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The tenth Highway Africa conference has three topics at the top of its agenda: media technology, media freedom and, unusually for journalists, media history. La technologie de médias, la liberté de médias et le histoire de médias.

The media’s focus on getting the ever-changing story out-on-deadline means that journalists tend to look only at recent events. Highway Africa 2006 has let us look up from focussing on the short-term vision. Instead, it is a time when we are thinking of media technology and freedom in historical terms. 
The 10th anniversary focus of this conference has favoured us with a moment to reflect on the state of media way back in 1996. To underline this retrospective, delegates here have contributed items to a “time box”, which will remain sealed until 2016 when delegates to the conference that year will open it. And will they laugh at the then old-fashioned things they will find.
One item put into the box was a bottle of red wine. That beverage may still be drinkable by the 2016 date, but it is not so clear that a CD put into the box will survive its confinement, and that it will emerge in a decade’s time, as anything other than a useless relic in that no one has a device to play it anymore.

But this 10th Highway Africa conference also goes further back in time. It is also reflecting on nearly 50 years of African media since Ghana became the first country in the continent to secure independence in 1957. 

There is a wealth of lessons to be learnt from media history of the past five decades.  First, were the original indigenous media – rock art, folk tales and drama, drums, statues, griots, hieroglyphics, Timbuctu manuscripts. A rich heritage for today.
Then the colonial press came along, complete with censorship laws that still have to be scrapped in too many countries.

This was followed by nationalist media which contributed much to the independence movement in the 1950s. A legacy of bravery that is still pertinent to the place of Africa (in all its diversity) in global culture.  
Then came the 1960-70s tradition (especially with the arrival of FM broadcasting) where media was regarded as a tool for national development. The cause was good, and it should live on. But the associated state-control of media soon turned very sour.

Luckily this situation stimulated a counter reaction. So, another wave emerged - in the form of independent newspapers in the 1980s and 1990s, linked to the famous 1991 Windhoek Declaration. This declaration became Africa’s gift to the globe: because of it, the UN and everyone today recognises 3 May as International Media Freedom Day. These independent newspapers, by the way, exploited cheap desktop publishing to start and survive. They remain the most vibrant part of African democracy today.
In turn, this independent newspaper period has been followed by a focus on broadcast pluralism (including licensing community radio), and the need to convert state-broadcasters into public ones. Again, cheaper technologies have helped make all this possible, and again the transformation of a state-broadcast system is still very relevant today. 
More recently, internet websites and email have come of age – with the major advantage of linking Africa to the diaspora. Lastly, blogging and cellphones are now joining the media matrix. They make possible the interaction of audiences with the mass media, and they promote free speech – and development - around the continent.   
Increasingly, cellphones will be widely used by people to receive content from both newspapers and broadcasters. And they will also be used to contribute ordinary people’s own messages back into the emerging African information society. 
So, over ten decades and looking forward we have made progress. There is still a way to go to match this progress in the realm of gender, and in combating HIV-Aids. But what is certain is that we are at a profoundly exciting time in African media history, at the threshold of cheap Internet connectivity and an impending proliferation of opportunities for people to amplify their voices.  

Highway Africa intends to convene in ten years time in order to mark its 20th anniversary in 2016. That will already be long after Africa’s first World Cup - with all the media focus and tech that this historic event will require. For sure, by 2016, the world and its comms systems will be a very different place. It will also be a better place, if we continue our historical progress. The implication: every African can look forward to more freedom and more media technology available to this continent by that landmark date of 2016. 
That situation can only be good news for the UNECA, and for Telkom, the founding sponsor of HA; for MTN our official cellular partner; for Absa – official banking partner; and for the DoC – our valued partner supporting debate on African media and ICTs, and for the many foundations and individuals who make this conference happen. 
And of course, in looking towards shaping this future, there are two other factors at play. I refer here to Rhodes Journalism School and our co-hosts of Highway Africa, the SABC. Together, we will continue to do our best to take the best from past, and make history of the worst. We therefore look forward with eagerness and enthusiasm to Highway Africa making an ever greater difference to media freedom and media use of technology in the coming years. Indeed, with Highway Africa, we all together will help to make history. Nous ferons l'histoire.
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