
The Society of Professional Journalists

and Baker & Hostetler LLP present

THE 2007 PULLIAM KILGORE REPORT

Press Freedom in Africa:  Experiences and Modes

October 2007

By Hans Nichols

2007 Pulliam Kilgore Intern

Bruce W. Sanford

Bruce D. Brown

Laurie A. Babinski

BAKER & HOSTETLER LLP

Washington, D.C.

Counsel to the Society of Professional Journalists



I. INTRODUCTION

*

For the dozens of international reporters assembled outside the election filing center 

in Kampala, Uganda, the day broke before dawn.  Sleepy-eyed journalists had arrived at 6:00 

a.m. to seize upon a rare opportunity: an interview with Uganda’s president Yoweri 

Museveni at his sprawling, yawning ranch.  But before the day began, and before reporting 

on Uganda’s first multi-party election in the country’s post-colonial history began in earnest, 

the assembled reporters had to receive the blessing of Museveni’s press minder:  Robert 

Kabushenga.
1

They had to kiss his ring.

“I’m the chief here, and I could have you arrested” warned Kabushenga, recalled Abe 

McLaughlin, the then-Africa bureau chief for The Christian Science Monitor.  “Mr. 

Kabushenga’s intro was probably meant to be funny.  But it was a strange way to introduce 

himself to the foreign press,’’ said McLaughlin.
2

 

Few reporters missed the arch undertone of Kabushenga’s greeting, in part because 

they had come to recognize it throughout Africa.  It was reinforced several hours later when 

Museveni greeted the journalists at his ranch by calling them “rumormongers.”  If there were 

any doubt left, reporters then understood that the antipathy toward the press came from the 
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top; they were the enemy, as much as the opposition party, whose leader had spent the last 

several weeks in and out of jail on trumped up charges of rape and treason. 

Museveni’s menacing comments were all too familiar to the correspondents covering 

Uganda’s election.  It betrayed a dangerous tendency by the ruling government – an 

inclination that can be found in many African countries – to leverage their control of visas 

and press credentials to control how the news is reported.  For The Christian Science 

Monitor, Kabushenga’s comments were also a harbinger of troubles to come.  Less than a 

month after elections, the Monitor’s longtime Uganda correspondent, Blake Lambert, a 

Canadian national, was detained at the Entebbe airport and denied entry into the country.  His 

passport was confiscated and he was put on a flight to Nairobi, Kenya.  “Lambert is generally 

an unwanted person here,” said Kabushenga.
3

Throughout sub-Saharan Africa, local and foreign journalists are prevented from 

reporting in both subtle and overt ways.  Understandably, the ruling governments want to 

garner sympathetic coverage and they have a variety of tools – both restrictive and persuasive 

– at their disposal.  Their incentive to manipulate media coverage has increased in the post-

Cold War era, as western governments have made aid directly dependent upon achieving 

democratic reforms.  As a result, most African statehouses are highly sensitive to the 

reportage that is read in capitals like Washington, London and Berlin. 

The government functionaries, who often double as political agents for the ruling 

party, know the score.  They recognize that everything from World Bank direct aid to 

International Monetary Fund loans to military assistance is on some level contingent upon 

their ability to massage their country’s image.  Controlling that image often means 

 
3

Quoted in Canadian Journalists for Free Expression, available at 

http://www.cjfe.org/releases/2006/14032006lambert.html (last visited September 14, 2007).

www.cjfe.org/releases/2006/14032006lambert.html
http://www.cjfe.org/releases/2006/14032006lambert.html


3

controlling coverage, and in many cases, ejecting journalists from their countries.  In 

Ethiopia, for example, a country that received $1.6 billion in foreign aid in FY 2006, the last 

two correspondents for the Associated Press have departed under government orders.  Just 

this past summer, Jeffrey Gettleman, the East Africa correspondent for The New York Times, 

was captured, held and then expelled by the Ethiopian army.  

To the north, in the Sudan, the controls are even tighter and many reporters have 

languished in Khartoum, waiting for a travel permit to Darfur.  The alternative – no travel 

permit, no visa – is highly discouraged.  Chicago Tribune reporter Paul Salopek spent more 

than a month in prison after wandering into the country from neighboring Chad without a 

visa.  The government initially claimed Salopek was a spy and he was released only after 

pressure from a high-profile congressional delegation.

Then there are the petty bribes reporters must pay.  McLaughlin was once walking 

out of an interview with the Nigerian national police force’s anti-corruption czar when irony 

struck:  he was asked for money by the uniformed policeman who was guarding the anti-

corruption minister.  McLaughlin was able to brush him off and – with his interview safely 

stowed away in his notebook – did not feel a need to comply, but the requests for 

“assistance” pose real ethical dilemmas for many reporters.  Some, like The New York Times’ 

Howard French, refuse to pay.  Others have developed more creative approaches.  

McLaughlin once handed out his e-mail address to a border guard when he sensed a bribe 

request was imminent.  His subterfuge worked and he staved off the shakedown.

This report will attempt to document some of the challenges faced by reporters – both 

foreign and domestic –in several African countries.  Many journalists on the ground are

presented with a difficult choice:  Report with certain restrictions, or don’t report at all.  This 
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2007 Kilgore report is not intended to be exhaustive or authoritative on the entire continent 

or developing world.  Rather it strives to provide some idea of the level of press freedom 

available in the following countries:  Uganda, Cote d’Ivoire, Rwanda, Cameroon, and Sudan.  

It also considers a variety of strategies that journalists can and do employ to work around 

these restrictions.

II. UGANDA

In its post-colonial history, Uganda has grown more than accustomed to political 

violence, with names like Milton Obote and Idi Amin dotting its history.  Even today, in the 

north of the country, the Lord Resistance Army attacks civilians and humanitarian groups 

and abducts children with alarming regularity. The current president, Yoweri Museveni, 

came to power by the barrel of a gun in 1986 after 15 years of on-again-off-again civil war.  

He was democratically elected in 2001, although Museveni ensured that his National 

Resistance Movement was the only certified political entity. Elections in 2006 marked 

Uganda’s first attempt at multi-party democracy, with Museveni’s former doctor (and the 

husband of his former mistress) Kizza Besigye heading up the opposition. 

As a result, foreign media interest in Uganda’s election was high.  The New York 

Times, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times and The Christian Science Monitor all 

dispatched bureau chiefs.  Every major British daily and Sunday newspaper was also 

represented.  

Uganda – and Museveni’s regime – was keen to convince the donor community that it 

was serious about embracing multi-party democracy.  With so much of Uganda’s federal 

budget contingent on aid, the presidential palace was extremely concerned with how 

elections would be covered in the foreign press.  Within the overall aid framework, 
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America’s assistance to Uganda has been substantial.  Leaving aside HIV programs, the 

USAID budget for FY 2006 in Uganda was more than $32 million.
4

Uganda had good reason to worry that the reporting on its election could affect its 

bottom line, especially after April 2005 when the United Kingdom announced that it would 

cancel direct assistance to pressure Museveni into holding free and fair elections.
5

That 

money, directed toward subsidizing Uganda’s budget, amounted to $10 million.  The cuts 

were announced in response to the arrest and political harassment of Besigye, the opposition 

leader.  For a country that relied on foreign donations for half of its entire budget, the UK’s 

action was a wake-up call:  Uganda could not continue to harass opposition politicians and 

still expect western largess. 

Even though Museveni shrugged off the canceled debt, insisting that he could find 

assistance elsewhere, there were some notable changes in the way the government treated the 

opposition.  For starters, Besigye was released from jail and opposition rallies were no longer 

disrupted.  Naturally, the government also became more sensitive to foreign and domestic 

reporting.

At the outset of the campaign, the government wanted to have a precise idea of how 

many reporters had arrived in Uganda for elections.
6

Next, it wanted to take measures to 

ensure that the reporting on President Museveni was favorable.  As Kabushenga rifled 

through interview requests, he would audit the reporter’s general Africa coverage, as well as 
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their Uganda-specific stories.  “Emily Wax, she’s always so negative,” Kabushenga told me, 

speaking of the Washington Post’s then-East Africa bureau chief.
7

She was not granted an 

interview.

Regulation of the local papers was much stricter.  The Daily Monitor, Uganda’s most 

popular paper, which belongs to the Aga Khan’s Nation Media Group, had its offices 

ransacked before the election.  One of their lead columnists, Andrew Mwenda, who also 

hosts a radio program, was arrested and faced charges of “sedition.”  But with western media 

following Mwenda’s legal troubles, he was allowed back on the air leading up to election 

day.  The following day found him sleeping underneath the desk in his office, worried that if 

went home, something might prevent him from getting back on the air.  He claimed to have 

been working for 36 straight hours, much of it on the air, fielding calls from around the 

country.  

Phone-in talk shows and “ebimeeza,” live public debate, have brought balanced news 

to Ugandans, though they are produced at some risk to the journalists.  Reporters Without 

Borders has concluded: “This rigor has allowed the privately-owned media to acquire 

credibility with its listeners and to be capable of defending itself effectively.”
8

Even as the domestic media burnishes its credentials and finds its feet, foreign 

journalists must walk a fine line:  If they report too harshly, they risk expulsion and stories 

will be untold.  If they don’t report the facts, why report at all?  Ultimately, the government 

can eject any reporter with little or no pretense, as was the case with Blake Lambert.

“He consistently misrepresented and misreported the situation.  We asked him to 

 
7

Ibid.

8
Reporters Without Borders, Uganda – Annual Report 2006, available at 

http://www.rsf.org/article.php3?id_article=17395&Valider=OK (last visited September 14, 2007).
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provide a more balanced outlook on Uganda, but he didn’t listen to us,” Kabushenga was 

quoted as saying.  In his official letter of complaint, Kabushenga accused Lambert, who also 

reported for the Economist, of “false and biased reporting” that was “prejudicial to our 

foreign policy in particular and our national interest in general.”
9

Kabushenga insisted that the government expel Lambert because his work “is actually 

doing the country more damage.”
10

Another accusation involved Lambert’s “conducting a 

smear campaign on local radio, on the Internet and among his colleagues in the region.”  To 

the many local and foreign reporters, it was clear that Lambert was expelled for the tenor of 

his reporting more than the content. 

Reporters were put on notice:  Report harshly and the government won’t let you 

report at all.

III. COTE D’IVOIRE

In war-torn Cote d’Ivoire, there are a different set of challenges.  The country has 

been teetering on the brink of active civil war for seven years.  It has been simmering since 

September 2002, when it was essentially divided in two.  Armed youths have set up road 

blocks throughout the south and demand to see identification papers every few miles.  A 

contingent of French troops and United Nations peacekeepers are in the country, though their 

numbers are too small to prevent any serious violence from engulfing the entire region.

Lane Hartill, an American freelancer and documentary filmmaker, has a unique 

perspective on press freedom in Cote d’Ivoire because he worked there for extended periods 
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Blake Lambert, Kabushenga Appointment Bodes Ill for Free Press in Troubled Uganda, World 

Politics Review, October 16, 2006, available at 
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in both 2002-03 and then in 2006.  While it has a pluralistic press, Hartill believes that it is 

one of Africa’s most dangerous countries for both local and foreign media.  This is due in no 

small part to the “Young Patriots,” a group that proclaims loyalty to President Laurent 

Gbagbo and has been placed by Reporters Without Borders on its list of “press freedom 

predators.”
11

Lane’s story is illuminating for several reasons because he covered the conflict at 

different stages and thus brings a fresh perspective to the dispute, its underlying tensions and 

how the foreign and domestic media has been allowed to cover it.  From September 2002 to 

February 2003, Hartill describes the journalism environment as “tense” for both the local and 

international press.
12

He did not have any difficulty getting a press accreditation.  “It seemed 

the communication ministry – like the rest of the south – didn’t have a problem with 

Americans.  It was the French they didn’t like,” said Hartill.
13

A low level communications minister gave him “the usual pro-government lecture 

and harassed me for a bribe.”  But Hartill was confident that his stories, even if they were 

critical of the government, would not be read by the minister:  “The computer on his desk 

was facing the wrong way and it wasn’t plugged in.” said Hartill.  Unlike Uganda, where 

Kabushenga had a morning print-out of the previous night’s foreign stories, the authorities in 

Cote d’Ivoire did not much seem to care.

Dealing with the usual problems of getting access to high-level officials is not unique 

to any African country, according to Hartill; it was more of a “general irritant in West 
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Reporters Without Borders, Cote d'Ivoire – Annual Report 2006, available at 

http://www.rsf.org/article.php3?id_article=17372&Valider=OK (last visited September 14, 2007).

12
Author interview with Hartill.

13
Ibid.
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Africa.”  But trying to cut through the handlers and associates of the key people took on more 

significance in Cote d’Ivoire.  When a key Ivorian figure would say something controversial 

or newsworthy – something that would incite violence on the street – Hartill’s own standards 

of journalism required him to ask the official about it, not his deputies.  Alas, this was far 

from possible.

Another problem Hartill encountered:  finding neutral sources to go on the record and 

speak openly.  Professors and other academics who could accurately put the situation in 

perspective would not speak for fear of repercussions.  “The university was loaded with 

partisan professors and administration officials who, if they caught wind of a colleague 

speaking out against their political party – wouldn’t hesitate to alert those in charge,” said 

Hartill.  This forced Hartill to look to African experts outside the country, which is less than 

ideal, as they are removed from the situation.  “One of my sources was a former professor at 

the university. He was chased from the country after speaking out against the administration.  

Thanks to [a] U.S. association that helps academics find exile, he’s now in the U.S.,” said 

Hartill.  For an American reader living in Washington, the expert analysis in a story often 

came from across town instead of directly from Africa.  

If Hartill’s colleagues in the local media experienced the same difficulties, the stakes 

for them were much higher – and downright dangerous.  With contacts at both the state-run 

newspaper, Fraternité Matin (slogan:  “Neither partisan nor neutral”), and the opposition 

paper, Le Patriote, Hartill felt like he had solid understanding of the challenges they faced.  

Still, at times, their frustrations and concerns paled in comparison to Hartill’s.

In late 2003, an Ivorian colleague e-mailed Hartill, then in the United States, begging 

Hartill to help him get out of the country.  “He felt he was a marked man.  Government-
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backed men – youth militias or army soldiers, I’m not sure which – ransacked his office on 

several occasions.  He felt he couldn’t work anymore.  Some of his colleagues had been 

beaten.”  Hartill contacted the Committee to Protect Journalists in New York, but it replied 

that it could not do much to help.  He has not heard from the reporter since.  “The ruling 

party isn’t subtle.  When Ivorian journalists do something they don’t like, they are often 

beaten,” said Hartill.  Journalists internalize this fear and then “don’t dig as hard as they 

should on stories.”  As a result, many of the papers only convey one side of a story, 

regardless of how sensitive it is politically.  Quite understandably, the fear of reprisal 

permeates the entire media.

In 2005, during a short reporting trip to Cote d’Ivoire, Hartill recalled how the Young 

Patriots shut down EdiPress, a newspaper distributor.  Charles Ble Goude, the leader of the 

Young Patriots, “banned” opposition newspapers.  “Editors and journalists were threatened,” 

said Hartill.

Much of the media problem in the Ivory Coast lay in the fact that the ruling party had 

the ability to access RTI, the state-run television station.  Sometimes they would control the 

station by force; at other times, they relied on capitulation or collusion.  “But when youth 

leaders can take over the evening news and broadcast messages for the youth to stop what 

they are doing and take to the streets – and the government condones this – it makes it hard 

for credible, alternative voices to rise to the surface,” said Hartill. 

Intimidation of reporters cut across the conflict lines and was evident in both the 

north and the south.  Early in the conflict, Fraternité Matin, a paper loyal to president

Gbagbo, did not have a correspondent in the opposition-held north.  The result was that 

information coming from the north to the south was often wrong or “lightly sprinkled with 
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truth.”  Notre Voie, another pro-Gbagbo outlet is “rabidly opinionated and subjective.”  Their 

correspondent faced an identical problem when he was in the north, where he would be 

interrogated by the Forces Nouvelles, the group in control there.  “It wasn’t just the south that 

gave journalists problems. The north did it, too,” said Hartill.  “The problem:  there is no 

press watchdog.”  He notes that there is a journalism body called the OLPD.  “I have seen 

them produce news releases and they occasionally come out with a call to the press to be 

balanced,” said Hartill.  “But they have no teeth and, it seems, are ignored.”

If much blame can be heaped upon the government and the militias they control, the 

media also deserve their portion of blame.  Indeed, Ivorian newspapers are clearly 

responsible for fanning the flames of discontent and exacerbating the situation, in Hartill’s 

opinion.  “The papers, in my opinion, played a major role in exacerbating the conflict,” said 

Hartill.  “Opinions are freely injected into news stories.  Accusatory and wildly inflammatory 

information is often not sourced.  And this is played up on the front of the newspaper. . . . 

‘Titrologues’ – a French word that roughly translates into ‘headline readers’ – stand in front 

of newspaper bulletin boards and read the vitriolic headlines.”  More often than not, Ivorians 

take these as facts and do not bother to verify them.

For Hartill, both the papers as institutions and the individual reporters should share 

the blame.  “Not only do the journalists fail when it comes to conceptualizing stories that 

could contribute to a deeper understanding of the problem, they also have lost much 

credibility by continually reporting rumors and not verifying information,” he said.

The treatment of press also varied widely among foreign correspondents.  When 

Hartill traveled in the South with a female French correspondent for the French paper La 

Liberation and Radio France International, she was hassled at the checkpoints while Hartill 
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was not.  “I suspect this was because of our nationalities and her frequent reports for RFI, 

which the government believed to be anti-South,” he said.  RFI’s broadcast had been shut 

down several times since the conflict started.  When they report something the administration 

deems controversial – human rights violations, for example – the plug is pulled.

IV. RWANDA AND CAMEROON

There’s an inherent danger to overgeneralize in any discussion about press freedom in 

Africa.  As with many other topics, the whole continent is lumped together as if there were 

no differences from region to region and country to country.  But Evan Weinberger’s 

experience is instructive, because he has reported from two countries and been involved in 

local media in one of them.  After spending one-and-a-half years living in Rwanda and 

Cameroon – two countries with radically different histories, economics and style of 

governance – his insights are layered and textured. 

In Rwanda, Weinberger freelanced for the Dallas Morning News, while working as 

the managing editor of Focus, an English-language Rwandan paper.  Reporting in Rwanda 

was a challenge, because it’s “a very controlled society” stemming from its colonial control 

by the Belgians.  “The idea of questioning authority, central to any good journalist, is 

somewhat foreign,” said Weinberger.  Compounding this cultural inhibition to challenge 

authority was a more immediate problem:  the 1994 genocide.  There’s little doubt about the 

media’s role in the violence.  Press outlets, especially radio, played a vital role in spreading 

the message of hate that made ordinary gardening tools, like shovels and rakes, weapons of 

mass destruction. Rwandan radio set the genocide to music.  Several journalists and station 

managers have been convicted in international courts for their roles in promoting the 

mayhem.
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Today, more than 10 years later, it seems that President Paul Kagame and his 

government have never quite accepted that the press should be guaranteed genuine freedom, 

according to Weinberger.  The Rwandan government has been roundly criticized for the 

restrictions it places on the press.
14

The year 2006 “began with an assault on the editor of 

one of the rare independent newspapers still appearing in Kigali,” according to Reporters 

Without Borders.  Bonaventure Bizumuremyi, then editor of the privately-owned weekly 

Umuco was “woken at 3 a.m. on 15 January by four men brandishing clubs and knives who 

banged on the door of his home in a poor suburb of the capital.”
15

Sonia Rolley, a 

correspondent for RFI in Kigali, was ordered to leave the country on June 10 for failing to 

renew her visa.
16

The instances of intimidation and attempts to control the press in Rwanda are almost 

too legion to enumerate.  Another newspaper that has invoked the wrath of the government is 

Umuseso, a weekly in the Kinyarwanda language.  In August 2006, the High Court of 

Rwanda confirmed a “public offence” conviction against Charles Kabonero, editor of the 

weekly.  He was given a one-year suspended prison sentence and a fine of one million 

Rwandan francs (close to $2,000) for publishing a series of articles critical of how the 

government was run. 

In many cases, the government would invoke the genocide to explain their actions. 

“From President Paul Kagame on down, they justify their actions by saying that the 

ideologies that unleashed the violence of the genocide still exist in the country and that they 
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Reporters Without Borders, Rwanda – Annual Report 2007, available at 

http://www.rsf.org/article.php3?id_article=20737 (last visited September 14, 2007).

15
Ibid.

16
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could flare up into more violence at any moment,” said Weinberger.  Such hatred persists and 

Weinberger, on several occasions, heard some of the “vile, hateful speech that led to the 

violence.”  Even worse, they say they are going to “finish the job.” 

The government clearly plays upon those fears.  Even in western democracies, there’s 

a fine line in maintaining public order.  To Weinberger, the government in Rwanda often 

crossed that line as it used “the real threat of violence as an excuse to shut down legitimate 

critics.”  However, he is agnostic on just how much government censorship should be 

allowed, though he is clearly uncomfortable with the current level.

That’s because, as Weinberger would instruct his reporters, with press freedom comes 

press responsibility. “The opposition media in Rwanda often doesn’t live up to those 

responsibilities.”  Umuseso, which has an English-language version called Rwanda Newsline, 

is often held up as “a paragon of press freedom by organizations like Reporters sans 

Frontieres” – a characterization that Weinberger does not share.  “It’s an embarrassment,’’ he 

said.  “There is very little reporting that actually goes on.  Writers simply make most things 

up, and often the reporting is salacious.”  That is one of the reasons Weinberger took on the 

responsibilities of becoming the editor of Focus, in addition to his freelancing duties.  The 

paper, which began as a monthly, quickly ramped up to a weekly under his stewardship.

The goal of Focus was to develop a stable of reporters who knew what their job was:  

“Tell the truth to the best of their abilities and let the readers decide.”  It is Weinberger’s 

lament that none of the current Rwandan papers do that – not Umuseso, not Rwanda 

Newsline, and now not even Focus, which has started to accept government money once 

Weinberger left for Cameroon. 

The problem is that even if Rwanda can produce balanced reporters, it’s far from 
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clear if they can survive in an environment like Rwanda, for both commercial and historical 

reasons.  “The question is whether there’s a market for it,” he said.

Like so much else in Rwanda, questions of press freedom need to be seen through the 

prism of the genocide.  “It’s almost impossible to look at Rwandan press freedom in the same 

way as in other countries.  It is different,” said Weinberger.  Yes, there are isolated examples 

of some good, independent reporting.  “There are some dedicated reporters who clamor 

against government misdeeds,” he added.  But the heavy hand of the government is never far 

away.  Even so, “it’s hard not to find some sympathy with their argument that having a 

somewhat stifled press is better than having a press that encourages people to kill their 

neighbors.”

Ironically, the official government papers were less pernicious because everyone 

knew what they were getting.  “The New Times is relatively benign,” he said.  “Friends of the 

government owned the paper, and the minister of information sat on its board of directors.”  

The public, it seems, accepted it for what it was:  a propaganda tip sheet. 

When it comes to radio – by far the most important medium in Rwanda, which has a 

literacy rate only slightly above 60 percent – the government has finally allowed for private 

radio stations.  Still, they have to go through an arduous licensing process and the Ministry of 

Information, as well as the president, monitors them closely.  “I’m not sure Rwandans are 

ready to have a completely open society yet,” said Weinberger, “That’s not my opinion, 

that’s what Rwandans themselves told me.  People are still scared of the underlying tensions 

in the country.”  Perhaps the only solution to this conundrum is the passage of time and a 

natural healing process:  “Rwanda needs time, more than anything else, to work on how to 

balance the need for freedom and the need for peace.” 
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Weinberger is hopeful that the media can play some role in helping unwind these 

tensions, by helping to establish an ongoing public dialogue about them.  Still, the remaining 

challenges are massive.  “Two ethnic groups with this sort of history have never been forced 

to live together afterwards.”  On top of the very hierarchical nature of Rwandan society, 

“people are scared of what could happen in the future.” 

V. CAMEROON

The relationship between the press and the government in Cameroon is less 

complicated than in Cote d’Ivoire.  The country has not experienced any major civil violence 

since immediately after independence in the 1960s.  Although it receives a slightly lower 

ranking from Freedom House than Rwanda, it is generally thought to have a free press.
17

 

There is a corrupt government trying to maintain its power, although Weinberger describes it 

as a “light authoritarian regime as opposed to a heavy-handed operation.”  Of note, there is a 

real opposition party and a certain amount of freedom of expression.

The largest paper, The Cameroon Tribune, is published by the government and carries 

stories in both English and French.  It gives the reader “a decent picture of what is happening 

in the country” as long as the reader recognizes that “it’s important to take everything in 

there with a huge grain of salt,” said Weinberger.

Cameroonian newsstands provide a staggering array of papers, not all of which are 

dedicated to hard news.  “Most are irresponsible attack sheets, which would prefer to write 

scandalous – and often fake – reports of homosexuality within the government and high 

society,” said Weinberger.  Indeed, the issue of publishing allegations of homosexuality, 
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See, for example, Reporters Without Borders, Cameroon - Annual Report 2007, available at 

http://www.rsf.org/article.php3?id_article=20731 (last visited on Sept. 14, 2007).  See also Freedom 

House, 2005 Freedom House Annual Report, available at 

http://www.freedomhouse.org/uploads/special_report/41.pdf (last visited September 14, 2007).
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which is a crime in Cameroon, is a thorny one for press freedom groups like Reporters 

Without Borders.  Starting in January 2006, the country was rollicked by the case of the 

“homosexuals of the Republic.”  Many newspapers, claiming to serve “public health,” 

splashed lists of “deviant” public figures on their front page in what RSF concluded was a 

craven attempt to sell newspapers.
18

Relying on anonymous sources, the papers essentially 

accused numerous public figures of being gay.  The accused, in turn, took legal action against 

La Météo, l’Anecdote and Nouvelle Afrique.

The law in Cameroon provides for strict sentences for criminal libel, making it likely 

that some of the offending journalists and editors will serve hard time in prison.  This remedy 

is somewhat problematic for Reporters Without Borders as it is forced to choose between bad 

journalism and locking up bad journalists.  It has settled on a middle ground, announced in 

the privately-owned daily Le Messager and the privately-owned weekly Le Jeune 

Observateur:  “While unreservedly condemning this kind of journalism, tinged with hatred, 

as have a large majority of Cameroon’s journalists, the organization above all stresses that 

prison is not a reply to these abuses.”
19

Reporters Without Borders proposed to the Cameroon government that it reform both 

its press law and its methods for regulating the media.  The Communications Minister, Pierre 

Moukoko Mbonjo, attempted to introduce reform that Reporters Without Borders called 

“clumsy and inadequate.”  As it stands, the law has not been changed and the editors will 

likely face prison time. 

As in Rwanda, radio is central to daily life in Cameroon.  And with Cameroon’s 
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Reporters Without Borders concluded:  “If the objective of the editors was to bring in revenue for 

their companies, then the success was total.”  Supra, n.11. 
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economy booming, there are a growing number of private radio stations throughout the 

country, where the licensing requirements are much less stringent than they are in Rwanda.  

The quality of their journalism is roughly similar to that of the newspapers, according to 

Weinberger.  The contrast with Rwanda is stark:  “radio journalists have told me that they 

rarely feel overt pressure to censor their stories,” he said.  However, he added, “that doesn’t 

mean that there isn’t some self-censorship.” 

There appears to be more of an appetite in Cameroon’s major cities and population 

areas for serious journalism than in Rwanda, according to Weinberger.  In the countryside, 

there’s very little newspaper access, so radio is king.  The problem is that stories from the 

inaccessible areas are rarely reported in the major cities. 

In Weinberger’s estimate, the government appears to be allowing a little more 

freedom of expression, although it’s not entirely clear why.  “There still is intimidation of the 

press and little, if any, independent television news,” said Weinberger.  However, rising 

above that intimidation, some notes of progress can be heard.  “There does appear to be some 

appetite for quality journalism in the country, and a growing number of real newspapers.”

Still, elections are soon in the distance for Cameroon, a country where the current 

president has been in power since 1982.  Tensions are mounting in the country and there’s no 

telling how they will attempt to retain power.  “If the government feels threatened by a free 

press, what will it do then,” he wonders.

VI. SUDAN

It is nearly impossible to overstate the challenges that reporters face in covering the 

conflict in Darfur.  First there’s a hostile government that tries to restrict access.  Then comes 

the Janjaweed – the armed gunmen who roam the region – unalloyed by western concepts of 
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a free press.  On the other side of the conflict, the Darufian rebel groups can be just as 

threatening.  Finally, the aid groups that many reporters rely for information and logistics, are 

constantly worried that their interaction with media will restrict their own freedom to do their

jobs and provide food and sanitation for thousands of refugees.  A natural ally is often 

unwilling or unable to help. 

Getting a visa to the Sudan is often the first step for reporters wishing to cover the 

conflict.  In many cases, Khartoum has barred journalists for no stated reason.  “Sudan was 

the one country where I felt like they were watching me – and my coverage,” said Abe 

McLaughlin, who served as the Christian Science Monitor’s African bureau chief for three 

years.
20

“The Sudanese are pretty much the only ones smart, wily, and organized enough to 

track what individual journalists are writing.  In 2005, I figured their refusal to give me a visa 

was related to the Darfur coverage I’d been doing from afar.”

Getting out of the Sudan can be as difficult as getting.  In July 2006, Les Neuhaus of 

the Associated Press had just spent two weeks traveling with African Union peacekeeping 

troops in Darfur.  At the airport in Khartoum, where he to fly back to his base in Addis 

Ababa, Neuhaus checked in with Ethiopian Airlines and then he proceeded to passport 

control, thinking there were no problems other than the decrepit state of the airport.  But 

before he really knew what was going on, he found himself in a police bureau at the airport, 

where he was asked for the “exit fee” in order to be allowed through passport control so that 

he might board his flight.
21

“I was more than a little annoyed, having just wrapped up more than two weeks 

 
20

Author interview with McLaughlin.

21
Author interview with Neuhaus.



20

crisscrossing Darfur and was ready to get home.  I was in no mood for what I perceived to be 

a bribe,” he said.  The policemen wanted to look at his laptop and then Neuhaus became, in 

his own recounting, “somewhat belligerent.”  Then came the plea for money:  $200 in 

Sudanese dinars. 

But Neuhaus refused, though he knew it might mean missing his flight, and became a 

bit “agitated.”  One of his captors spoke English and Neuhaus “told him very bluntly I would 

never pay him a single U.S. dollar or Sudanese dinar and we would sit there together.”  In the 

meantime, he faked calling his bureau chief for The Associated Press.  Next, he told them 

that his employer was making some calls to authorities on his behalf.  Then he faked another 

call to London, expressing his deep concern that he was being detained by Sudanese 

authorities and suggesting that perhaps the U.S. Embassy there should be made aware of his 

situation.  When he hung up, the police reduced the amount of money they sought.

With only minutes before his flight was scheduled to leave, they decided to let him 

go, and Neuhaus, being in a rather foul mood, took a small amount of pride in “thanking 

them for nothing.”  “It’s my belief that in many situations across Africa, if you appear weak 

and something of a push over, corrupt officials will try to take advantage of Westerners, 

especially when it comes to bribes,” said Neuhaus.  But then he added this caveat:  “It 

can cross over into the realm of being offensive – and that can land one in trouble at times.”

VII. CONCLUSION

For both foreign and domestic media, reporting in Africa is a challenge on many 

levels.  All across the continent, reporters are presented with both small logistical dilemmas 

as well as huge life-and-death decisions. 

As western aid becomes more contingent on good governance, African governments 
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have a greater incentive to skew and manipulate coverage.  In countries where good 

governance ranks lower on the list of priorities such as the Cote d’Ivoire, the local 

newspapers are often drafted by radical elements to fan the conflict.  At a certain point, they 

become creatures of their own and then prolong the conflict. 

Even if the Ivorian government could guarantee the safety of independent journalists, 

it’s uncertain that there’s a commercially-viable market for the kind of balanced reporting 

that is the goal of western media organizations.  Beyond that, as Evan Weinberger 

discovered, societies like Rwanda, where the wounds of genocide are still raw, might not be 

ready for a free and open press. 

If African reporters face life and death decisions in choosing what to cover, the 

foreign media has a more complex set of concerns.  If they write too accurately or too 

harshly, they may be barred from reporting in the future.  A potential catastrophe, like the 

one in Rwanda, or the one unfolding in Darfur, will go unreported.  So editors – and their 

reporters on the ground – often have a stark choice:  Do they soften their coverage to retain 

access to a killing field?  For Rob Crilly, the Times of London’s East Africa correspondent, 

there’s a great need to get on the ground:  “Every time I visit Sudan or write about the 

conflict in Darfur, I am struck by the same feelings of inadequacy.  By and large the crisis 

there is badly reported.  It has become a deep, dark black hole for reporters – in part because 

of the problems caused by a government intent on preventing access and aid agencies who 

have to keep journalists at arm’s length for fear of being expelled.”
22

From these restrictions 

comes “the overwhelming temptation to repeat the usual analysis,” said Crilly.  The result is 

a story line that is, at this point, little more than a cliché:  “An Arab government and the 
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fearsome Janjaweed militias are pitted against black, African farming tribes.” 

In the end, what appeara to be a logistical dilemma – how to get a visa for Sudan –

can morph into an existential question:  Should we report from Sudan if it means we won’t 

be allowed to return?  For most journalists, the question is an easy one.  Report what you see 

and worry about consequences and return visits later, even if it means, like it did for Blake 

Lambert, being ejected from the country.


