tion on Cyber Security and Personal 
Data Protection & the ACHPR’s Re-
vised Declaration on Principles of 
Freedom of Expression and Access 
to information.

Way forward

In such complex times, where-
in there is increased coordination 
among states and governments in 
the region on the need to attack 

expression, CSOs need to rede� ne 
solidarity, collaboration and rooting 
their shield in people-centred advo-
cacy.

This entails that CSOs take proac-
tive steps in mainstreaming expres-
sion with the broader human rights 
rubric while targeting new players 
that have the power to in� uence de-
cision making by wayward regimes 
in the region.

There is a need for establishing 
new means upon which the various 
stakeholders take up the responsi-
bility of ensuring that citizens of the 
region enjoy their unfettered enjoy-
ment of their rights to expression, ac-
cess to information and media free-
dom while they perform their role as 
an agency to defend the same.

In addition, stakeholders in the 
region should invest and support ef-
forts towards establishing a regional 
platform upon which, and through 
people to people solidarity,  the re-
gion’s citizens coalesce and share 
ideas on activism, which will be-
come a shield to counter retrogres-
sive steps by Sadc member states.

There is a need for further coordi-
nation towards regional lobby and 
advocacy to keep these threats in 
check at a higher level through the 
United Nations and African Union 
special mechanisms.

The value will be unlocked through 
pushing for enforcement of resolu-
tions and commitments by member 
states.

However, due to the varied nature 
of activism and advocacy, the pro-
cesses can at times be long and frus-
trating. 

Deliberate steps should, there-
fore, be taken towards continuously 
building a new crop of leaders and 
activists to sustain the pushback 
against the assaults against expres-
sion in Southern Africa.

Su�  ce to note that in 2022, hu-
manity will continue to be on trial, 
hence the need for collective re-
sponses to ensure the verdict is in 
our favour.

*Tabani Moyo is the Media 
Institute of Southern Africa (Misa) 

regional secretariat director. He 
can be contacted at tabani@misa.

org.  Misa is a regional non-gov-
ernmental organisation with mem-
bers in eight of the Southern Africa 

Development Community (Sadc) 
countries. Its Regional Governing 

Council (RGC) chairperson is Gold-
en Maunganidze (Misa Zimbabwe 
chairperson); deputy chairperson,  

Nkoale Oetsi Tsoana (Misa Leso-
tho cchairperson) and treasurer,  

Salome Kitomary (Misa Tanzania 
chairperson) For more information 

pertaining to Misa’s work, visit 
www.misa.org
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FIRE can destroy infrastructure 
and livelihoods, and claim lives. 
Yet � re is inevitable and has 

helped to shape ecosystems over 
millennia.

In South Africa, � re plays a part in 
shaping savannas, grasslands and 
heathlands, or fynbos, each within 
their own natural cycles, creating 
habitats for many species and reduc-
ing the risk of runaway wild� res.

Some areas may burn as frequent-
ly as every second or third year, while 
others may burn only every couple 
of decades.

Some burn at a high intensity, oth-
ers much cooler.

Certain systems burn in winter, for 
example grasslands and savannas, 
and others mostly during hotter 
conditions, such as fynbos.

But many people don’t understand 
these natural patterns. This often re-
sults in mistrust and fear and may 
lead to unhelpful and even damag-
ing attitudes towards � re and � re 
management.

The media are the dominant 
source of information on wild� res in 
South Africa and beyond.

They in� uence the views, opinions 
and memories of the public and pol-

icymakers and the way society un-
derstands and responds to � re.

The public’s opinion is important 
because the fear of negative public 
perceptions may act as a barrier to 
the planning of prescribed burns.

These burns are necessary to man-
age the risk of catastrophic wild� res.

We used media content analysis to 
analyse 390 online, print and broad-
cast media clippings that related to 
� res within and surrounding South 
African National Parks over a two 
year period.

By identifying the prevailing narra-
tives and potential biases the public 
is exposed to through the media, we 
hope to promote more informed, 
balanced and constructive attitudes 
towards � re.

Scientists’ involvement in media 
reporting on � re leads to more nu-
anced and balanced messages.

It can reduce fear and create appre-
ciation of � re’s bene� ts. However, we 
found that scientists’ voices weren’t 
well represented in the media.

This limits their in� uence over pub-
lic opinion and policy development.

The biases

We found three main biases in pre-
vailing media narratives.

Overstating the negative e� ects 
of � re: The media seemed to lack 
awareness of the social and ecolog-
ical bene� ts of � res.

They typically used words like 
“� ghting”, “destruction”, “deadly” and 
“victims”, which would be apt to re-
port on war. Yet they were talking 

South African media treat 
� re as foe — its ecosystem 
bene� ts get lost in the blaze

By Izak Smit, Dian Spear 
and Marina Joubert

about vegetation � res.

The public was bombarded with 
stories mentioning or implying the 
losses, destruction or threat of � res 
to infrastructure, human health or 
lives and vegetation, without men-
tion of the bene� ts of � res.

We acknowledge that � res can 
have very negative, sometimes even 
fatal e� ects. But this almost exclu-
sive focus on negative aspects may 
give rise to the second bias.

Focusing on reactive � re manage-
ment through � re suppression: We 
found that reactive � re suppression, 
which refers to “� ghting” unwanted 
� res, was mentioned three times as 
often as proactive � re management.

 Proactive � re management can 
reduce the risk of wild� res and in-
cludes creating � re breaks, remov-
ing alien vegetation and prescribed 
burning.

This bias may create the impres-
sion that reactive � re-� ghting is the 
preferred, or even the only, tool for 
� re management.

But most experienced � re manag-
ers prefer to be proactive.

With all logistics in place, proactive 
� re management can be conduct-
ed under environmental conditions 
favourable for achieving ecological 
and safety outcomes. But the public 
might not be aware and open to this 
if they are constantly exposed to sto-
ries about putting out � res.

Lacking � re ecology concepts: 
Important � re ecology concepts, 
such as fuel load (how much mate-
rial there is to burn) and � re regime 
(how often, in which season and at 
what intensity an area burns), were 



10

We found that the three biases 
outlined above disappeared when 
scientists had a voice in news report-
ing. Science voices re� ected on both 
positive and negative e� ects of � res. 
They highlighted proactive � re man-
agement and included critical � re 
ecology concepts.

As in some other studies, the voic-
es of scientists were poorly repre-
sented (only in 8.7% of all stories).

Our analysis shows that the stories 
and angles that the media typically 
prefer — emotive, shocking, news-
worthy, graphic, heroic — result 
in reporting biases. We argue that 
these biases aren’t helpful for edu-
cating the public and nurturing ap-
propriate attitudes towards � re and 
� re management.

Way forward

Africa is often referred to as the 
� re continent — this is unlikely to 
change.

Scientists, � re managers, journal-
ists and the public must work to-
gether to learn to live with � re and 
create � re-resilient communities 
where the risks that � re poses are 
well managed.

This requires improved under-
standing of � re behaviour speci� c to 
the landscapes where people live.

Fire must be allowed to play its 
natural role where possible, instead 
of being suppressed.

Experts and skilled land managers 
must be given room to proactively 
reduce � re risk.

The inevitability and importance 
of � re in the continent’s � re-prone 
landscapes means the public must 
be aware of, and guard against, bias-
es in mass media � re reporting. 

— The Conversation

*Kyle Smith, Tercia Strydom, Jo-
han Baard and Marna Herbst also 

contributed to this article.

almost totally absent in our study.

Communities with a better un-
derstanding of these concepts and 
of the bene� ts of � re will be more 
� re-resilient.

They will know that � res are inev-
itable where urban and wild areas 
meet in � re-prone biomes and re-
quire proactive management rather 
than reactive responses.

Scientists counter the biases
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Nambian investigative 
journalists charged for 
‘trespassing’

ON February 12, 2022, at 
around 5pm, Namibian po-
lice brie� y detained freelance 

investigative reporters John Grobler 
and Nrupesh Soni for allegedly tres-
passing at GoHunt Namibia Safaris’ 
farm in the Omaheke region, east 
of Windhoek, the capital, because 
they used a drone to � lm elephants 
on private property, according to 
the journalists, who spoke to CPJ via 
messaging app, and local media re-
ports.

The pair were investigating the 
alleged illegal sale of pregnant wild 
elephants, which were purchased 
during a controversial government 
auction, to unknown groups in 
Dubai, according to the same sourc-
es.

As part of their investigation, the 
journalists used a drone to � y with-
out permission over the privately 
owned farm, where the elephants 
were being kept.

On their way back to Windhoek, 
the journalists were stopped by 
wildlife rangers who mounted a 
roadblock in the town of Gobabis, 
about 60km west of GoHunt Namib-
ia Safaris’ farm, said Grobler.

The farm’s owner, Gerrie Odendaal, 
told CPJ via messaging app that the 
rangers stopped the journalists after 
he lodged a trespassing complaint 
with the police and wildlife author-

By International 
Committee To Protect 

Journalists

In addition to using a drone to � y 
over Odendaal’s farm and recording 
visuals and photos of elephants, the 
journalists are also accused of using 
the drone to “willfully disturb the 
specially protected game without a 
permit or written authority issued by 
the Minister of Ministry of Environ-
ment, Forestry and Tourism,” accord-
ing to a police statement reviewed 
by CPJ.

If convicted of trespassing, the 
journalists could face a � ne of 1,000 
Namibian dollars (US$67), imprison-
ment for a year, or both, according to 
Section 2 of the Trespass Ordinance 
3 of 1962.

As of March 28, 2022, Grobler and 
Soni were still under police investi-
gation and Soni’s drone and mem-
ory card had not been returned, 
Grobler said.

When reached via messaging app, 
police spokeswoman chief inspector 
Kauna Shikwambi refused to com-
ment on the investigation, saying 
the matter would soon be before 
court. A court date has not been set 
yet, according to Grobler. 

Ministry of Environment, Forestry 
and Tourism spokesperson Romeo 
Muyunda did not respond to CPJ 
queries sent via messaging app.

On January 8, 2010, Grobler was 
assaulted in retaliation for his work 
by four men in a bar who cut his 
face with a broken piece of glass and 
kicked him repeatedly in the head, 
as CPJ documented at the time.

ities, saying the journalists violated 
his privacy when they � ew the drone 
over his property and recorded foot-
age without permission. 

“Imagine someone doing that and 
taking pictures while you are in a 
swimming pool having fun! That is 
when I decided to alert the police 
and the wardens in the area and that 
is how a roadblock was mounted for 
them,” Odendaal said, who added 
that the Namibian government per-
mits the international exportation of 
auctioned elephants.

The United Kingdom, among oth-
er countries, has condemned the 
export of wild African elephants 
bought through government auc-
tions, alleging that it violates the 
Convention on International Trade 
in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna 
and Flora, a treaty that limits where 
and how wild elephants are export-
ed from countries such as Namibia, 
according to a National Geographic 
report.

 Transportation of pregnant ele-
phants is also illegal under section 
2(1) of the convention’s transport 
guideline for endangered species.

Police arrived at the roadblock 
and took the journalists to the Gob-
abis police station, where they were 
detained for about four hours, said 
Grobler, who added that police dis-
abled his vehicle’s car security sys-
tem, searched it without his consent, 
and later seized Soni’s drone and its 
memory card “for the investigation”.

The journalists were released the 
same day after police recorded their 
statements and warned them that 
they were being investigated for 
alleged trespassing, according to 
Grobler and Soni.
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IN 2017, Simon Mkina was the 
publisher and chief editor of the 
muckraking Tanzanian newspaper 

Mawio when authorities announced 
that they were suspending the pub-
lication for “jeopardising national 
security” by reporting on two former 
presidents’ alleged links to mining 
misconduct.

Mkina was forced to lay himself o� , 
along with 57 other employees, and 
he became a freelance journalist.

The ban was only supposed to last 
two years, but it stretched on as o�  -
cials failed to lift it even after a court 
found it “illegal” and “irrational”

Then, in February, the government 
made a U-turn.

By Muthoki Mumo

‘A rush of relief’: 
Tanzanian investigative 
newspaper allowed to 
publish after � ve-year ban

Nape Nnauye, Tanzania’s recently 
appointed Information minister, an-
nounced that he was restoring the 
licences of Mawio, as well as newspa-
pers MwanaHALISI, Mseto and Tanza-
nia Daima, just a handful of the out-
lets that were banned or suspended 
from publishing online and in print 
under former President John Pombe 
Magufuli.

“If I have come saying that our 
intentions are good, let’s begin by 
turning a new page,” Nnauye said in 
a February 10 meeting  with editors 
in Dar es Salaam, the Tanzanian com-
mercial capital.

Nnauye said he was acting on or-
ders of the new president, Samia Su-
luhu Hassan, who succeeded Magu-
fuli after his death a year ago.

The new government, which has 
also suspended newspapers, aims 
to work in concert with members of 
the press to reform Tanzania’s media 
laws, said Nnauye.

Reached by CPJ for comment 
about details of the reforms, govern-
ment spokesperson Gerson Msigwa 
said that they would be announced 
at a later date.  

CPJ spoke to Mkina about his plans 
for restarting his publication, and 
what the lifting of the ban means for 
press freedom in Tanzania.

The interview has been edited for 
length and clarity.

Q: What was your reaction to 
learning that Mawio’s licence was 
restored?

A: I heard the breaking news from 
social media. I felt a rush of relief at 
the possibility of being able to go 
back into publishing and to do what 
I love the most. It feels like freedom 
was restored after almost � ve years’ 
delay.

Q: What was the impact of the 
years-long ban on Mawio?

A: The biggest impact [was] to the 
public.

Their rightful freedom of informa-
tion was infringed. [In 2017], a lot of 
people came to our o�  ce [to express 
their concerns].

Some institutions, including law-
yers’ organisations and human rights 
organisations, wrote in protest of the 

Tanzanian 
President 

Samia 
Suluhu 
Hassan
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banning of the newspaper.

On social media there were many 
stories from our readers who were 
just blaming the government for this 
decision.

The public, from the country and 
outside, were crying for the newspa-
per to get back on the street.

When the paper was banned, did 
the sta�  continue working as jour-
nalists?

We had to close the o�  ce because 
there was no other business we were 
doing apart from writing.

Reporters, editors, designers, 
proofreaders, and all other support 
sta� , including drivers, were forced 
into redundancy.

In the main o�  ce in Dar es Salaam, 
we were 27 [sta� ers]. And we had re-
porters in all regions, including Zan-
zibar.

So in total, about 57 people were 
made redundant because the news-
paper was closed.

The impact is multiplied beyond 
these 57, because they have families.

Very few of the reporters were able 
to continue working in journalism, it 
was di�  cult � nding other jobs. 

Q: You continued to work as a 
journalist, publishing in places 
like South African weekly The Mail 
& Guardian. What was it like going 
from being an editor to a freelanc-
er?

A: It was not very easy. The thing is: 
you have to survive.

You have to raise your kids.

There is no other business I know 
that I can do better than journalism. 
But it was not only about surviving, I 
love the profession.

Q: Can we expect to see Maw-
io back in circulation soon or are 
there any remaining hurdles?

A: It will take some time for Maw-
io to go back into publishing, as it 
needs huge capital.

We need to start afresh.

We need a printing budget, which 
is more than 100 million Tanzani-
an shillings [US$43,300] for a few 
months, before the newspaper even 
stands on its own feet � nancially and 
generate revenue.

We need equipment and to hire 
the team. So there is hard work to be 
done.

We have already started doing 
some of this work — looking for a 
team and new o�  ces.

Q: What will be Mawio’s place in 
the Tanzanian news market once it 
reopens?

A: If we get back, Mawio will con-
tinue uncovering news that is not 
covered elsewhere in the main-
stream media.

We will do forensic journalism, in-
vestigative journalism.

I can’t say what speci� c subjects 
right now — but in every story, there 
is always an investigative aspect if 
you want to dig deeper, whether it 
is social, � nancial, or governance is-
sues.

Q: How would you characterise 
the press freedom environment 
since Samia became president al-
most a year ago?

A: President Samia has taken a 
great drift from what I can call the 
dark ages for media freedom in Tan-
zania.

She has started to show good signs 
towards freedom of the media and 
there is a clear � ow of information to 
the general public.

But much work remains to be 
done.

Our country still has some contro-
versial media laws, which in an actu-
al sense would hinder our working 
environment.

Still, I hope President Samia will 
work to rectify them.

It is crucial now that relevant legis-
lation, including the Media Services 
Act [a 2016 law found inimical to 
press freedom  by a regional court] 
be transformed.

*Muthoki Mumo is CPJ’s sub-Sa-
haran Africa representative. She 

is based in Nairobi, Kenya, and 
has a master’s in journalism and 

globalisation from the University 
of Hamburg.

would personally exercise power on the
running of affairs of the entities in question.

The ZMMT board - at least on paper - was
supposed to be the administrators of Ziana
and Zimpapers. The board would act as a
buffer between the government and the
entities.

Even then, from the time of Nathan
Shamuyarira’s tenure, it was an imperfect
arrangement - in two major ways.

The executive held sway by appointing the
trustees. Secondly, and connected to this, the
minister would appoint his cronies.

In 2020, the same problems have arisen. The
executive has just appointed a bunch of
individuals in a hugely disappointing and
underwhelming exercise whose configuration
of individuals does not suggest any futuristic
design thinking, but just a stuffing of recycled
regime loyalists.

In particular, there are credible indications of
cronyism and nepotism, which means that
the new ZMMT board will not make any
meaningful difference.

Further, there is an apparent case of conflict
of interest as one trustee - Sithole - is the
chairman of Zimpapers.

This is not what years of clamouring for the
revival of the ZMMT ought to have brought.
Itís anomalous.

This is coming on the background of the hiring
and firing of editors - and there has been
quite a turnover in the last two years at The
Herald and Sunday Mail - at the instigation
of the Minister, this time Monica Mutsvangwa.

Transformation of the media into public entities

remains a pipedream because of the
overbearance of hegemonic control and elite
self-preservation.

Towards a truly public broadcaster - and
a regional imperative

Much of what has ailed State newspapers, in
particular the influential The Herald and Sunday
Mail, have also affected ZBC.

ZBC is stuck as a State-broadcaster - serving
the interests of the ruling elites - rather than
the interests of the public.

Forty years ago, the newly-independent black
government took over ownership and control
of Rhodesian Broadcasting Corporation and
merely displaced the old with new parochial
interests, rather than replace the institution
with a new value system and approaches.

Hence, the national broadcaster remains stuck
in Rhodesian-era propaganda, which the
opposition and other interests such as foreign
election observer missions have gravely noted.
It is a debate that reminds one of the position
of the South African Broadcasting Corporation.

Until 1994, the broadcaster was a State-run
entity meant to preserve the interests of the
minority apartheid rulers.

However, successive legislat ion, The
Broadcasting Amendment Act (no. 4 of 2009)
in particular was an important milestone.
It was set up primarily to broaden ownership
and control of broadcasting services, so as
to include participation from historically
disadvantaged individuals (HDIs) and to ensure
tha t  South Af r icans would  cont ro l
programming.

It also reflected government policy on universal
access, diversity, nation building and education

as set out in the White Paper on Broadcasting.

The Act also: establishes the South African
Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) as two
entities to be administered separately: a public
and a commercial service; defines the Sabcís
mandate; establishes the independence of
the public broadcaster (emphasis mine).

Little wonder, the Broadcasting Amendment
Act (No4 of 2009), often is referred to as the
SABC Act because of its focus on SABC
matters, outlines in detail the rules and
procedures relating to the removal and
resignation of Sabc board members, and
makes provision for the appointment of an
interim.

A key point of note is that as SABC as it now
stands is a creature of parliamentary
legislation, it is accountable to the legislature
rather than the executive.

Like many things South African when it comes
to laws, this dispensation ought to form best
practice in the region, and in particular
countries such as Zimbabwe where the
national broadcaster is firmly in the pockets
of the ruling elites.

What is worse, is that the lack of
transformation means that both in the print
and broadcast sectors, the executive and
certain individuals will continue to wield power
at the expense of institutional systems that
require st rengthening at  a l l  costs.
As of now, the administration of Mnangagwa
has failed on this, and there arenít much
hopeful signs.

It’s a lost opportunity.

Tichaona Zindoga is former deputy and acting editor
of The Herald. He is the founder and head of content
of the Review & Mail, www.reviewandmail.com
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