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Media Overview

A small West African country of more than 6 million inhabitants, Benin is situated in what was formerly known as the Slave Coast. Its administrative capital is Porto Novo while its commercial capital is in Cotonou. Although it is a flourishing cultural bazaar, the more common languages are Fon, Yoruba and French. Most publications are issued in French but some media is in English. The Beninese population is also mostly illiterate with a literacy rate of 37%. In spite of a few exceptions and some years under military rule, it is often regarded as one of the most democratic and stable African countries. It has extended this behaviour towards its media as it guarantees a great level of press freedom and it was one of the first African countries to get internet connection, with a reported 425,000 internet users by September 2006. Benin media is free and diverse but its greatest threat being the country’s rampant corruption.








Establishing an exact number of players in the media industry is difficult to do, not only because many of the resources on the country give different bits of information but also because generally media is ephemeral, especially in the daily press. It tends to emerge or disappear depending on the political or economical climate. But according to Laïbi (2007), between 2006 and 2007 there were “73 radio stations, more than 20 regular daily newspapers [and] dozens of periodicals”. Most of the sources report that radio is the biggest news source and most interactive medium, as Benin’s economy is relatively under-developed, despite being one of the biggest traders in cotton. But radio is also popular because of its use of national languages and its regional broadcasting. Also radio access is relegated merely to the possession of a radio whilst other media like newspaper and television often depend on subscription to reach the public and the possession of technical equipment like satellites which prove to be out of reach for many. 







It has an Office de Radiodiffusion et Television du Benin (ORTB), run by the state, which operates both radio and television stations but not all. According to the BBC website the airing radio stations are as follows: the ORTB operates three stations namely, Radio Nationale, a regional station Radio Regionale de Parakou and Atlantic FM which airs in Cotonou. Other stations include CAPP FM, a privately run station that also airs in Cotonou, a commercial station Golfe FM and a Catholic radio station Radio Immaculee Conception. But even with that some of the radio equipment in Benin is outdated and outmoded, much of it is in analogue when the country’s movement is toward digital. Gabon’s Africa No1, the BBC World Service and Radio France Internationale can also be captured in Cotonou. But this merely a portion of Beninese radio. The ORTB runs one national television station, aptly named Television Nationale and there is another commercial private television station, Golfe TV. French station La Chaine and Uruguayan Canal 3 are broadcast as well but the television stations do not broadcast beyond urban territory, the same with newspaper distributions. 

Although the people of Benin are relatively poor and the media has trouble sustaining itself, Benin has quite a newspaper following. Many of them are dailies and are privately owned. The sole state news agency, Agence Presse Benin,  is now defunct due to mismanagement and financial issues, but there are two private news agencies, Médiane Afrique and Proximités. Included in many lists of the country’s media are, and most of which are privately run, are Le Matinal (one of the larger ones), L’Informateur, Le Republicain, L’Aurore and L’evenement du jour and the government-run paper is La Nation. News is the bulk of media content. Despite its somewhat glowing report in terms of media plurality and density, the problems of Beninese media are far deeper than one could expect.
Legal and Regulatory Environment
On this front the Republic of Benin has something of a good resume. For the most part journalists enjoy extended press freedom. But press freedom on all fronts, from the legal to the training and business side of things are ravaged by the poor economic state of Benin as a country. Nevertheless, in the regulatory environment there is a presence of media associations that are independent of government like the Haute Autorité de l’audiovisuel et de la Communication, the Higher Audio-Visual and Communications Authority [HAVCA], that is independent of the state. Much like the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa, it regulates the number of media players, it is in charge of giving out licenses in the country and it evaluates the credentials of prospective entrants against a list of “specified requirements” (Laïbi 2007).  It has also been entrusted to protect freedoms of the press and the deontological practice of the media. But at the same there is an independent ethical body, the Observatory for Deontology and Ethics in the Media (ODEM) that has its basis in the Beninese Ethics Code. It also deals with the deontological practice of the media, which seems to clash with HAVCA. Media producers themselves exercise a certain amount of discipline and self-regulatory behaviour and although there are no taboo topics, there are some stories that media workers will not generally report on. The reasons for this are varied but mostly it is for moral reasons.  “Unfortunately, the code [and ethical behaviour are] regularly violated by frequent case of defamation, false accusations [and] distribution of false information” (Laïbi 2007).











The laws concerning journalism and behaviour towards the media are somewhat confusing. In one instance, the government does not restrict or forbid any citizen’s right to access information. However, the same legislature does not define “information sources” and yet simultaneously restricts the publication of certain types of information, often public i.e. state information from within the country or about the country. Examples include stories about the army and information that is deemed to be for national security, information about politicians and so on and so forth. Publishing any such information is punishable by law. In more extreme cases, journalists can be accused of libel which is punishable by jail time. And at the same time without the access to public information, if they publish such information (public) or are found in possession of any such information then they can be charged with theft and arrested. An example of libel charges, Reporters Without Borders reported that Cécil Adjevi and Clément Adéchain, editor and publisher of L’Informateur newspaper respectively, were arrested, sentenced to 6 months imprisonment and fined 500, 000 for “defamation”, while on another occasion journalists were called in for questioning then detained and physically assaulted for publishing stories about the national police. 


Sometimes big business can withdraw advertising if the media disseminates information that is critical of them. Advertising provides the bulk of media income and such a withdrawal can be crippling for media company’s operations. But legislation does not restrict the flow of information from international sources and from the internet such that these tend to form the bulk of news reports. Law is also unfair to journalists in the sense that if a journalist has been charged, then they, the journalists, must prove themselves faultless and provide evidence within 7 days, failing which, they may not produce any type of evidence and they will be judged on “good faith”.







In general, it that seems that the laws that govern the media are either too lax, too ambiguous or too harsh. There is no set legislation to define what exactly a journalist is neither has it set the criteria for it, nor a law that defined the responsibilities of news agencies. Journalistic associations and HAVCA have drawn up the papers to define journalists and their work more closely but it is nothing more than an “administrative” move. On another front, anyone can 
open up a newspaper. So what happens is that newspapers appear and disappear depending on the country’s political or economical climate.

Economics, Training and Support Institutions
In spite of the fact that most Beninese media workers know their ethical obligations and know how to work their equipment, the “working conditions are deplorable” and sometimes “journalists do not have access to working tools” (Adjovi 2001:10). Much of the income of the media companies is based in advertising and the advertising market itself is small. The level of interference by advertisers, be it business, politician, or otherwise, cannot be monitored as there is no said legislation governing advertising activities. The situation is so bad that “if [for example] under contract with a ministry, a newspaper starts criticizing the government, they risk losing the contract” (Laïbi 2007). The pay is low for most and many that are in the media engage in secondary activities. Moreover, media houses, despite their many financial difficulties, are taxed like ordinary businesses. It is such a problem that the media either under-produce so that they can sell all their copies, exaggerate their sales figures and attract advertisers, or they will underplay their sales to avoid heavy taxes.


“Media ownership in Benin is blurry” as sometimes the financiers are not identifiable and many managers work by proxy and therefore the chain of influence cannot be traced (Laïbi 2007).  Another huge phenomenon in Benin is that instead of the media houses providing their workers with salaries, they, most times require per diem payments from companies or elsewhere to cover certain stories. Media is also dependent on donor funds. The economic situation also affects the Benin people in that access to the media depends on subscriptions, owning various technical equipment and their geographical positioning. This is why radio is so popular. Many of the stations are regionally based and therefore reach more people. The larger stations are mostly available in the urban areas and television stations cannot broadcast to rural areas. Most print publications do not reach the rural areas as there is no particular distributor of papers.








Benin media suffer a similar problem as most African countries in that their sustainability cannot be guaranteed. There is a definite deficiency of human labour, capital investment and proper management, in that media bosses seldom have knowledge of how to manage or operate media businesses. Apart from a significant lack in these important resources, there is also an endemic lack of business sense in Beninese media. There is not much fiscal support either, in the sense that there are no surveys to measure media performance. On the part of human labour, much media training is conducted by professional associations or outside of the country, mostly in Senegal at the Centre D’Etude des Sciences, des Techniques De L’information (CESTI). In-country training at the local university or colleges is not under any formal establishment and even in the presence of such, it is not enough to cover the extremely practical work of the profession. Therefore, many learn on the job.  But there have been some initiatives for press training found in government investment of CFAF 300million since 1997, although some allege that this fund is mismanaged. Lastly, there are just not enough field workers in either broadcast or print media, technical equipment is scarce and there is a lack of financial resources to gain them.



Ethical problems are rife in Benin’s media. Apart from the economically inflicted prevalence of per diems, there has been “a notable effort made to produce quality” (Laïbi 2007). But in that effort there is “still no company to ensure […] distribution [and] there is practically no public news agency”. The present ones, Médiane Afrique and Proximités had to diversify their portfolios to other activities as the selling of news stories is not a profitable venture in poor Benin. Therefore, news sources for the media outlets like newspapers are precarious and sometimes just simply unreliable. “Efforts are being made for the media to reflect the social and political interests in the country” (Laïbi 2007). What is more, “the absence of solidarity between colleagues in Beninese newspapers is noteworthy (Adjovi 2001:11).










There are several media supporting institutions in Benin, like the Union of Media Professionals of Benin (UMPB) and the National Council of Beninese Press and Broadcast Owners (NCPA-Benin). These are in charge of either addressing the grievances of journalists in Benin or organising local training programmes for media workers in Benin. Media Afrique and Proximites also offer short-range practical instruction.  Other institutions that support the media in Benin are from outside and these include, but are not limited to,  the Friedrich Ebert Foundation (FES) and Agence Intergouvernementale de al Francophonie (AIF), which provide seminars and training courses  to strengthen Benin media and provide logistical and financial support for Benin media respectively. As mentioned before, the government has granted CFAF 300million to Benin media but with the expansion of Beninese media and no corresponding increase in this allowance, this contribution is infinitesimal.  And lastly, Benin’s “civil society is very active in defending the freedom of the media” and do not tolerate any kind of violence or mistreatment of the media (Laïbi 2007). For example, civil society was vocal about the arrest and physical assault of four Le Telegramme journalists in 2003, by staging a protest march some days after the incident. 
RECOMMENDATIONS

One the first things that Benin needs to take care of is its pedagogical approach to journalism. Most teaching and training is done outside the country, which is surely more expensive that learning locally. Already the media is made dependent on donor funds in order to send their students abroad for journalism training. Again, much of the leaning is done through many seminars or temporary training courses run by media companies or the FES. In many cases the media workers have not the required skills to generate more quality programmes or reports. There is a need for a more stable curriculum for Beninese media and that might also encourage the production of research into media studies for Benin which might yield many benefits in the long run, other than Benin being able to claim its own space on the international landscape. Therefore, what is needed is a comprehensive educational package to be run by a permanent institution, which also includes practical training. It might also help with perceptions of the media and make it a more viable career option than something done opportunistically. Perhaps, an opening of a school or college specifically aimed at journalism and media studies could be also explored.




A second area that needs to be looked at more seriously is legislature and law governing media. There needs to be laws that govern the formats of media outlets especially newspapers. Another reason that journalists or the general media at sometimes are not given their worth is because anyone person can come out claiming to be a journalist. Sometimes the journalists themselves do not have the required skills. There needs to be more refined definitions of the media organisations and their duties like Agence Presse Benin (now defunct), the High Audio Visual and Communications Authority (HAVCA) and the Observatory of Deontology and Ethics in the Media (ODEM). HAVCA and ODEM, as previously shown, have clashing responsibilities in matters of deontology and ethics. Refining their specific duties will not only make their work easier in general but it will solidify their presence and they will be able to exact their intended reasons for operations as a whole. It will also raise them up as associations with respectable agendas and much more significant that the mere handling of media complaints. Lastly, the Beninese government ought to rethink their libel laws and punishment for it. A more liberal view would suggest that media ethical matters such as punishment for defamation and so on, need to be addressed by media organisations themselves. Even so, government and society must be singled out of the process. There needs to be more serious discussion on the responsibilities that the media is expected to fulfil between the media, government and society. 


Furthermore, the media is quite diverse in Benin and they enjoy great support from civil society and society in general. The government on the other hand is not as supportive. They understand the significance of the media in a democratic society and yet have done little to improve the state of their media. Their grant to help the media has not changed since 1997, laws are not favourable towards the media and their taxes are somewhat unfair. Moreover, there is not much transparency on media organisations so the chains of influence cannot be fully accounted for. Government needs to reduce taxes or rather rework their taxation system, because even though media is essentially a business, taxes cannot be levied the same they are for any other business. The nature of the media landscape differs much from that of other businesses. It has already been mentioned that government needs to reconsider legislature. Such changes would not only better media-government relations but it will also prove that government’s support of the media is not merely rhetorical. Lastly, it is important for media organisations to be transparent about their operations and ownership not least because one might find that the media is owned by a politician or government ministers and in that negating the presence of a private, plural media. 






On the part of the media, they need instruction of how to adopt a business model that will ensure their sustainability and it will also allow other businesses to take them more seriously. There is a great need for media to diversify their portfolios when it comes to the acquisition of income. With exception of state-owned media, journalists need assurance of a steady and decent income. And such a heavy reliance on advertising is generally a threat to their autonomy. Diversifying their income sources will counteract ethical problems including the prevalence of per diems and make them less susceptible to bribes. Strengthening their finances might also allow them to conceive of ways to distribute or broadcast to the poorer areas of the countries. Media equipment also needs to be upgraded, which might guarantee cheaper production costs. The establishment of a reputable news agency is also necessary to ensure constant news flow and make the media more independent of international sources. At the same time it will also make their work their trustworthy and make them more credible. At least then they can lay claim to a ‘Beninese media’. The other problems faced by the media can only be solved if Benin’s economy is sorted out.  
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