
Chapter 4 

The Media 
A free , independen t an d professionall y competen t medi a networ k i s a n organi c necessit y i n a 
democracy. Bot h th e prin t an d electroni c medi a o f Sierr a Leon e hav e i n th e las t man y year s o f 
authoritarianism becom e wea k an d emasculated , a  fac t whic h ha s lef t it s mar k o n th e politica l 
state of the country . 

The evaluatio n o f an y electio n an d th e sustainabilit y o f th e democrati c proces s i t usher s in , 
cannot b e don e withou t assessin g th e stat e o f th e country' s media . A  free , independen t an d 
professionally competen t medi a provid e th e onl y mean s o f communicatio n betwee n th e 
Government an d th e mass o f the people . I t is the only mean s of keeping th e electorate informe d 
of the affair s o f th e natio n s o tha t i t can exercis e a  rational choic e a t electio n time . A n informe d 
public i s the only mechanism tha t can hold a  Government accountabl e fo r it s actions. The medi a 
alone provide an effective channe l fo r continuou s and wide-rangin g publi c debate . 

The Print Medi a 

The journalism o f th e nineteent h an d earl y twentiet h centur y Pres s i n Sierr a Leon e was widel y 
acclaimed a s on e o f th e bes t i n Wes t Africa . However , th e prin t medi a i n Sierr a Leon e toda y 
does not presen t a  happy picture . There are only nine newspapers i n prin t -  non e of them daily . 
These ar e al l eigh t pag e tabloid s publishe d eithe r weekly , twic e o r thre e time s a  wee k o r 
irregularly. Al l ar e stron g o n opinion , wea k o n new s -  indee d ther e i s hardl y an y har d new s 
coverage i n an y o f them . Circulat ion s ar e small , rangin g fro m 1,00 0 t o 5,000 . Al l ar e 
characterised b y minuscule staf f an d fac e severe resource constraints . 

Most papers adopte d a  partisan lin e during th e election campaign , openl y supportin g partie s 
of thei r choic e bot h i n editorial s an d comment-lade n new s reporting . Bu t ther e wa s n o co -
ordinated effor t amongs t the m t o promot e a  particula r party , s o tha t th e overal l effec t wa s t o 
balance ou t eac h other . T o th e bes t o f ou r knowledge , advertisin g i n th e newspaper s wa s fai r 
with standard rate s offered t o all parties . 

In th e past , th e prin t medi a ha s ha d t o fac e governmen t an d othe r pressures . Durin g th e 
period o f pollin g i n thes e elections , a  journalist, M r Paul Kamara , a  member o f the Cabinet , wa s 
shot and seriousl y injured . 

On accoun t o f th e weaknes s o f th e prin t media , i t playe d a  relativel y insignifican t rol e i n 
these elections . 

The Broadcast Medi a 

Given th e hig h leve l o f illiterac y i n Sierr a Leone , estimate d a t mor e tha n 8 0 per cent , an d th e 
poverty o f th e bul k o f th e population , radi o i s th e communicatio n mediu m o f pr imar y 
importance. I t i s relativel y cheap , bot h t o delive r an d receive , an d i s accessibl e t o peopl e wh o 
cannot read . 

Financial stringency , however , prompte d th e Sierr a Leon e Broadcastin g Servic e (SLBS ) 
management t o mak e a n extraordinar y decisio n durin g th e electio n campaig n whic h wa s a 
source o f concer n t o us . I n a  clea r attemp t t o capitalis e o n th e event , the y arbitraril y increase d 
the normal advertisin g rate s on radio more than ten-fol d fo r party politica l advertising . The rat e 
for a  60-secon d prime-tim e spo t wa s inflate d fro m L e 1,20 0 t o L e 16,000 . Th e SLB S als o 
presented th e Nationa l Commissio n fo r Democrac y wit h a  bill fo r L e 1,600,000 for broadcastin g 
four vote r educatio n programme s o n radi o an d television , forcin g th e Commissio n t o see k a 
grant fro m th e British Government . 

We questione d th e SLB S managemen t closel y o n whethe r thes e inflate d rate s wer e no t 
prejudicing th e les s affluen t politica l parties , an d whethe r a s a  publi c servic e broadcaster , th e 
SLBS should no t mak e i t easie r fo r politica l partie s an d vote r educator s t o communicat e thei r 
messages t o th e electorate . Th e respons e was , "w e hav e t o make mone y t o ru n ou r station" . I n 
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the event ther e wa s littl e electio n advertisin g o n radio . Th e SLBS had price d themselve s ou t o f 
the market . 

The SLBS' s electio n coverag e wa s mor e even-handed . Thirtee n reporter s wer e assigne d t o 
cover the campaign , wit h on e assigne d t o each part y o n a  rotation basi s t o avoid accusation s o f 
bias. Thi s tea m prepare d a  nightl y 40-minut e radi o programme . Ther e wa s als o a  debat e 
between th e 1 3 presidentia l candidates , broadcas t liv e o n radi o durin g th e afternoo n o f 2 3 
February and recorde d fo r a  television rebroadcas t tha t night . 

Conclusions 

The media' s direc t rol e i n th e 2 6 Februar y election s wa s minimal . Thi s weaknes s create d a n 
information vacuu m i n th e country . Thi s ha d a  deleteriou s effec t o n th e natur e o f politica l 
discourse in Sierra Leone . 

In th e absenc e o f reliabl e informatio n th e countr y wa s rampan t wit h rumour . Perception s 
based o n littl e o r n o har d evidenc e quickl y becam e accepte d a s fact . Th e widesprea d popula r 
assumption tha t th e militar y wa s i n leagu e wit h th e RU F rebels , an d tha t bot h wer e inten t o n 
derailing the elections, may be attributable a t least in part t o this phenomenon . 

If Sierr a Leone' s ne w democrac y i s t o succeed , i t mus t b e give n politica l content . Havin g 
emerged fro m thei r passivit y unde r one-part y rul e an d militar y dictatorship , th e peopl e o f 
Sierra Leon e nee d t o direc t thei r ne w assertivenes s int o a  constructiv e discours e abou t th e 
future o f thei r country . Fo r tha t the y nee d a  revitalised medi a throug h whic h a  vigorous publi c 
debate can take place . 

The reconstruction an d developmen t o f th e publi c broadcasting service , th e establishmen t o f 
a community radi o network, th e establishment o f one or two good dail y newspapers , an d abov e 
all the training o f journalists, should be regarded a s priorities. 
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