Fight for a Free Press – Mbeki
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African journalists should use the African Union (AU) to promote press freedom and democracy in their own countries, South African president Thabo Mbeki told the first All-African Editors Conference in Midrand yesterday. 

Speaking as chair of the AU, he said that editors should hold governments accountable for their commitments to democracy which had been made when their countries joined the AU.  

While the Constitutive Act of the AU did not specifically mention media freedom, it did refer to the African Charter on Freedom of Expression, drawn up by an organ of the AU. 

Mbeki’s advice was given to 100 editors from more than half the 54 countries on the continent, brought together by the SA National Editors Forum.  

The president was responding to questions yesterday, following his keynote speech the day before in which he criticised editors for being poorly informed about the AU and the New Partnership for African Development (Nepad).

In responding, many delegates accepted the criticism, but also called on the South African president to help them challenge governments that violated press freedom. 

Mbeki acknowledged that there could often be a price to be paid when tackling repressive governments, as had been the experience in fighting apartheid in South Africa. 

“Talking for the South Africans, we would be willing to lend assistance to the extent we are asked for it. However, we are trying to avoid a kind of arrogant posture which says we know everything, we are the best,” he said.

Responding to a question, he offered to help Namibian editors by encouraging their country’s authorities to engage in discussion on matters of press freedom. The editors should first, however, seek talks with SWAPO and the Namibian president. 

Over the past year, Namibia has severely tightened government control on broadcasting. 

Mbeki said the Southern African Development Community (SADC) was concerned about the press freedom situation in Zimbabwe and Swaziland and that it had intervened there.  More would still need to be done about Swaziland. 

Recently, Zimbabwe announced it would amend its current draconian media laws, but Swaziland has just decreed that state-owned media will not be allowed to report on anything that could harm the government. 

What emerged from the editors’ exchange with Mbeki was awareness that of the need to understand and engage with the AU.   At the same time, they stressed that the AU also needed to help ensure press freedom if it wanted to succeed in promoting democracy and development.

To advance media freedom and professionalism on the continent, the conference agreed to form a continent-wide African Editors Forum. A steering committee with representatives from the five regions of Africa was elected. 

Conference concluded with a call for:  

· State media to become independent public service media, rather than government mouthpieces.

· Ongoing training of journalists especially on the topics of the AU and Nepad. 

· Monitoring of attacks on journalists. 

· Better coverage of the African story from African perspectives. 

· More news exchange within Africa. 

· Research into existing charters and codes of ethics relevant to African media issues, 

· Editors should familiarise themselves with these documents. 

Guy Berger is deputy chair of Sanef, and head of the Rhodes University department of journalism and media studies. 
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Where the media is under threat, the public and democracy suffer 
Comment - From The Star – March 28 2003

Editors aren’t saints, but some African governments treat them as Satans. This is a big strategic mistake on the part of those dealing out the damnation. Despots often escape notice when they pick on opposition parties, veterinarians, teachers, farmers, foreigners and even ethnic minorities – but publicity is sure to follow as soon as they mess with the media.

Any profession is likely to defend its members, and journalists by their very job can use megaphones to do so. But such displays of solidarity are more than simply career-based.

Worldwide, because journalists think that their public role is important, they are guaranteed to report on their beleaguered colleagues. They believe that an attack on them amounts to an attack on the public at large.

It is true that the "Fourth Estate" all too often forgets that no one elected it to be champion of the citizenry. Likewise, many journalists too easily equate criticism of coverage with an assault on the principle of free expression. Sadly, much of the media falls short of professional accuracy and balance.

But even these shortcomings do not change the fact that an injury to a journalist does definite harm to the wider body politic. The reason is because media freedom is much more than freedom for journalists: it is also the freedom of the public to receive information, and – where practical – to communicate their views via the media.

Compromise media freedom in a country, and you immediately constrain the freedoms of individual expression and the right to know. 

It is in this context that South African editors are taking to the continental stage, believing that persecution of the press in Africa is bad for everybody. They point out that:

· When a journalist is forced to register in order to practise, is threatened and beaten or tied up in a malicious court case, it is the public who are the poorer; and 

· In an age when an integrated and interdependent Africa is growing apace, what happens to the media in one country affects not just that nation, but people at large across the continent.

The redesign of Africa’s image and future under the African Union and the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (Nepad) provides an opportunity to drive home these points.

This is why the editors are convening the first-ever All-Africa Editors conference this month. 

Organised through the SA National Editors Forum (Sanef), they have successfully invited colleagues from more than half the continent’s countries to meet in Johannesburg and strategise about common interests.

Big issues to be tackled are two major shortcomings in Nepad’s thinking about media:

· Nepad tends to treat freedom of expression as mainly a means to the end of attracting foreign investment, rather as a good thing in and of itself. But if global recession and Iraq reconstruction lead to flagging foreign investment in Africa, free speech then loses its rationale.

Editors believe that free expression in this scenario would be even more important as a basic human right – we’d need vibrant debate about revising Nepad’s growth assumptions.

· Nepad’s terminology is another problem for editors. The framework’s wording poses a challenge to unfettered speech by talking about a right to "responsible" free expression. This red-flag word "responsible" can open the door to untrammelled violations of media freedom – justified in the name of countering what some despots would opportunistically brand as "irresponsible journalism".

Editors at the Sanef conference will also have things to say about another Pan-African document – the Declaration on Principles of Freedom of Expression in Africa.

Produced by the African Union’s Commission on Human and People’s Rights, this document was adopted in October last year. The declaration makes some good points, like:

· Strongly defending the right to freedom of expression as the "cornerstone" of democracy and all other human rights and freedoms; 

· Highlighting citizens’ rights to information from public and private bodies; and 

· Rejecting laws and customs that repress freedom of expression.

The declaration does allow for what it calls "legitimate" restrictions on freedom of expression, such as for public order or national security. But following international legal protocols, these curbs are permissible only if they remain compatible with democracy and if they are demonstrably necessary.

Accordingly, restrictions have to be confined to contexts of real risk, and where a threat would really come about if free speech were left unchecked.

The African Court of Justice, to be set up under the African Union, will most likely be guided by this thinking. The result will be that the media ought, usually, to win most cases where governments have illegitimately violated free speech. These victories will also be victories for the public.

On the other hand, if editors are likely to welcome this aspect of the declaration, they will be concerned where it argues that journalists should sometimes be forced to reveal confidential sources of information.

It is a canon of journalistic protocol that sources are sacrosanct. The argument is that public interest is best served by journalists being trusted to keep confidences. It is this credibility that enables them to win confidence in the first place – and thereby inform the public about information that might otherwise have stayed secret.

Editors will also discuss other parts of the declaration, such as its call for:

· Access to the media by vulnerable or marginalised groups, such as women, children and refugees, as well as linguistic and cultural groups; and 

· The promotion and protection of African voices, including local languages.

So, the agenda of the Sanef indaba will not only be about advancing the cause of media freedom, but also about making African media more appropriate to the continent. For long-term results in both areas, Sanef hopes the conference will plant the seeds of effective media organisations elsewhere in Africa.

Sanef itself is the outcome of a long and tempestuous merger of the Black Editors’ Forum and the mainly white Conference of Editors. Today, the organisation unites senior journalists from print, broadcast and Internet, as well as the top people in media training. It runs a range of projects that aim to:

· Promote media freedom and transformation; 

· Develop debate in the profession; and 

· Raise standards of training.

The organisation has notched up many achievements, and its members feel "Proudly South African". But there is an awareness in it that this country’s advantages of media freedom and economic resources are often absent elsewhere.

There is a recognition that South Africa’s media and public also have a lot to learn from colleagues around the continent.

In convening the conference, Sanef members perceive that the long-term success of their work depends upon the health of media in Africa more broadly. And, in turn, that this factor has profound relevance to the success of the wider African public.

If the challenge is to secure media’s role as being located between sainthood and sinfulness, and recognised as such as an African asset, the Sanef conference will significantly help shape the solution.

 

From The Sowetan – 7 April 2003
The All-Africa Editors Conference opens in Johannesburg this weekend. Guy Gough Berger reports

Journalists are usually too busy covering the news to find time to talk about their job. But almost 100 editors from all over Africa will debate exactly this when they meet at the Eskom conference centre in Midrand this weekend. 

Top of the agenda is how the editors can report from the point of view of Africa as a whole – instead of thinking of their identity in smaller terms, like white or black, English or French, South African or Ugandan, and so on. 

Part of this will be a major debate on the following questions:

· Should the media help the New Partnership for Africa’s Development, Nepad; 

· Should Nepad be working to help the media. 

Some editors will say "yes" to one question and "no" to the other. Some will argue that a positive answer is possible for both, that media should help Nepad, and vice versa. 

Some editors may give a thumbs-down to both questions, saying that media should keep a critical and sceptical distance. In contrast, many politicians, businesspeople and others would like to see media "embedded" in support of Nepad.

Whether these are incompatible roles will be hotly contested at the conference, which will bring together 40 top journalists from South Africa and 60 more editors from 29 other African countries. 

Most editors would agree that if Nepad does lead to serious economic growth, this would certainly work to the advantage of most media which depends on advertising and sales for survival. 

But whether Nepad will help with securing press freedom is less certain for many of the editors at this conference. 

Kicking off the debate will be the celebrated Cameroonian editor Pius Njawe. His brave newspaper, Le Messager, has been in trouble with his country’s president Paul Biya, more times than can be counted. At one point, tens of thousands of Cameroonians marched in protest against Biya’s detention of Njawe.

How to secure and advance press freedom in Africa will be the number one item in the discussions. Underlining the importance of this will be testimony from independent journalists in Zimbabwe whose ability to tell the story of their country’s collapse is increasingly being throttled. 

Joining the debate will be Gwen Lister, editor of The Namibian newspaper in Windhoek. Her input will question whether the business-sense of Nepad can even work in conditions of undemocratic politics. 

Her newspaper fought effectively for Namibia’s independence from South Africa and it gave strong support to Swapo’s liberation struggle. But today, Namibian president Sam Nujoma has become intolerant of criticism and has taken direct personal control of his country’s public broadcaster. 

In addition, his government has also banned state departments from advertising in The Namibian – although Lister’s paper sells probably six times more copies than any other, including the low-credibility, government-owned New Era paper. 

The result is that The Namibian newspaper suffers, as does the country, because the government’s intolerant approach to media doesn’t make economic sense. Advertisers are blocked from using a media vehicle that reaches the majority market. 

Dealing with these kinds of challenges will be none other than President Thabo Mbeki, who is keynote speaker for the conference. The event organisers, led by the South African National Editors Forum, expect him to challenge the media to improve its coverage of Nepad. They also hope, however, that he will not be shy to challenge African leaders to respect media freedom.

The occasion will be an opportunity for the South African president to propose a viable formula for the media-Nepad relationship – one that meets the interests of both sides. As one of the key architects of Nepad, and as chair of the newly-formed African Union (AU), Mbeki is well-placed to elaborate on how he sees the complex role of media in these developments.

As the editors’ conference will discuss, in terms of the AU, freedom of expression is supposed to be a universal human right on the continent. According to the African Charter on Human and Peoples‚ Rights, the media has a key role "in ensuring full respect for freedom of expression, in promoting the free flow of information and ideas, in assisting people to make informed decisions and in facilitating and strengthening democracy".

This Charter was adopted in October last year, having been drafted by the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights, which is an organ of the AU. 

A conference speaker on this matter will be South Africa’s Barney Pityana, currently vice chancellor of Unisa, who was significantly involved in drawing up the Charter. Also addressing these issues will be media activist John Barker, representing the international organisation Article 19, which is named after the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

These two speakers will highlight the positive contents of the Charter, and explain how it follows international law in stressing strong freedom of the media, with restrictions only being allowed in very tightly-defined and exceptional cases. 

African editors at the conference will no doubt be glad to hear about the Charter. But they will also wrestle with the far less positive message that comes out of Nepad. Unlike the African Charter, the key Nepad document on good governance has a dangerously watered-down version of the right to free speech. 

According to the document, Africa’s development depends on democracy, which in turn relies on respect for human rights. A "Peer Review" panel of eminent leaders will be set up by Nepad to monitor such good governance. 

So far, so good for the editors who will easily agree on a role of publicising the kind of information that will be needed for the monitoring process. But the problem arises because instead of calling for a strong right to free speech, the Nepad document speaks only of a right to "responsible free expression". 

Editors will be strongly critical of this wording, because it is so open to abuse. Zimbabwe’s propaganda minister Jonathan Moyo could easily claim that his repression of media is legitimate in terms of Nepad – because, he would argue, his victims have been "irresponsible".

The point is that media can’t help monitor good governance and human rights observance, when it itself has a gag around its mouth and is a victim of bad governance and disrespect for such rights. 

So, one part of Nepad that editors won’t be keen to support is its wording on free speech. Instead, they are likely to call for changes. This is possible because Nepad is also a policy framework of the African Union, so the Nepad document could be upgraded to the better provisions of the AU’s Charter. 

What will strengthen their case is that it is clear that Nepad will never work without the freest possible flow of information. And in the light of the world emerging from the US-led attack on Iraq, this information flow now needs to include major public discussion about Africa’s further marginalisation. Media debate is needed about:

· what to do when the focus of the current global spotlight allows African despots to increase repression without attracting international attention; 

· whether Nepad’s hopes of attracting major Western aid and investment are now a pipedream, and internal investment be encouraged instead; 

· promoting the little-publicised call by Nepad to build strong economic blocs in the major regions of Africa. 

How to underpin a free flow of information, and debate about Nepad, will be central to the editors’ conference. Creating this context will mean they will need to discuss: 

n Maximum media freedom around the continent;

Much more African interchange of news and debate within Africa;

· More coverage of corruption and human rights abuses; 

· The growth of a pan-African media industry, with continent-wide companies operating with large economies of scale; 

· Correcting the historic imbalance where stories of African successes are under-played in relation to the necessary reporting on African failures. 

These steps need more than just talking, and the conference will include small groups that look at how to put things into practice. 

A key strategy will be upgrading skills, and discussion here will be led by a John Mukela, whose Maputo-based southern African training group, NSJ, is co-sponsor of the conference. 

Another major strategy will be the organising of journalists and editors. The South African National Editors Forum unites the top news people in print, broadcasting, internet and training. This may not be a suitable model in other African countries, not least because there is often an unbridgeable chasm between state-controlled newspapers and broadcasters on the one side, and privately-owned media on the other. 

But the fact that South Africans have found a formula that works for them may inspire other countries’ editors to get organised. 

There may not be a meeting of minds at the editors’ conference. But the event will alter their minds in one way at least. They will have lifted their eyes from the demanding day-to-day business of making media, to the questions facing the continent as a whole. 

The challenge of doing journalism in Africa, about Africa and for Africa will be squarely in front of them.  

