
Journalism in Africa has come far in recent decades. The decline of one-party 
dictatorships, which traditionally kept a grip on the press, has brought about 

rapid changes.1 The number of media outlets has expanded and in many countries, 
such as South Africa and Nigeria, the press is now known for being lively and 
outspoken. The old days in which the government controlled the one broadcaster, 
strictly licensed just a few newspapers and kept a tight grip on newsprint allocation 
are gone in most countries.2 From having a few dozen media outlets at the end of 
the colonial period, Africa now has hundreds. Across the continent, small news-
papers and radio stations have sprung up, many with just a few thousand listeners 
and tiny staffs. The rapid expansion of new technology also bodes well for journal-
istic freedom. Online publications also allow wider participation and the growth of 
citizen journalism, which can boost governance and promote transparency. 

A well-functioning media in Africa is a critical development need. African gov-
ernments face serious policy challenges, and many government institutions do not 
function effectively. High-quality journalism, which is necessary to highlight the 
problems that need solving, digs deep and explains the topics of the day in clear 
language. Despite these needs, and despite the recent changes described above, 
there are grave deficiencies in the quality of African journalism.3 

Critiques of the portrayal of Africa by the Western mainstream media include 
its focus on crisis, disaster, war, famine and its oversimplification of social organi-
zation and ethnicity.4 Conversely, the local African press remains a disappointment 
for many people on the continent. Not only would Africans like to see well-written 
and detailed coverage by Africans of the news that affects their lives, but they want 
the media to cover the important topics that will affect their country’s economic 
and political development. With some notable exceptions, the quality of daily 
journalism is not as good as it should be, and there is a shortage of detailed inves-
tigative reporting on key topics. As a result, many of the African urban elites rely 
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on foreign media such as the BBC or CNN for their daily news diet. 
There are a number of exceptions to this gloomy picture and the good news is 

that change can and does happen quickly in many developing countries. Shifts in 
political regimes, media ownership, investment in education, economic growth and 
the introduction of new technology have all contributed to rapid improvement in 
countries such as Bangladesh, Pakistan and South Africa. Today, in many African 
countries, there are a handful of quality dailies and broadcasters adhering to high 
standards, employing the best reporters and editors they can find and paying 
above-average salaries. 

It is also important to recognize that many of the problems endemic to African 
media are shared by journalists all over the world in both developing and devel-
oped countries. Many of the criticisms made about newspapers and television 
reporting in Africa can be made about media in other parts of the world. One 
must also remember that what African journalists are being asked to do (i.e. cover 
in great detail all kinds of technical topics related to economic development) is 
not a kind of journalism seen frequently in the Western press either. An in-depth 
investigative story on mining or oil companies appears only rarely in places like 
the New York Times or Financial Times. When these types of articles do appear, it is 
often because the journalist was helped by government investigators or tipped off 
by short stories that appeared in the local press. 

This article argues that one of the reasons for the poor performance of African 
journalism is the difficult conditions under which African journalists work. This 
has naturally affected their reporting. Underpaid, poorly trained and working 
under both political and commercial pressures, many African journalists suffer 
from the devaluing of their profession, which has left them vulnerable and isolated. 
Typifying these conditions, in countries such as Ghana and Nigeria, some journal-
ists are not given a salary but simply left to rely on payments from sources. “The 
main problem facing the African media is the lack of [financial] resources,” one 
Ghanaian editor told me recently.5 

Improving the quality of media in Africa requires an understanding of both the 
importance of a well-functioning media and the reasons for its failure. Therefore, 
this paper begins with an examination of the link between the role of the media 
and economic development, followed by an articulation of the key challenges 
facing journalists in Africa today. These challenges are illustrated through a case 
study of African coverage of the extractive sector. 

JOURNALISM AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The hardships described in this article affect African journalists covering most 
beats. However I would argue that the implications are particularly serious for 
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journalists covering subjects related to economics and development. A journalist 
who does not have a background in literary criticism may write an uninformed 
book review, but the consequences will be limited. A journalist that covers eco-
nomics, without being educated in the subject, can cause harm by misinforming 
his readers. 

There is a nascent but excellent literature documenting the role of the media 
in promoting economic development. Works by Alexander Dyck, Tim Besley, 
Roumeen Islam and others have shown that an active media can help expose 
corruption and promote fair elections.6 Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen has demon-
strated the role of the media in preventing famine.7 The media can not only expose 
wrongdoing but can also help decide development policy by putting topics on the 
agenda for public discussion and covering topics in a way that educates the public 
and policymakers and helps societies decide how they want to approach certain 
developmental questions.8

In short, having a well-informed and well-developed media aids a country’s 
political and economic development. It has become commonplace to argue that 
good governance is important for development. The standard argument is that 
democracy prevents the abuses that are common in its absence and is a necessary, 
but of course not sufficient, part of an effective system of checks and balances. It 
is not sufficient partly because democracies can give rise to populist leaders who 
may make promises that cannot be fulfilled, encouraging their countries to follow 
unsustainable policies. Countries need to decide how they want to tackle matters 
such as trade regimes, privatization, banking regulation, setting up of stock 
markets, land reform and exchange rate regimes. A lively and well-informed debate 
on these topics, in the media as well as in other fora, is necessary if democratic 
processes are to lead to decisions that are consistent with long-term robust and 
equitable development. An uninformed citizenry can be misled into supporting 
policies that are not in the interests of a majority of the citizens.

The link between an effective media and economic development is illustrated 
by the coverage of the extractive sector. In much of Africa, the wealth from the 
extractive sectors (oil, gas and mining) poses challenges for African governments. 
Nigeria is often pointed to as an example of poorly managed natural resources. 
Despite having had oil income since the 1960s, $380 billion in revenues is esti-
mated to have been stolen by corrupt politicians.9 In 2002, per capita income had 
fallen to about one-fourth of what it was in the mid-1970s.10 Nigeria’s GDP per 
capita was only $1,161 in 2007, and 54 percent of the population lives on less than 
one dollar a day.11 There are a number of nongovernmental organizations working 
in Nigeria to improve governance, including the New York-based Revenue Watch 
Institute and the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative. Many of these 
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groups are committed to finding ways to ensure that the country’s resources are 
used to promote the country’s development. As their names indicate, these groups 
believe that a more informed citizenry is essential. The focus is on watching where 
the revenue goes and on advocating greater transparency in the processes by which 
oil is extracted and the revenues used. It has almost become an article of faith that 
improved press coverage will help solve some of the problems commonly found in 
countries that depend on revenues from the extractive sectors. So far, these orga-
nizations have centered their attention on training, reflecting a belief that more 
effectively trained journalists would better cover these sometimes highly technical 
topics, which would be of help to society at large. Indeed, the call for better-trained 
African journalists has been around since the 1960s.12

PROBLEMS FACED BY JOURNALISTS IN AFRICA

My analysis suggests that there are three fundamental reasons for the prob-
lems facing media in Africa: (a) a lack of quality training for journalists; (b) the 
basic business model of African journalism; and, more broadly, (c) the political, 
social and economic context in which the media operates, including the lack of 
an educated readership and low incomes in many areas, which reinforces a flawed 
business model. 

Much of the attention of outsiders trying to improve the quality of media in 
Africa has focused on the first and third problems mentioned above but given short 
shrift to the second. For instance, outside reformers have worked hard to improve 
the quality of training, but have been frustrated because these expenditures have 
had so little effect. So too, they have focused on certain aspects of the political 
context—arguing for greater freedom of the press.13 Eventually, they realized that 
more was required—there had to be access to information, and there developed an 
emphasis on transparency in government and on the passage of freedom of infor-
mation acts; yet these too have not been as effective as hoped.

Lack of Education and Training 

The first obstacle to creating a high quality media is the lack of education. 
Reporters are often inadequately trained and lack the requisite tools to report 
on oil, for example, or to understand the technical aspects of the industry. They 
are neither equipped to follow the money (to trace what happens to the revenue 
streams generated by the sale of natural resources) in the industry, nor to under-
stand how joint ventures work. Readers might want to know why it was, as oil 
prices soared after 2003, that oil revenues did not increase in tandem. To explain 
this, journalists would have to understand the design of oil contracts. Readers 
might also want to know why governments signed contracts of this form. To 
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answer this question, a journalist would have to have some understanding of the 
functioning of oil markets and contract law. 

The low pay of journalists (discussed more extensively below) helps explain 
why so few are adequately educated. Those who have formal education in finance, 
economics, trade, government and other topics related to reporting on oil are likely 
to choose working in those industries over being a journalist—there is considerably 
better money in them. 

In many African countries, the education system has suffered as incomes have 
stagnated over the past quarter century. This is truer in those countries that have 
seen larger reductions in their incomes, such as Nigeria, whose per capita income 
has fallen significantly since the 1970s. Nigerian journalists interviewed for this 
article suggest that an important reason for the decline in the quality of journalism 
in their countries was the overall slide in the university system. Journalists who 
want to develop expertise on these topics generally look abroad for such education, 
yet few can afford this option. Additionally, few African media outlets are willing 
or able to fund the education abroad of their reporters. The declining economic 
conditions (and, often, the adverse political conditions) mean that many who 
manage to go abroad to be educated do not return. While there are deficiencies 
in overall education, journalism training is particularly inadequate. Often what is 
taught in journalism courses about standard practice is irrelevant when journalists 
start work. For example, anthropologist Jennifer Hasty describes Ghanaian courses 
in news writing that emphasize the traditional news lede of five Ws and one H 
(who, what, when, where, why and how), yet she found that in practice, article 
ledes in Ghana’s state-run media were largely based on official speeches at govern-
ment press conferences.14

One of the ways in which this lack of education manifests itself is that business 
reporters will often write stories neither they nor the average Nigerian is equipped 
to understand. This is characterized by stories that begin with a few paragraphs of 
straightforward, relatively simple writing, followed by a string of paragraphs using 
technical language without clear explanation in layman terms. This technical lan-
guage tends to come directly from speeches, press releases from politicians and oil 
companies and oil-related conferences.15 

There are a few reasons for this practice. First, if the reporter is unable to 
understand the technical language or the mechanics of what this language refers 
to, he or she has little choice but to reprint it verbatim. This is a common problem 
in oil reporting. Second, the reporter or editor is often paid by the politician or 
oil company to print the story. While it is part of the ethical strictures of the 
press in the United States and Europe not to accept money from sources, it is an 
essential part of the business model of much of the media in Africa. Publishers can 
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pay journalists low salaries, knowing that the journalists have this other source 
of revenue. 

 Third, according to Darren Kew, “Under Nigerian journalistic standards, part 
of the journalist’s credibility depends upon how technical his or her content is.”16 
In her book The Press and Political Culture in Ghana, Jennifer Hasty argues that local 
oral traditions require flowery and unclear language. She cites many examples of 
journalists taking statements from government officials and turning them into 
lofty and general comments because government officials are expected to speak in 
“Big English” a pompous and indirect language.17 

Finally, it is easier for the journalist to simply excerpt information directly 
from a press release. The more complex the subject, the more effort required to 
write a story that will be intelligible to readers.

Brain Drain

While lack of training is a key problem, training programs have sometimes 
been less successful than hoped because of “brain drain.” The brain drain from 
journalism is high. Many journalists who receive education in financial and busi-
ness reporting from programs run by organizations such as Thomson Reuters 
Foundation or during the one-year course offered by the Knight-Bagehot Fellowship 
Program at Columbia University later leave the field of journalism. A retired staffer 
from the World Bank Institute (WBI) who ran economic training programs in 
Africa for decades, estimates that the majority of his alumni has left journalism, 
often helped by the credential (a certificate) they receive from the WBI once they 
have completed their training course.18 

Jobs in journalism are a “second choice” for most Ghanaian journalists; when 
they decide to move out of the profession, journalists often end up working for the 
very officials they used to cover. According to Hasty, “While relying on well-placed 
politicians and business people as regular sources of news, they may also consider 
the value of those connections for future career possibilities.”19

Lack of Specialization

A contributing factor in the lack of training necessary to cover more specialized 
topics, e.g. economics, is that—as in many newspapers around the world—there is 
not enough specialization among reporters. Even reporters on the oil desk do not 
necessarily have degrees related to oil, finance, economics or other associated 
topics, though they may have had some training on how to report the industry on 
a general level. For example, research conducted for Revenue Watch Institute esti-
mates that less than 10 percent of reporters in Nigeria have had advanced training 
of any kind in covering these topics.20 Reporters tend to go into the trade first to 
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make a living, not to become experts in oil, finance or economics. The normal 
practice is to take a reporter with a degree in journalism and post him or her to 
the oil beat to learn on the job. Moreover, because a journalist may be reassigned 
to another beat, there is little incentive to invest in becoming better trained to 
cover a technical beat like oil. Because reporters have little technical competence, 
experts such as geologists and engineers are afraid to speak to them because they 
fear being misquoted.21

A Flawed Business Model

Much has been written about the problems posed by the standard business 
model of the media, and particularly by its dependence on advertising. While low 
entry barriers make for a more competitive sector, which is generally viewed by 
economists favorably, the high level of competition gets reflected in low profit-
ability, which leads to low salaries and a lack of resources. But worse, it leads to 
business practices that undermine the quality of coverage. For reasons suggested 
earlier, competition does not always manifest itself in striving to improve quality 
and credibility, but rather sometimes results in a race to the bottom.

Market Incentives for Self-Censorship

Because the media is often at the mercy of the government and the oil industry, 
a lot of what is reported is reputed to be little more than public relations for these 
entities. I noted earlier that journalists and editors are often paid by those whom 
they cover. But in the case of an important sector—like oil in Nigeria—there are 
often severe economic consequences to printing something that goes against the 
political and economic interests of those who are largely responsible for the sus-
tainability of the media. Oil companies and businesses with ties to oil companies 
make up a vital and influential share of advertising revenues for media, leaving 
media little choice but to comply or risk bankruptcy. This gives the government 
and oil companies the ability to withhold information that could be damaging to 
them and to release information that promotes them and their interests. Citizens 
groups and NGOs, while well-intentioned, do not necessarily have the economic 
or political clout—nor the expertise or the public relations machine—to counter 
the onslaught of self-serving announcements put out by government, international 
financial institutions and oil companies.22

Low Salaries 

The basic business model of African media contributes to the prevalence of 
low, or even non-existent, salaries for journalists. The range for a reporter is from 
zero to several hundred dollars a month. Understandably, this means a career in 
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journalism is not necessarily the first choice for many people working in the field, 
and turnover is high. The low salaries also mean that many reporters take freebies, 
gifts and tips from their sources, and some accept—or even ask for—bribes in 
return for favorable coverage, strategic story placement or the suppression of stories 
that they would otherwise publish. As in other developing countries, people who 

are not journalists pretend to be so they can get the 
freebies and cash given at press conferences.23 

“It’s an all-comers profession. The barriers to 
entry are low,” said one senior Nigerian govern-
ment official responsible for an important economic 
ministry, “They are given a job and a desk and told 
to fend for themselves.” According to this official, 
journalists routinely mangle the financial stories 
they are given, make frequent mistakes and do not 
understand the basics of the industry, no matter 
how thoroughly his country’s public affairs office 
explains the story and provides detailed press 
releases. “It’s frustrating,” the official said. He com-
plained of extortion attempts by journalists, saying 
that they often approach him and his colleagues 
asking for payment in return for burying stories and 

gossip items, which they—the journalists—manufactured. Not seeing the irony, he 
also explained that his office routinely pays journalists to feature stories about his 
government’s agency prominently on the front page of the paper; “otherwise they 
pop it in a little corner somewhere.”24

Capture

The level and ubiquitousness of “capture” or co-optation of African media also 
present a problem for successful journalism. For instance, many journalists view 
the professional associations of energy reporters in Nigeria as essentially captured 
by or beholden to the industry. Those reporting on government are often captured 
by those whom they are supposed to be covering critically. We have already noted 
one of the reasons for this—only by providing favorable coverage can one main-
tain access to news sources. But the economic and political conditions in Africa, 
as well as prevalent social norms, make the problems that are common everywhere 
particularly serious.

Large inequalities and high unemployment create a culture of deference in 
which the low-paid journalists are far more deferential to those in authority, 
both in the public and private sector. In her book on the Ghanaian press, Hasty 

Illiteracy rates are 
high, and news is 
circulated orally 
rather than in 
print. Many people 
are too poor to buy 
newspapers; instead 
they rely on old 
copies that are 
shared with dozens 
of other people.
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describes the journalist from the state-owned press on assignment to a formal visit 
to a benefactor: arriving, kept waiting, given information, offered a cake and a soft 
drink and then sent on his way with a small amount of cash. “[T]he existence of a 
strong cultural frame is evident in the formality of invited visits, the recognition 
of a social and cultural code of conduct, and the humiliating consequences of any 
breach of that code…. To some extent, all Ghanaian journalism is influenced by 
this model; but the tendency to deference and assent is more pronounced in the 
domain and presence of state authority.”25 

Moreover, those in the government try to induce reporters into believing that 
writing stories supporting the government is a matter of good citizenship. Indeed, 
in Ghana, payments made to journalists by their sources, ostensibly for taxi money 
are referred to as “soli,” short for solidarity.26 Many scholars have noted that this 
view of the role of the press dates back to the immediate post-colonial period, when 
journalism was viewed as a way of boosting national unity and development.27

Political, Social and Economic Context

Lack of Resources

The low profitability of media is reflected in a general lack of resources. Many 
newsrooms lack the basic equipment needed to do the job. There are few computers 
or telephones, no ability to make long-distance phone calls for ordinary reporters 
and often few or no laptops. Reporters who want to go on reporting trips are forced 
to rely on their sources for transportation and accommodation.28 In Ghana, jour-
nalists taken on a visit by a mining company complained that, despite repeated 
requests, they were not taken to neighboring villages to interview local residents 
about the environmental impact of the mine.29 

Lack of an Educated Audience 

An additional problem is the lack of education for the general public. A whole 
host of media outlets cater to listeners, viewers and readers who have a low level 
of education. Illiteracy rates are high, and news is traditionally circulated orally 
rather than in print. Many people are too poor to buy newspapers; instead, they 
rely on old copies that are shared with dozens of other people.30

Making matters more difficult is the two-tier system of news in many coun-
tries. Elites rely on foreign sources of information and the Internet, though they 
do provide some readership for the handful of quality dailies available. The rest 
listen to radio, watch commercial television and read mass market papers. Local 
radio often practices a journalism “of intermediation” in which viewers call upon 
the local radio station to solve problems suchas a road that needs to be fixed.31 
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Ownership

In almost every sector in Africa, there is a shortage of entrepreneurship, and 
this is perhaps more true in the media than in other sectors. Given the shortage, 
it is natural that the few entrepreneurs look for sectors with high returns; media 
typically does not make the short list.32

Ownership patterns mean that the strongest and most powerful outlets are 
owned or subsidized by the government. Some of the most active press is owned 
or controlled by the opposition. Opposition press is often focused on critiques of 
the government. Neither of these kinds of outlets tries to publish objective and 
hard-hitting reports based on deep reporting and fact-checking.33 Additionally, 
government-owned press can get preferential access to information from the gov-
ernment, which may put increased pressure on other media to make sure that their 
stories are not overly critical. 

Political Pressures

In many countries journalists must be willing to compromise their content 
if they are to get this information from the government and oil companies. Yet 
even if they do manage to get information, if they write stories that are critical, it 
is very likely that their editors will change their stories to meet the needs of the 
powerful people cited in their pieces. Thus, journalists who write exposés may find 
they will not get their stories published. Such problems arise everywhere, but the 
problems are more severe in Africa. Because journalism is not a lucrative field and 
unemployment rates are high, journalists find themselves with strong incentives to 
compromise their work in the name of earning a paycheck. 

Threats Against Journalism

In spite of these subtle and not-so-subtle political and economic pressures, 
there are courageous journalists who do write critical stories. Therefore, when 
these normal economic pressures fail to suffice, some governments take stronger 
measures, including the threat of violence and arrest. Nigeria, for instance, has 
a history of arresting journalists for trying to promote transparency through 
reporting. This continued through President Olsegun Obasanjo’s tenure. In its 
2007 report on Nigeria, the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) found that: 

In many areas of Nigeria, local journalists operated amid violent con-
flict between ethnic, religious, and political factions. These challenges 
were especially stark in the southern Niger Delta, where militias, sepa-
ratist insurgents, and armed criminal gangs battled the government 
for control of lucrative oil exports. Kidnappings of oil workers and 
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shoot-outs between rival gangs were frequent; while journalists were 
not directly targeted, their ability to operate in the Delta was curtailed 
by general insecurity. 

For example, on June 5, two gunmen entered the bureau of the 
national newspaper Punch in the main Delta city of Port Harcourt 
and attempted to kidnap a staff member, who escaped by jumping out 
a window, according to the Lagos-based organization Media Rights 
Agenda. On July 25, gunmen stormed the Port Harcourt offices of the 
National Point newspaper, having apparently followed Michael Watts, 
a visiting professor from the University of California, Berkeley, from a 
nearby bank in the hopes of robbing or kidnapping him. The gunmen 
shot and wounded the professor and a security guard working for 
the paper. Watts’ research concerned oil-related violence in the Delta 
region, Reuters reported.

One Lagos-based journalist who reported on energy issues told CPJ 
that while many Nigerian media outlets maintained correspondents 
in the Delta region, reporters were constrained by the difficulty of 
accessing remote areas and by the often-conflicting accounts given by 
law enforcement agencies and militant groups. Federal authorities were 
particularly sensitive to international media coverage of the Delta. 
The government lashed out at CNN in February after it broadcast a 
report on kidnappings, accusing the U.S.-based news channel of lacking 
balance and paying “criminals” to participate in interviews. CNN stood 
by its reporting.34

The Committee to Protect Journalists also reported on threats to journalists 
in Ghana and Uganda, but the situation in these countries is more stable than in 
Nigeria. While these explicit threats have an enervating effect on independent 
journalism, the reality is that the “cash-induced” self-censorship discussed earlier 
probably plays a much larger role in silencing the media. The fears of losing access 
and angering one’s editor and publisher and the related pressures from advertisers 
work together to stifle independent journalism. 

Legal pressures are also brought to bear. In one notorious case, the online pub-
lication Sahara Reporters was sued in Texas for libel after publishing a report alleging 
that bribery was involved when the Nigerian government settled a case against 
the multinational Pfizer. Investigative journalist Ibiba Don Pedro has also been 
harassed for her work covering the effects of the oil industry on the Niger Delta.35 



Anya Schiffrin

138 | JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

PRESS COVERAGE OF THE EXTRACTIVE SECTOR: A CASE STUDY

The results of the problem faced by journalists can be seen in the press coverage 
of the extractive sector. A recent study of the major newspapers in Ghana, Nigeria 
and Uganda concluded that the press coverage of this sector in Uganda was the 
strongest, though still lacking. 36 Much of the coverage, as with all business publica-
tions around the world, stems from press releases or other news originated by the 
companies being covered—in this case the oil and mining companies. Events that 
would not be considered news in the Western press are routinely covered in Ghana 
as well as in other places.37 These include donations by major companies, openings 
of schools and hospitals and visits to local festivals by government officials.

The Nigerian newspaper the Guardian is considered one of the better papers in 
the country and one of the largest circulating papers, competing with the Punch for 
educated readers.38 An analysis of the Guardian’s coverage of the electricity and oil 
sectors in January and February 2008 exemplifies above-average coverage in the 
region. On many days there were two to four stories on the oil and electricity sector. 
Nearly all were short and superficial. They were largely written from press releases 
or driven by events, such as coverage of a speech at a conference or a signing cer-
emony for a new plant opening. These stories were mostly single-sourced, though 
occasionally two sources were cited, and had commentary only from the govern-
ment or industry. Most of the time, when the articles presented complex material, 
it was not properly explained and there was not enough background information 
provided. A piece that appeared on 20 February about changes to the “sharing and 
disbursement formula for excess crude savings accounts between the federal and 
state governments,” almost surely was comprehensible to only a few readers.39

The more business-oriented coverage was stronger. There were, for instance, 
daily oil comments on the front of the business section or the occasional front of 
the entire paper. These focused on market movements in New York and were not 
different from market comments in the press anywhere in the world. They may 
have been drawn from news agency reports.

There were some stories in the Guardian about the National Assembly ques-
tioning or critiquing some aspect of government policy. An example is the 1 
February piece, “Representatives Probe $10 Billion Spending on Power Projects,” 
which explained that the House of Representatives was worried about the elec-
tricity situation in the provinces. An editorial in the 29 January issue commented 
on Nigerian President Umaru Yar’Adua’s criticism of his predecessor’s poor man-
agement of $10 billion invested in the electricity sector. But there was seldom 
consistent follow up to these articles. 

There were also some full-page focus pieces that covered the subjects more in-
depth such as one on the inability of the government to stop oil companies from 
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flaring gas.40 On 29 February there was a story, “Lagos Season of Darkness,” which 
featured interviews with people in Eggon Town who complained of constant power 
shortages. The story concluded by citing vandalism as the problem. 

Several UN reports on climate change and the environment were covered during 
this time period—in one case in a two-page spread—with the help of news agency 
reports. Interestingly, these appeared in the “Houses and Property Section.” 

While these were sufficiently well-written such that the source was not obvi-
ously a press release, many other pieces had the flavor of press releases or possibly 
paid insertions. On 22 February the article, “Oil Firm Donates Station to Lagos 
Police Command,” began with the line, “History was made yesterday….as oil giant 
Esso Exploration and Production Nigeria Ltd. donated an ultra modern building 
to the Maruko Policy Division, Lekki Peninsula Station.”

According to Austin Onuoha, a community development activist and author 
working in rural Nigeria on land conflict issues, “Media report mainly what [I’d] 
like to refer to as the ‘bandwagon news’ of the oil industry. These are routine 
stories such as an oil spill, community uprising, kidnapping, etc.”41

The weakness of coverage of the extractive sector in Nigeria highlights the 
difficulties faced by journalists working in this country and exemplifies the chal-
lenges across Africa. It will take a great deal to change the situation for the media. 
Training efforts have made a difference but have not, and will not, address the 
larger social, economic, and political context. Education levels, salary increases and 
the political and legal climate need to change before the press can fully reach its 
potential. New forms of media and online publications show promise but have not 
yet had a massive impact across the continent.42

These are critical issues for those foundations and NGOs that see governance 
and accountability as an important part of democratization development.43 Most 
of these entities have now come to the realization that democratization movements 
will only be successful if there is a more educated citizenry. Many now grasp the 
need for improved journalism training. This work is important, but our analysis 
has suggested that by itself it will not suffice. There needs to be a more compre-
hensive attack on the difficulties facing journalism in Africa.  

NOTES

* Special thanks to Ben Colmery, Adriana Diaz, Lloyd Evans, Dr. Audrey Gadzekpo, Jonathan 
Hulland, Joseph E. Stiglitz and Revenue Watch Institute, for supporting some of the research that 
went into this paper. I would also like to thank a number of African journalists and my colleagues on 
the Open Society Institute and the Soros Foundation Media Program sub-board.
1 Freedom House, “Historical Trends in Media Freedom,” Freedom of the Press (1984-2007). For 
more information see the annual reports by Freedom House, which has been tracking press freedom 



Anya Schiffrin

140 | JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

in Africa since 1980: http://wwwfreedomhouse.org.
2 Louise Bourgault, Mass Media in Sub-Saharan Africa (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 2005).
3 Francis B. Nyamnjoh, Africa’s Media, Democracy and the Politics of Belonging (London: Zed Books, 
2005).
4 Lilian Ndangam, Review of New News Out of Africa: Uncovering Africa’s Renaissance, by Charlayne 
Hunter-Gault, Media Culture and Society, 432-434.
5 Interview by the author, September 2008.
6 Roumeen Islam, Right to Tell: The Role of Mass Media in Economic Development (Washington, DC: The 
World Bank, 2002), 45-61, 107-139.
7 Amartya Kumar Sen, Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1981).
8 Anya Schiffrin and Joseph E. Stiglitz, “The Importance of Critical Thinking,” in Covering Globalization, 
ed. Anya Schiffrin and Amer Bisat (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 3-15.
9 Chris Albin-Lackey, “Chop Fine: The Human Rights Impact of Local Government Corruption and 
Mismanagement in Rivers State, Nigeria,” (Human Rights Watch Report, 19, No. 2(A), Washington, 
DC: 2007).
10 “By 2002 Nigeria’s per capita income had plunged to about one-quarter of its mid-1970s high, below 
the level at independence. Along with the endemic malaise of Nigeria’s non-oil sectors, the economy 
continues to witness massive growth of ‘informal sector’ economic activities, estimated by some to be 
as high as 75% of the total economy.” Bureau of African Affairs, U.S. Department of State, “Nigeria: 
Background Notes,” (2008).
11 World Bank, “Nigeria: Country Brief,” (Washington, DC: 2008), http://go.worldbank.org/
FIIOT240K0.
12 Bourgault, 158.
13 Islam, 45-61, 107-139.
14 Jennifer Hasty, The Press and Political Culture in Ghana (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 
2005).
15 Ben Colmery and Anya Schiffrin, (unpublished paper, Revenue Watch Institute, Spring 2008).
16 Nigerian journalist, interview by Ben Colmery, Revenue Watch Institute, Spring 2008. 
17 Hasty, 59.
18 Retired World Bank Institute staff member, interview by author, New York, 2008.
19 Hasty, 18.
20 Colmery and Schiffrin.
21 Ibid.
22 Anya Schiffrin, “PR in Developing Countries,” in Where the Truth Lies: Trust and Morality in PR and 
Journalism, ed. Julia Hobsbawm (London: Atlantic Books, 2006), 184-193.
23 Indonesian journalist, interview by author, Accra, Ghana, August 2008.
24 Senior Nigerian official, interview by author, New York, December 2008.
25 Hasty, 73-74.
26 Ibid., 74.
27 Nyamnjoh; Bourgault. 
28 Ghanaian journalists, interview by author, Panos Institute Conference, Bamako, Mali, July 2008.
29 Ibid. 
30 UNESCO estimates literacy in sub-Saharan Africa at 60 percent of the adult population. UNESCO, 



Power and Pressure

SPRING/SUMMER 2009 | 141

“EFA Global Monitoring Report 2003/2004,” www.unesco.org/education/efa_report/zoom_regions_
pdf/ssafrica.pdf.
31 Joy-FM, interview by author, Accra, Ghana, July 2008. 
32 In emerging markets, where incomes are high, advertising revenues can be substantial, especially in 
television, where there are government-created and natural-entry barriers. 
33 Nyamnjoh.
34 Committee to Protect Journalists, “Attacks on the Press 2007: Nigeria,” 5 February 2008: http://cpj.
org/2008/02/attacks-on-the-press-2007-nigeria.php.
35 “Aondoakaa’s man, Paul Botwev Orhii Becomes NAFDAC Director General,” Sahara Reporters, 9 
January 2009.
36 Jonathan Hulland, “Reporting the Curse: The Role of the Press in the Extractive Industries of 
Nigeria, Ghana, and Uganda,” (unpublished paper, December 2008).
37 Hasty, 18.
38 ”Nigeria: The Punch newspaper seeks to knock out the competition,” Rap 21, no. 15 (2004), http://
www.rap21.org/article18257.html. 
39 The Guardian (Nigeria), 20 February 2008.
40 The Guardian (Nigeria), 16 January 2008.
41 Colmery and Schiffrin.
42 “Internet Usage Statistics for Africa,” Internet World Stats, June 2008, http://www.internetworld-
stats.com/stats1.htm (accessed 1 February 2009). 
43 “About RWI,” Revenue Watch Institute (2008), www.revenuewatch.org.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


