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The media landscape

The media landscape of the Democratic Republic is as politicised as that country’s history. Since the political ‘liberalisation’ with the toppling of dictator Mobutu Sese Seko by Laurent Kabila in 1990, media activity in the DRC became heightened (IREX, 2007). There are over a hundred newspapers and periodicals. However, according to a report by African media research group, Pamro (Bizcommunity, 2007) the country’s thirteen to fifteen daily newspapers only reach six per cent of the more than seventy million strong population. 
The six main newspapers that appear regularly are Le Potentiel, Le Palmares, La Référence, Le Analyste, Le Soft and Elima. The latter two were the main newspapers of the Mobutu regime and the only two to survive into democracy. Le Soft, a periodical, was owned by a former minister of Information of the Mobutu regime. Publishing a national and international edition, it has lost some of its stature under the Kabila regime as it now associated with the rebel movement. Similarly, Elima, an evening daily, is now also associated with the opposition. Le Potentiel has been associated with the opposition in both the Mobutu and Kabila regimes. A leftist publication, it played a key role during the transition, especially exposing and denouncing the abuses of the Mobutu regime. Le Palamares, on the other hand, is a daily newspaper that is aligned with the Kabila regime. La Référence appears every third week and is a moderate paper, although it belongs to the opposition (Winne, 2007).
The DRC also has three local news agencies, all based in the capital Kinshasa (Africa, South of the Sahara, 2008). Agence Congolaise de Press is a state owned agency, while Documentation et Informations Africaines is owned by the Congolese Roman Catholic Church. Digital Congo, is the youngest of these and is independently owned (Winne, 2007). In addition to this, there are four foreign bureaus based in the DRC, namely Agence France-Presse (France), Agenzia Nazionale Stampa Associata (Italy), Xinhau News Agency (China) and the Pan-African News Agency (Senegal) (Africa, South of the Sahara, 2008). 

Broadcasting in the DRC has undergone a notable expansion through private media organisations and has been able to access a further audience, although exact figures were unavailable. Despite this, the broadcasting media is still largely dominated by the government controlled state broadcaster, Radio-Television Nationale Congolaise (RTNC). Radio, as the dominant medium, has had the most successful audience reach. The state owned radio station La Voix du Congo, is operated by the RTNC. It broadcasts nationally in French, Swahili, Lingala, Tshilubu and Kikongo. There are over seventy other radio stations, many of which are community radio stations, often operating in remote parts of the country (IREX, 2007). BBC Radio and Radio France Internationale are available in the major cities (International Press Institute, 2007).
Television in the DRC follows a similar pattern.  RTNC, the state broadcaster, makes use of both terrestrial and satellite broadcasting services, with one national channel and ten regional channels (Wikipedia, 2008). Television Congolaise is a commercial station, owned by the government and run by the RTNC. There are five additional commercial channels, namely the three Canal channels (Canal Kin 1, Canal Kin 2 and Canal Z), Antenne A and an additional channel run by the private Radio-Television Kin Malebo (Winne, 2007). Despite newly established, private channels, television penetration remains at a low 2 per cent (AMDI, 2006).
The legal and regulatory environment of the media  
The Democratic Republic of the Congo’s move towards liberalisation and democratisation under the presidency of Josef Kabila was supposed to herald a new era of press freedom. A number of constitutional reformations passed while various institutions were established in order to protect the fourth estate. However, in keeping with the trend of corruption, these laws are ignored by the political elite and the accompanying institutions function to protect the elite rather than the freedom of the press.

The Constitution of the Republic, put into place in 1996, has specific laws that protect freedom of expression and access to information and outlines the role of the state broadcaster to function in the public service (IREX, 2007).  Legislation was also put into place with the intent of protecting the freedom of the press. Law 96/002 not only secured freedom of expression, but went further by guaranteeing the freedom of enterprise if the media sector. These laws were especially optimistic as they were drafted with the active participation of media practitioners themselves during the 1995 Press Forum (Windhoek Seminar, 2001).
Institutions were also put into place in order to carry out and protect media legislation. The High Media Authority was established as a media watchdog in 2006. Funded by the United States of America, as part of an initiative Supporting Human Rights and Democracy in the DRC, it was intended to function as a regulatory body that functioned independently of the state (US Embassy, 2006). In 2000 the government appointed veteran independent journalist Modeste Mutinga, himself a victim of harassment, to head the HAM in a ministerial position. However, the HAM has often been used as a medium to revoke the licenses of journalists and media organisations, especially so once journalists have been arrested (CPJ, 2004).
In many instances the law has been used against journalists. When journalists criticise the corruption of the politicians or the political elite, they may be arrested on charges of defamation. The Congolese justice system categorises defamation as part of the Criminal Code, and a journalist may be charged and detained without consideration of whether the information published was factual or not and to what ends it was publicised (IREX, 2007). The worst case is that journalists are often killed and there is little to no legal repercussion. Journalists may also be prosecuted according to libel under several laws under the Press Law as well as the Code of Ethics (International Press Institute, 2007).

The process of granting broadcast licenses is also subject to corruption. Licenses are issued by the Ministry of the Post, Telephones and Telecommunications issue broadcast licenses and technical authorisation. The process is further regulated by the Ministry of Information which authorises the opening of what is usually a community radio station and in some cases an independent television channel.  Not only is the process controlled by the state, rather than an independent body, it lacks transparency and conditions for granting licenses are not clearly stipulated. Thus far, the DRC has exhausted its quota of available broadcast frequencies. Many professional media practitioners have complained about the process, especially that licenses are granted to non-professionals without any clear media objectives (IREX, 2007).
There exist non-governmental organisations that function in the interest of the Congolese press. The reportedly most active has been the group Journalist en Danger. The group was founded in 1998 in reaction to what the JeD describes as the misuse of justice by the political elite. They have been able to provide legal consultation for charged or detained journalists and have been successful in certain instances in lobbying for judicial prosecution in favour of journalists (JED Central Africa, 2008). It is also their objective to raise public and international awareness of the lack of press freedom in the DRC, and the JeD has been aligned similar NGOs such as the Congolese Union of the Women in the Media, the Voice of the Voiceless and the African Association for Human Rights, among others (IREX, 2007). But as press freedom deteriorates in the DRC, the JeD was forced into hiding in 2006 and 2007 (International Press Institute, 2007).
Issues surrounding ethics, economics, training and supporting institutions
Journalists in the DRC are divided according to two categories, journalists who are associated with or employed by a specific newsroom, or independent or free lance journalists. Journalists employed by the state broadcaster, government newspapers or similar state media institutions are employed as civil servants and are subject to the conditions of civil servants. Journalists in the private sector are governed according to the Labour Code (Windhoek Seminar, 2001). Gathering and disseminating news is affected by this categorisation as state employed and favoured journalists known as “the Allies” are allowed access to many events that independent journalists are not allowed to cover, such as the occasion of 47th celebration of independence, where ‘unauthorised’ journalists were harassed by police, with journalists having their equipment confiscated (CPJ, 2004). 

Journalism in the DRC holds a low social standing and is often viewed as a last resort vocation for many who have failed in other fields. Due to the corruption and licensing at media management level, it is possible that many untrained individuals enter the media environment at journalists (IREX, 2007). The DRC invests little in media training and education, with only five educational institutions for journalism (AMDI, 2007). This trend continues into the newsroom with few managers investing in in-house training and development. When training does occur, it is usually through initiatives by non-governmental organisations. 
Plagiarism is also a professional issue in the Congolese media. The state broadcaster other private national broadcasters often broadcast foreign media products without any regard for international buying or copyright laws which translates to fraudulent practise. Any complaints from the foreign media owners or managers are ignored by the Congolese government and HAM (IREX, 2007). Journalists in the newsroom also often commit plagiarism, which in the unique case of the DRC, has criminal consequences. Few journalists cross reference their sources and are often subjected to the “harmful accusations and defamation laws” (IREX, 2007).
In certain instances, journalistic ethics give way to corruption. In the latter instance, journalists and news are censored by managers and media owners who protect their own political or economic interests by controlling journalists’ reporting. This is especially the case for journalists working in the state media, where reporting agendas are rigorously monitored and no reports that may be perceived as criticism against the government are published. Sometimes, due to the violence and harassment suffered by many journalists, some may choose to censor themselves in order to protect their own lives. In the former case, journalists – who are often very poorly paid − accept gifts and money to ignore or publish a certain story. In the DRC this is known as “blending” or “kawama” (IREX,2007).
The Congolese Media Monitor was established in 2004 in order to enforce independent ethical regulation in the Congolese media environment. Created by journalists, its charter was based almost exactly on the Munich Charter of the International Federation of Journalists. However, it has not often been observed by journalists. There further exists several press unions that serve as a means to empower journalists and media practitioners, however these are subject to the same harassment and restrictive legislation, with reports of police disrupting meetings and beating journalists. The National Union of the Press is the largest, with several other more niched unions, for example unions for women or sports journalists.
Journalism in the DRC is further crippled by poor infrastructure. Journalists are faced with outdated equipment. This is the case in the broadcast and print media. The print media is further affected due to poor printing quality and distribution. In the case of internet usage, access is unrestricted, but the high costs prohibit independent journalists and private media institutions from using it to its full potential (IREX, 2007). 
Recommendations to enhance the role of journalism in the DRC
In theory, the Congolese media has the potential to play an active role is the Congolese society. Due to the dire need for peace, democratisation and development in that country, journalism should be allowed to fulfil its duty as the fourth estate that plays a developmental role, informing and educating the public while also playing a watchdog role to combat corruption in the DRC.

The constitution allows for the state broadcaster to play the role of public service broadcaster in order to play a developmental role. Although television still has a low penetration, the wide reach of radio may be able to fulfil this role well. This may especially be able to address the issues of diversity in the DRC, as regional radio stations might be able to broadcast to communities in their local languages. The growth of community radio will further help this. However, this cannot occur while community radio stations are used as propaganda tools by local politicians. There exists the need for an independent licensing authority that will ensure that licenses are granted to broadcasters with community development objectives. It is important, however, that development broadcasting not be misused to meet the political goals of a specific regime.
The print media may struggle to affect social change due to low penetration, but it is important that the print media be allowed to play a watchdog role. The print media should monitor the democratic process in the DRC and expose corruption. As the constitution stipulates, the private media should be allowed to function and develop so that it may sustain itself and economic position of individual journalists. It is hoped that higher salaries will encourage journalists to observe ethical codes.

It is also important that training and development of journalists occurs. This may be a difficult objective for government to fulfil, especially given the many other social and development commitments that need to attended to. This may be achieved through a collaboration with individual media organisations and the various press unions that exist.

In order for any change to be affected in the DRC, it is primarily important to foster some sort of respect for journalism and the media. No media can survive, much less thrive, in the face of the assassination and harassment of journalists, and government abuse of legislation and regulation. It is important for government to recognise the role that the media plays and prioritise the role of the media. It is time for democratically elected president, Josef Kabila to ensure the role of the media in his mandate that promised “democracy, good governorship and human rights” (International Press Institute, 2007). The reality of the situation though, with renewed fighting as recent as October 2008, it may be difficult, perhaps impossible, for the media function as the fourth estate. The responsibility lies with NGOs such as the JeD, through local and international cooperation, to develop the role of the media and journalism. 
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