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Well-Informed Journalists Make Well-Informed Citizens:
Coverage of governance issues in the D R Congo
Having been asked to write about building an informed citizenry in developing countries, my starting point is to assert that we cannot have an informed citizenry without an informed media.  For this we need to build support for journalists and for media professionals. 
As Sina Odugbemi has so succinctly stated in With the Support of Multitudes: 'the mass media are the chief mediators of political reality, the main sources of political and economic intelligence, and significant influencers of public opinion' (Mozammel and Odugbemi, 2005:18).  This paper takes the example of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), and highlights issues arising from Britain's Department for International Development (DFID's) experience of supporting the media sector in that country.  
In this paper I aim to show that if we want greater information dissemination on the roles and responsibilities of government, we first have to have media professionals who understand what those roles and responsibilities are.  We need to educate journalists.  We need to tackle the cultural and economic problems of the media sector. We need, again to quote Odugbemi, to support the development of a 'free, independent and plural mass media system' and to train journalists to cover the Poverty Reduction Strategy and other development and governance issues in an 'intelligent and inclusive way'.
Setting the Scene
The DRC, that vast and fragile state in the centre of Africa, has much in common with the rest of the continent when it comes to shortcomings in its media sector.  Here, we find a media which is disorganised, impoverished and susceptible to corruption.  There is a lamentable lack of trust between citizens, the state and the media.  There are strikingly low literacy rates among the general population (65.5% source World Bank), and swathes of the country beyond the reach even of FM radio signals, let alone within reach of newspapers, TV or the internet.  Media infrastructure (e.g. power lines, radio masts, transmitters, printing presses) has been ruined by years of neglect and war.  The majority of journalists have had no formal training and most media outlets are shoe-string operations.  Civil society is weak, and, despite 80% participation in recent elections, civic participation is still in its infancy.  Citizens are unaware of their basic rights and freedoms, and completely unused to having a say in the running of their country.  
And yet, despite this grim background there is also an extraordinary creativity and vibrancy in the Congolese media sector.  Radio, is a key source of information most of the population; the press is relatively free (by regional standards, though still far from ideal) and the scene is plural - even to the point of chaos.  In less than 3 years the number of radio stations in the country has almost tripled to 220 (GRET:2006), and TV stations are growing steeply – there are currently 58 stations in the country (40 in the capital alone, with an estimated 5 million viewers) (Journal du Citoyen:2006).  The written press is also diverse with at least 213 newspapers appearing on a semi-regular basis, nation-wide (Moor:2006).   Despite all the difficulties of recent years, the media has kept Congolese music and culture alive through the darkest of times.  
Challenges 
Let us start with the most pressing priorities of the Congolese media sector. Perhaps the biggest challenge is that of economic viability.  It is a truism to say that as long as the press is not financially independent it cannot be editorially independent - but nowhere is this truer than in the D R Congo. The problem here is the widespread practice of coupage - literally the practice of journalists taking their cut.  Coupage is another name for brown-envelope journalism: journalists and editors being paid to run certain stories, paid to turn up at press conferences and to cover events, or simply being given money to cover their 'transport', 'dinner' or 'per diems'.  This practice is perpetuated by politicians, business-interests, and even by international donors.  For instance, at the launch of the Participatory Poverty Assessment in Kinshasa in (check month/year), the World Bank was expected to pay the local media to cover the event.  
Coupage has its roots in a lack of public purchasing power and investment on the one hand, and, on the other hand, a willingness by powerful interest groups - including warlords, charismatic churches, diamond barons and politicians - to buy themselves positive publicity in the press.  Even in the capital, Kinshasa, with its population of approximately eight million people, the market is not sufficiently large to sustain newspapers on their cover-price alone.  This state of affairs, coupled with low pay and lack of job security has resulted in corruption among journalists and editors and, of course, bias, sensationalism and lies.  
Some Solutions 
Clearly, what is needed to clean up the sector is to tackle this economic problem at base, and to help media outlets become viable businesses in their own right, so they are no longer dependent on - or at the mercy of - vested interests, and so they can pay their staff a living wage.
In the DRC, DFID was the first of several international donors to support Radio Okapi, which is a UN radio with an independent editorial line guaranteed by the Swiss NGO Fondation Hirondelle, committed to national coverage, unbiased reporting and quality journalism.  Radio Okapi is the unashamed creation of the international community, and is financially independent.  As such, its journalists - some of whom are French, Swiss and Canadian, but most of whom are Congolese - are able to withstand physical and political threats and can raise issues that would be much more difficult for their counterparts in the national media who have no UN protection and who are not paid a decent wage.

DFID has been promoting financial self-reliance, through the Paris-based Panos Institute, by running training courses, in situ for media managers.  The idea is that business know-how is imparted in the workplace, and not - as so often happens - in a foreign environment away from the real-life pressures of the newsroom.  The other advantage of in situ training is that it removes the temptation of attending training just for the sake of collecting a per diem - a practice that is regrettably widespread.  2 more sentences on in situ training here…   To date 6 provincial community radio station-managers have been trained in this manner and DFID has allocated a large budget to roll out in situ training on a much larger scale, and not only to radio stations, but to newspapers and TV stations, over the next four years.
The fact that media outlets could become commercially viable is proven by a recent study that showed that the advertising market in the DRC is already worth $39m per year (which, at present, is 0.5% of the DR Congo's GDP, compared to 1% in Morocco, or 2% in France) and is set to grow by 34%, reaching an estimated total of $53.5m by 2010 (IMMAR:2007).  Businesses and investors - such as cell-phone and cosmetics companies - are keen to sponsor and advertise through the mass-media, but are finding that the sector is too disorganised and too ill-equipped to measure its audiences in a reliable manner.  With marketing training and support for proper audience surveys this could change the commercial outlook to the advantage of media managers.
Culture of Fear

Another big challenge is the general culture in which journalists find themselves.  In common with many other countries, in DRC this is unfortunately a culture of fear and self-censorship.  For individual journalists, this can range from a well-founded fear for their lives at the hands of trigger-happy soldiers, through the fear of interrogation and imprisonment at the hands of the authorities, to the danger of being closed down on flimsy pretexts.  This year, two journalists have been killed and 17 have spent more than 48 hours in prison, according to Journalistes en Danger.  Many killings of journalists over the last few years have not even come to court, let alone resulted in convictions.  This means, of course, that investigative reporting is almost non-existent and the watchdog function of the media is limited, for fear of reprisals against individuals and against media outlets as a whole.  The situation in the DRC is not helped by the legal void which presently exists, pending the passing of new press laws, meaning that outdated licensing and libel laws can and are invoked by government representatives and other powerful people as a means to silence their critics. 
The Need for Regulation
As long as there is no protected space in which the media can hold governments to account, the public will never be properly informed about the authorities that rule them, nor will there be genuine demand from the population for rights and services.  DFID's strategy here is to help sustain an independent media regulatory body which is meant to create space between the government and the media, reminding both of their responsibilities towards the other, and safeguarding freedom of the press.  DFID, again through the Panos Institute, has been supporting the Haute Autorité des Médias (known as the HAM), the national independent media regulator which was originally created as a result of the Congo peace talks, in 2003. This support has been as basic as funding the HAM simply to hold regular meetings and to have office space and equipment in the provinces with which to monitor the press and the airwaves.  To date, DFID has spent nearly $1m on this authority, and despite some setbacks (notably an attack by an angry mob of the HAM's headquarters in 2006), has found that the benefits of this support have justified the cost.  Having a structure to act as a buffer against government dominance of the airwaves and its censorial tendencies, and having a regulator to rein in hate media during the 2006 elections was invaluable.

At the same time, DFID has also been funding human rights groups, notably Journalistes en Danger, the Congolese branch of Reporters without Borders.  Activities have included training their 182 national correspondents around the country to issue alerts in cases of attacks on press freedom, and securing legal aid for journalists who are arrested.  This is essential work for helping combat the culture of fear that pervades the journalistic profession.

Traditions

Another aspect of the culture within which journalists find themselves is that there is little or no tradition of questioning authority or of probing issues in any depth.  This can partly be attributed to the culture of fear and self-censorship just discussed.  It can also be attributed to the extra costs involved.  But it is also partly to do with a more generalised tradition of veneration of age and authority, respect for the 'big man' and a sense that experts must not be questioned.  Thus, we find the microphone left open and politicians allowed to pontificate at great length with barely a word of interruption.   We find the microphone is rarely turned towards ordinary citizens to enable their voices to be heard, as it is not a natural instinct for journalists to value the opinion of 'the man or woman in the street'. We also find many journalists whose natural instincts are like those in a recent case of an Antonov aeroplane crash in Kinshasa who, rather than going down to the crash site to investigate the cause for themselves, told their editor they would wait for the 'official statement' to be issued
. 
Positive Examples

One effective option to counteract this culture of inertia, and to promote a spirit of enquiry, is to lead by example.  Since it began broadcasting in 2002, one of Radio Okapi's many successes is the way it has raised the bar for other indigenous radio and TV stations in the country.  Now we find many other stations copying Radio Okapi's formats, discussion programmes and news gathering techniques.  By comparison, the national broadcaster, the RTNC (Radio-Télévision Nationale Congolaise), always a mouthpiece of government, looks even more like an old-fashioned, disorganised propaganda tool.  Whilst Radio Okapi can be a thorn in the government's side at times, its stance of promoting peace and democracy and the strong role it plays in civic education is now recognised, even by the current Minister of Information, as a national asset which the DRC could ill-afford to lose.
Another civic education instrument funded by the international community is a newspaper called the Journal du Citoyen (Citizen's Newspaper). This appears weekly as a free insert in the most widely available newspapers in Kinshasa, and is distributed around the country by the UN, by churches, NGOs and other civil society groups.  With a print-run of 18,000 per week, it outstrips the most popular newspapers in the country, and, on the day that it appears, the newspaper in which it is inserted regularly sells out.   2 more sentences here about the JdC.  Now on its 103rd edition, the Journal du Citoyen proves that development and good governance can sell papers. 
Complex Issues 
The perennial challenge for serious journalists - the world over - is to engage and inspire a mass audience on governance themes which are often complex, invariably dry and sometimes very technical.    The first step, of course, is for journalists to understand these issues themselves.  This is not an easy task, even in countries where education up to degree level is a given.  In a country like the DRC where most journalists have little more than a secondary school certificate, the challenge is even greater.  For instance, in a recent training course on budgetary issues for journalists in Kinshasa, many could not differentiate between 'a million' and 'a billion'.  Added to the need to overcome this basic lack of education, journalists must also cope with the bewildering complexity and sheer scale of the governance context itself.  For instance, in the DRC, 33 candidates stood in the presidential election in July 2006, and now the governing coalition behind President Kabila is composed of a bewilderingly large group of 30 parties.  As many as 9,632 candidates contested the legislative elections; and in the upcoming municipal elections, 200,000 candidates are expected to contest local elections in the provinces, which have newly been redrawn, bringing the number up from 11 to 26.  
Not only are governance and budgetary issues complicated in themselves, but in the DRC - as in many other African countries - there are literally no local words to describe them.  So, for instance, the words for 'constitution' and 'polling station' simply do not exist in Tshiluba, Kikongo or Lingala.  Luckily an enterprising group of editors from Radio Okapi have drawn up a 5 language dictionary to guide journalists in these matters during the electoral period and beyond.  

Engaging the Audience
Other groups, for instance, the NGO Search for Common Ground, produce civic education content for re-broadcast via DRC's extensive network of local community radio stations.  DFID has been funding this work since 2004 and this project is now reaching an approximate audience of check figure million via 100 local radio stations.  Search for Common Ground's approach to governance and democracy issues is to make the formats for their messages engaging and entertaining.  They argue, quite rightly, that unless an issue is put across in a compelling way, then you lose your audience.  So their approach is to use soap opera formats, phone-ins, live debate programmes and other print and theatre formats that back up their radio work.  For instance, they have a fictional character called Mopila, a taxi driver, who along with his family, friends and passengers, guides the listeners through the metaphorical twists, turns and roadblocks on the road to democracy.  The result is a mass audience who are gradually becoming educated about issues such as elections, the constitution, decentralisation, civics and human rights.  One might say this education is happening almost by stealth, because it is packaged in such an entertaining way.
Two-way dialogue

Funding these sorts of radio programmes and these kinds of NGOs and community media is one way to communicate governance issues to a mass audience - and, of course, the key is to include formats such as phone-ins, listeners' letters, radio club inputs, etc. - in short a two-way dialogue to ensure that the audiences can have their say, can ask questions and can clarify issues for themselves.
A concrete example of this two-way dialogue is currently being started by NGOs, broadcasters and civil society groups in five provincial towns around the DRC (Mbuji-Mayi, Boma, Lubumbashi, Bukavu and Kisangani). They are a series of public meetings on good governance - tribuneaux populaires - at which local government representatives answer questions posed by members of the public.  These meetings are broadcast simultaneously by several community radio stations at once, thereby reaching a much larger audience than the live event itself.  Thus, the power of broadcasting brings the town hall meeting - debates about important issues such as water supplies, corruption, mining and forestry rights, erosion and electricity supplies - straight into people's homes.  
Access to information

To reiterate a point already made: it is necessary for journalists and media professionals to have access to appropriate information in order to cover governance issues properly.  For this they need specialist training on everything from local legislation to universal legal and human rights principles.  They need documentation centres, including fast, inexpensive and reliable access to the internet to access news and on-line training opportunities, to exchange information with colleagues and to research relevant issues.  They need better and regular relationships with specialist local and international NGOs.   Some of DFID's partners are starting to provide this.  For example Panos has established four provincial focal centres for community radios (called poles d'appuie a la radio indépendante), which provide computer training and internet access to a whole network of radio stations in the East (Bukavu), Centre (Mbuji Mayi and Kisangani), and South/East (Lubumbashi) of the country. (Incidentally, it is nice to see that this has involved a British-based charity, Computer-Aid, donating over 60 refurbished Pentium computers to the DRC for this programme.)
Finally, journalists also need access to government information, which means that government must, in turn, improve the way it disseminates information and must relate to journalists in a more open and transparent way.  In the DRC we currently find a rather chaotic mixture of great secrecy on the part of government, and on the other hand, a somewhat ludicrous lack of mastery of the facts, as was recently noted by a journalist who asked the Minister of Health whether he welcomed a new Ebola testing centre set up with foreign aid, to which the Minister replied that this was good news, but the first he'd heard of it
.  For the future, DFID, in partnership with other donors and through UNDP, is planning a programme of government communications and relationship-building with the Congolese media for government ministries.
Future challenges
The D R Congo context is a very particular one - with huge needs and challenges - but one from which lessons can be drawn and applied to other countries, on the subject of governance and media support.  I have attempted to show that in the DRC DFID and other donors have started to think and act strategically on media support and have linked these explicitly and directly with governance issues.  I believe that DFID's, and other donors', media programme will gradually result in a better informed citizenry.
Meanwhile, there is much still to be done, and much that is still unknown.  For example, it is estimated that Radio Okapi, despite being the most popular medium in the country, is listened to regularly by only 30 per cent of the population.  So, how to reach the remaining 70 per cent? How to reach women and youth, and forest-dwellers deep in the jungle, who, as far as we know, are largely cut off from the mass media?  How to communicate with a 60 million-strong population, most of whom have no access to roads or electricity, cannot read or write, and who have never even heard of a Poverty Reduction Strategy Plan?  Strengthening the mass-media is part of the answer, but there is still a huge communication challenge ahead.
Dr Mary Myers
Consultant and Adviser to DFID's DRC media programme
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