
Chapter 4 

The Role of the Media 
The Malaw i medi a i s slowl y emergin g fro m thre e decade s o f bein g rigidl y confine d t o 
promoting the views of the Government of Malawi and the ruling MCP. During that time, the 
government-owned an d controlle d Malaw i Broadcastin g Corporatio n (MBC) , through it s 
radio service, developed into a powerful propagand a vehicle for the one-party state on which 
alternative politica l opinio n rarel y foun d voice . There was n o television service , save, more 
recently, fo r globa l satellit e T V which onl y majo r hotel s an d th e ric h coul d afford . Tw o 
newspapers, The  Daily Times and The  Malawi News,  were publishe d durin g thes e year s an d 
they an d th e government-owne d Malaw i New s Agenc y (MANA ) offere d onl y pro -
government and pro-MCP news and views. 

The role o f suc h tightl y controlle d medi a i n a  one-party stat e canno t be overemphasise d 
and public distrust of the MBC ran deep. As control of the media was relaxed in the last two 
years, ther e wa s a  virtua l outbrea k o f journalisti c fervou r i n th e prin t media . U p t o 20 
newspapers wer e bein g publishe d a t on e poin t reflectin g al l shade s o f politica l opinion , 
vigorously and sometimes recklessly expressed. Radio remained firmly in MBC hands. 

The Electoral Commissio n explaine d t o us that , give n th e pas t bias , i t was clea r t o the m 
from ver y earl y o n tha t som e for m o f regulation s fo r th e conduc t o f th e media , especiall y 
radio, during th e election period wa s necessary t o enable al l participating partie s t o obtai n 
fair an d equal access to the media. It was also felt tha t the media was a means of promotin g 
awareness an d knowledg e o f th e elections among the public . Particular attentio n wa s t o be 
paid to the MBC. 

Regulations for the Conduct of the Media 

The Electoral Commission gave one of its members responsibility fo r media and informatio n 
matters. I t als o requeste d th e Commonwealt h Secretaria t fo r a  Media Advise r t o assis t it , 
among other matters, with the drafting o f guidelines for the media. The Commonwealth was 
happy t o provide th e service s o f suc h a  person i n the for m o f Tim Neal e o f Britai n whos e 
valuable contribution wa s warmly commende d b y the Electoral Commission . We noted th e 
observation mad e by th e Commonwealth Medi a Advise r i n his report tha t the Commissio n 
had succeede d i n securin g a  "larg e measure " o f editoria l independenc e fo r th e MB C "b y 
using th e power o f th e Commission t o dictat e th e entire pattern o f electio n broadcasting" . 
This power wa s give n th e Electio n Commissio n unde r th e Parliamentar y an d Presidentia l 
Elections Act 1993. 

The Electora l Commissio n issue d guideline s fo r medi a coverag e (se e Annex XIV)  whos e 
purpose wa s "t o ensur e tha t ful l an d fai r coverag e i s given , withou t censorship , t o th e 
campaigns of al l registered politica l parties during the period o f campaigning and up t o the 
close of the poll in the parliamentary an d presidentia l elections" . The Electoral Commissio n 
told us that control of all radio political broadcasts was in its hands. 

The guidelines required the MBC to provide fair and balanced reporting of campaigns and 
political events of all registered parties . The MBC was also to arrange with the parties special 
election programmes , includin g publi c debate s an d interview s wit h part y leaders . Th e 
guidelines spelt out in detail the format th e debates should take . All parties were to be given 
equal treatmen t an d th e sam e editoria l balanc e an d fai r dealin g wer e t o appl y a s in new s 
bulletins and news reports . The Commission made the Head o f News at MBC responsible to 
it for maintaining balanced and equal coverage. 

In addition, the Electoral Commission ruled tha t the political parties could not buy airtime 
from th e MB C for politica l advertisements . Instead , th e MB C was t o provid e a  specifie d 
number o f time-slot s fo r fre e part y politica l broadcast s (PPBs)  "o f a n equa l number , 
frequency, maximu m duratio n an d equitabl e tim e placement " fo r eac h party . Th e partie s 
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were t o record th e PPB s free  fro m MB C or an y othe r editoria l contro l an d subjec t onl y t o th e 
Electoral Commission's scrutin y for breach of the law or the Code of Conduct . 

The MB C wa s als o require d t o undertak e vote r educatio n programmes , monito r itsel f t o 
ensure balanc e an d maintai n ful l record s o f new s bulletins , PPB s a s wel l a s recordings o f al l 
other programmes relate d t o the elections . 

The prin t media , whic h b y it s new-foun d diversit y alread y offere d a  variet y o f politica l 
opinion, wa s require d unde r th e Electora l Commission' s guideline s t o undertak e t o infor m 
and educat e reader s abou t th e elections in a  way tha t di d no t "furthe r th e electora l prospect s 
of an y party" . Bot h broadcast an d prin t medi a wer e urge d t o us e th e result s o f opinio n poll s 
only i f ther e wa s reaso n t o believ e the y wer e statisticall y sound . Th e organisatio n whic h 
conducted o r commissione d th e pol l ha d als o t o b e identified . N o opinio n poll s wer e t o b e 
published i n the 48 hours between th e time  campaignin g ende d an d th e polls closed . 

The Role of Radio 

Under th e promptin g o f th e Electora l Commission , th e MB C transforme d it s new s an d 
current affair s programme s int o a  form fe w Malawian s coul d recognise . One medi a observe r 
told u s that afte r 3 0 years of functioning a s a tool of the governing party , i t came as a shock t o 
the MBC to find  itsel f presentin g riva l politica l ideas . Radio listener s mus t hav e been equall y 
surprised. I n additio n t o th e pre-electio n debate s an d PPBs , th e MB C organised , a t th e 
prompting o f th e Electora l Commission , phone-i n programme s o n whic h Commissioner s 
could explai n the electoral process to members o f the public . Parties were also invited t o sen d 
information t o a  Campaign  News  programme . A  Know  Your  Candidate  programm e feature d 
people fro m al l th e contestin g parties . Som e Independen t candidate s complaine d t o us , 
however, tha t the y ha d no t been provide d an y airtime . We note d tha t th e MBC's regulation s 
under th e ne w arrangement s di d no t provid e fo r airtim e bein g grante d t o Independen t 
candidates. 

The Commonwealt h Medi a Advise r reporte d tha t b y th e en d o f th e campaig n period , th e 
MBC would hav e broadcas t 2,50 0 PPB s o f on e t o fou r minute s duration , si x publi c politica l 
debates, eigh t in-dept h interview s wit h politica l leaders , tw o phone-in s an d man y vote r 
education programmes . This intensive schedule , he added , had create d a n atmosphere o f free 
speech unprecedente d i n recen t years . W e wer e please d t o not e th e Medi a Adviser ' s 
observation tha t the public debate s were recorded al l over th e country with invited audience s 
of party supporters an d member s o f local church an d communit y groups . "I t has been an eye -
opener t o people to see rival politicians sitting alongside each other o n the same platform," h e 
stated. "The debates are much discussed afte r eac h broadcast. " 

We note d th e reporte d disappointmen t o f th e peopl e o f Malaw i whe n the y learn t tha t th e 
eagerly awaite d debat e betwee n th e presidentia l candidate s o f th e partie s i n Blantyre ha d t o 
be called of f becaus e onl y tw o candidates , Mr Chihan a o f AFORD and M r Kalua o f th e MDP, 
turned up . Attempt s b y th e Electora l Commissio n t o reschedul e th e debat e fo r th e MB C t o 
record wer e unsuccessful . W e wer e mor e heartene d t o lear n tha t th e earlie r Presidentia l 
Nomination Ceremon y ha d attracte d a  larg e audienc e an d tha t th e Commonwealt h Medi a 
Adviser had commende d MB C for it s professionalism i n handling coverag e of that event . 

Despite th e watchfu l ey e o f th e Electora l Commission , ther e wer e occasion s o n whic h th e 
MBC wa s no t alway s even-hande d i n it s coverage . O n Kamuz u Day , th e annua l nationa l 
celebration o f th e President' s birthda y whic h fel l o n 1 4 May, muc h airtim e wa s give n t o th e 
celebrations i n Blantyre , whic h man y sa w t o b e a  MC P rally . Th e UD F complaine d tha t a 
much bigge r politica l rall y organise d b y the m th e sam e da y i n Blantyr e wa s give n n o 
coverage. Many fel t tha t the MBC's coverage of election issues and activitie s was patchy . 

We noted , however , tha t a  repor t fro m th e Internationa l Centr e Agains t Censorship , a n 
organisation monitorin g th e medi a i n Malawi , sai d issue s pertainin g t o th e election s wer e 
discussed i n man y MB C programme s a s well . Th e Centr e als o reporte d tha t civi c an d vote r 
education wa s carrie d ou t throug h specia l programmes . I n considerin g thes e programmes a s 
well as the special political broadcasts an d reports , we were awar e tha t the reach of radio wa s 
limited. 
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The MB C brok e ne w groun d b y providin g continuou s coverag e o f th e coun t an d 
announcing result s a s they wer e release d b y th e Electora l Commission . Whe n thes e result s 
were slo w i n coming , i t broadcas t result s a s picke d u p b y it s reporter s o n th e ground . 
Malawians were glued to their sets by this innovative approach, although many would hav e 
wished tha t the MBC had offere d it s listeners more frequent an d cleare r updates o f the tally 
of votes. 

The Print Media 

The proliferation o f newspaper s i n th e run-u p t o an d afte r th e June 199 3 referendum ha d 
allowed the public to sample an astonishing array of political opinion, much of it built around 
personal attacks of the most scurrilous type on one candidate or another. There was only one 
daily newspaper, while some published tw o or three times a week and others weekly. Many 
columns wer e fille d wit h accusation s an d description s tha t woul d promp t lawsuit s 
elsewhere. I n som e cases , there wa s a n attemp t a t mor e thoughtfu l analysis . One pape r 
carried the text of the media analysis of the International Centre Against Censorship. 

With the illiteracy rate estimated a t about 70 per cent , it was doubtful tha t the newspaper 
readership reached more than a handful o f the population, confined primarily to urban areas. 
The circulatio n o f The  Daily Times  an d The  Malawi News  ha d bee n estimated , perhap s 
generously, a t about 25,000 when they were the only newspapers publishing. We were told , 
however, tha t newspape r readershi p ha d no t grow n bu t ha d simpl y bee n redistribute d 
among th e new papers . The  Daily Times and The  Malawi News  lost circulatio n an d th e ne w 
newspapers rarely sold more than a few thousand copies each. 

The Electoral Commissio n receive d a  number o f complaint s abou t newspape r coverage , 
most relatin g t o persona l attack s an d accusation s whic h wer e claime d a s false , an d on e 
accusing a newspaper of trying to whip up anti-Muslim sentiment . 

We were lef t i n no doub t tha t th e major politica l parties had acces s to one newspaper o r 
another t o ge t thei r messag e across . Althoug h w e full y understoo d th e journalisti c 
enthusiasm tha t followe d th e relaxatio n o f medi a controls , we regrette d onl y tha t a  mor e 
serious examination of the personalities and the issues was not possible. 

Commentary 

We believe tha t th e Electora l Commission' s guideline s fo r medi a coverag e wer e effectivel y 
implemented. Ther e wa s a  clea r improvemen t i n th e balanc e o f coverag e o f campaig n 
activities by th e radi o an d al l politica l partie s participatin g i n th e election s wer e abl e t o 
express their views on the air. 

The proliferation o f newspaper s an d th e rang e o f politica l opinio n the y offere d wer e a 
further demonstratio n of the beginnings of press freedom in Malawi. 

We firmly believ e tha t th e actio n take n b y th e Electora l Commissio n t o ensur e fai r an d 
equal acces s fo r al l politica l partie s t o th e media , particularl y th e broadcas t media , 
contributed greatl y toward s th e succes s of th e elections an d enhance d publi c confidenc e i n 
the entire electoral process. 
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