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Journalism is the oxygen of democracy 

1.0
INTRODUCTION

Discussions of democratization in Africa have often focused primarily on the formal state institutions: the public service, the judiciary, and the legislature. Scholars and activists have also shown concern on the role of civil society and how it can be enhanced. However, little concern had been shown in the past on the media although it plays a vital role in the democratic process.

  The media is an absolute necessity for any functioning democracy as it is a clear manifestation of freedom of expression and freedom of information. It is the oxygen in the life of a democratic nation. People can only play a meaningful part in the affairs of their society and country if they know what is happening around them and elsewhere and if they can freely express their views and opinions on those happenings and initiate action. Secrecy helps bad governments to survive. Secrecy also nourishes corruption, wastefulness and inefficiency.
During elections, the media can also play a part to ensure the full participation of the public in the electoral process by providing civic and voters education so that the public can exercise their democratic right effectively; by reporting on the whole electoral process such as where to register, who can register, who can vote and who can contest for office etc.; by providing space for the various political parties to explain their policies to the public and by providing information on the polling results.

To enable the media to achieve these objectives effectively there are certain pre –requisites that have to be on the ground. These include:

(1) freedom from censorship

(2) freedom from arbitrary attack or interference

(3) access to information and
(4) a pluralistic media environment

For an election to go well there must be free speech so all citizens and all political candidates can speak without fear. The media must be free to tell everyone what was said without pressure to twist the truth. That is the job of professional journalists – to fully inform citizens of the issues and so they can decide for themselves whom to vote. Also, for elections to be fair, all candidates must have equal rights and opportunities to campaign without interference and rules must be enforced fairly and everyone must respect the results of the vote. 

 They must report fairly on all candidates, parties and issues. The media should be the voice of the voters. Journalists must adhere to professional standards of accuracy, impartiality and responsibility. And they have to work amidst great excitement and under great pressure from powerful interests, and usually with very little time.

In this modern age, the media is one of the most powerful influences on how an election runs inside the country, and how it is perceived from outside.

2.0 ROLE OF THE MEDIA DURING ELECTIONS
Elections are a democratic electoral process which concerns all citizens. During election times, the media is called upon to go beyond its traditional role of informing, educating and entertaining. These extra roles include:-
(i) Providing a platform for political parties to expound their policies and manifestoes;

(ii) Monitoring the electoral process i.e. voters registration, appointment of candidates, demarcation of constituencies, placing of polling stations, appointment of  returning officers, availability of ballots etc;
(iii) Watchdog role: to investigate irregularities, expose foul play, corruption, election rigging etc.;
(iv) Provide voters education i.e. information on where to vote, when and how;
(v) Crystallise party platforms, promises and manifestoes
(vi) Provide a voice and feedback mechanism on election issues through open forums, vox pox, interviews etc.;

(vii) To provide space for other players in the society such as non-governmental organisations, trade unions, experts etc. to speak about issues of importance to the electorate;

(viii) To provide civic education to the public so that they can participate in the electoral process, make informed choices on how to use their votes, how to make their leaders accountable to their electoral promises and give the people the skills to audit how the resources of the country are used and by whom;
(ix) Analyse government performance on past electoral promises and manifestoes.
3.0 DEMOCRACY AND THE MEDIA

Four Essential Conditions

For an election to be democratic, and to represent the true wishes of the people, it must meet certain conditions. Some of the most important features are:
1. There must be a real choice for voters among the political parties and candidates. If there is only one significant party seeking election, there will be no debate or exchange of ideas and competing visions for the country. And when the party is elected it will have no reason to listen to the people because the people will have nowhere else to turn.
2. The competing political parties must have freedom to campaign in the election, which means freedom to hold meetings and to communicate with voters (whether by meetings, pamphlets, or advertising) about their policies.

If parties and candidates cannot speak, then new ideas and solutions will never be heard, even if they are better than the existing ones of the government in power. 
3. There must be rules in place that govern the election. These rules must be known and respected by all participants and available to everyone. There should be a respected individual or organization to administer the rules. The rules and administration of the election should be supervised by the courts to ensure complaints are handled fairly. The rules should include strong legal procedures to protect against corruption or violence that may occur when people register to vote, go to a political meeting or cast their votes on Election Day.  No one should be able to tell voters who to vote for. If the people do not have these protections, then the election result may be dishonest and people will feel cheated. People may express their dissatisfaction in protest or try to establish a different kind of government. But if the people can see that the election is honest, it will have transparency, and there will be more trust in the elected government. 

4. Most important of all, the people must know about their choices of who to vote for, how to vote and why it is important. The voters must have the opportunity to become well-informed and interested in the election through the provision of non-partisan information, or they can be deceived by special interests who win the election and do what they want with the resources of the country.

No Free Press = No Democracy
It is very difficult to achieve these four requirements of a democratic election without a free press that operates with professionalism.

The media is usually the most important way people find out about the election and the political choices. The media needs to be free to report fairly on the campaigns of all the political parties so people can determine if there are differences between them. The media needs to provide all the people with the same information on how to vote. And the media needs the freedom to ask questions and get answers about the transparency of the election, and to tell voters if there is something wrong so that it can be fixed.

The media needs to hold both the government and opposition parties to account for how they have acted in the previous term. The people need to know how well the government has run the country since the last election, and what alternatives the opposition parties presented during that time. Did the government build all the roads and schools it promised? Did rural communities get the clean drinking water they needed? Did the government listen to good ideas from the opposition parties, from women, and minorities?  And when we say government, we also mean the elected politicians and all hired or appointed officials: the police, the army, the people who run the cities, municipalities and regions, schools and hospitals. 
Journalists need to ask these questions, and to report how the political parties answer them. For all of these reasons, it can be said that democracy and a free media have a special relationship. They need each other. A free media will help keep the election honest and democratic. And a democratically elected government will protect the media’s freedoms.
4.0 GOOD JOURNALISM IN ELECTION REPORTING
For citizens to make well-informed decisions in an election, the media must be more than free. It must be reliable. It must be trusted. It must have opportunity to provide independent and diverse views. Around the world, journalists have developed principles and standards to show how they will provide news people can trust. 
In Tanzania, there are Codes of Ethics for Media Professionals which are subscribed to by media outlets under the self regulatory Media Council of Tanzania (MCT). During Elections, a specific code of ethics on elections reporting is developed by the media to guide ethical and professional standards during elections.
4.1 What good journalism should include

Accuracy

Getting the correct information is the most important part of good journalism. Everything that is reported must be described accurately – the spelling of the candidates’ names, the words they use and the precise numbers and descriptions of people, places and things. Candidates and voters can be emotional during elections. Their words must be reported carefully to accurately reveal their meaning, and to explain the context without exaggerating partial meanings. In the news business, reporters will rush to get it first. But their greater priority is to first get it right. 

Responsibility

Journalists have obligations to the people they report about, and to the society to whom they report the news. Journalists have a responsibility to protect their sources when their sources cannot be named. Many people will not tell journalists important news

about political corruption if they fear their names will be revealed.

Responsible journalists also use only honest methods to obtain the news, which means their work should be guided by internationally accepted professional standards.

Impartiality (Fair Balance)
Almost every code of good journalism puts importance on impartiality, or on not taking sides. To achieve impartiality, a good journalist will seek to produce a report that is balanced. To be balanced is to include both sides. When one political candidate makes an accusation or a promise in an election campaign speech, a professional reporter will seek reaction from other candidates and include it in the report to create a balanced story. Looking for more than one opinion helps overcome the appearance of bias or favouring only one side. But the balanced report must also be fair. It may give more emphasis or more attention to one candidate over another in a news story because of the significance of the candidate’s words or actions at that event, or at that time. 
At some other time, in some other story, the balance may change to fairly represent the significance of some other side. It requires more work to achieve a fair balance in every story, but it is essential in professional journalism. There are always at least two sides to every story. Even if they work for one media that supports one party, professional journalists try to be unbiased and include balance in their reporting. Even if they work for the state or government media, their stories should include news about the opposition parties. This is balance. As much as possible, the balance should be fair. Private media owners and state media should keep political comments and opinions separate from the news. 
There is another meaning to impartiality. Impartiality also means that the professional reporter is not a leader in any political group or movement. If a journalist is known as a leading activist, his or her reports will be considered biased and not credible even if they do have fair balance. A journalist’s impartiality means that a reporter must not take an active role in any election as a campaigner, offer financial or other support to a party or take gifts from a party. This is quite a challenge in our situation whereby a number of journalists have expressed their intent to contest for political office.
4.2 The Media as an Election Watchdog
The political parties may try to do everything to win the election. It will be difficult for the election commission to catch every trick and abuse that may occur. But the election must be fair and honest if it is to have legitimacy with the people and the world. That is why a reliable media is needed as a watchdog against corruption and illegal activity in the election. 
It is the role of the media to report problems and possible violations of the rules, as well as to inform voters about the issues and the political parties and candidates’ policies. The media does not work for the commission or the political parties, but the media can shine its own spotlight on the election process and expose corruption or other illegal activities. Reporters need to be well aware of the election rules, how the election commission operates and how the voting will be conducted.
Also, there should be a policy and practice of equitable or fair news reporting about the political parties. This means all parties receive some amount of news reports about them, but the amount of reporting about each party should reflect the significance of the party in previous elections, as well as their significance in the current campaign. 
4.3 What does the Media watch for?
There are many ways that elections can go wrong, or can be corrupted. But these are some of the most important things the media will be watching for to be aware of and to report on as the watchdog of the campaign and election process for voters:

Voters’ rights

· Are all eligible citizens on the voters list or registered to vote? 

· Are all voters free to hear and discuss the parties and issues without fear?
· Do parties threaten voters or election officials or tell voters for whom to vote?
· Do parties or officials try to bribe voters with money, large gifts, or promises of jobs? 
· Do voters understand their role and the importance of voting, and do they know their choices?
·  Do women and minorities feel safe in voting?

Candidates’ and party rights

· Are all qualified parties and candidates allowed  to run in the election?

· Are candidates representing minorities, regions and different political opinions all allowed to seek election?

· Are all parties able to hold public meetings without fear?
· Are the election rules and limits applied equally to all parties?

· Are the police protecting all parties as they campaign, distribute information and hold public meetings?

· Are any powerful interests spending large amounts of money to support one particular party?

· Are the parties willing to disclose where they get their money?

· Are government officials neutral and not using government money or resources such as vehicles to favour one party?

· Is the political party that is in government making many announcements of new projects just when the election campaign begins? This is unfair to the opposition parties who cannot use government money this way.

The election process

· Are the voters’ lists complete?

· Are voters left off the lists able to get on the list by showing proper identification?

· Are the ballots easily understood by voters?

· Do voters easily understand the voting instructions?

· Are there enough ballots, ballot boxes, and officials t observe the voting and count the ballots?

· Are there security arrangements to protect people

going to vote?

· Are there security arrangements to protect the ballot boxes so nobody can stuff them with false ballots?

· Is the election commission seen as impartial, independent and honest?

· Are there international and independent observers who are monitoring the election?

· Does the election commission respond quickly to complaints from the media, the voters and the political parties about all alleged violations of the election laws?

· Does the election commission investigate and stop violations of the election law? 
· Are violators penalized in any way?

· Are the media, non-governmental organizations and international observers able to monitor and report to the public about the election process without interference or fear?

· Is the state media providing reliable coverage of all the candidates and parties? 
· Is the coverage accurate, impartial, responsible, and fair?

· Do the private media – newspapers, radio and television – provide reliable and fair reporting?

· Do the private media treat all parties’ advertising equally?

5.0 GIVING A VOICE TO VOTERS
An election campaign places heavy demands upon journalists. The political parties try to create news and attract votes by giving speeches, conducting news conferences, making promises and attacking each other’s policies and advertising.
But an election is not for the politicians. It is for the people8. It is the voters who make the most important decisions about whom to elect.

During an election there should be more journalism that gives a voice to what the ordinary people want and what they are saying. The political candidates should ideally respond to the voters’ voice. And then the voters can decide. All this is done through the media. The people’s voices need to be heard for the election to be free and fair.

Journalists should report on the people’s agenda and not just on the policies and promises made by the candidates. To find this agenda, journalists need to think like the people, not like the politicians. The people have issues which they think are important to them and would like to know what the political parties will do about them. They want the media to ask the parties what they will do, and bring the answers back to the people. 

It requires more work because more people must be interviewed, instead of just repeating the words of the candidates. But it is journalism people will trust, because they know it reflects their concerns. If people trust their media, they will also speak up for the media and defend it if the government or other interests try to silence good journalism.  
6.0 REFLECTIONS ON THE CONDUCT OF THE MEDIA DURING  THE 2000/2005 ELECTIONS

The reports of the 2000 and 2005 Media Monitoring Project show major areas which the media had failed to live to its tasks during election time. The reports point out that the media had failed to provide relevant information to the electorate for them to make informed choices and also were unable to provide the requisite space for people to express their opinions and views as stipulated in the code of conduct for elections reporting. Voices of the people, the reports say were almost never heard. The reports further points out voters and civic education was inadequate. 

The report furthermore points out that the media failed to set the agenda and remained mere amplifiers of what was said by the politicians. There was little analysis or crystallisation of issues and platforms in which the parties were fighting the elections on.

According to the reports, truthfulness and objectivity was often assailed and they were cases of news blackout and suppression of stories that were negative to the ruling party or its leaders especially in the state owned and partisan media. The media was also found wanting in reporting gender issues. Most media houses gave little or no attention to women candidates or to issues affecting women with the exception of very few media outlets who ran profiles and interviews of women candidates.

Overblown, sensationalized and misrepresented headlines to lure readers were also noted in the reports and so was public relations journalism. Also noted in the report were instances of Xenophobia, and racism in the media.

In cash trapped media outlets (and some well to do media houses where publishers are pinching pennies), it was common practice to see journalists attached to candidates who would take responsibility to cover all their expenses including transport, meals and accommodation during campaigns. This was commonplace during the 2000 and 2005 Presidential and General Elections. Under the circumstances, conflict of interest was a major ethical problem that undermined the principles of objectivity, fairness and professional independence. It is heartening however, to note that this year many media outlets have put into place elections reporting teams and have budgeted for them. 

Another major challenge was cheque book journalism. Elections in Tanzania have become a time of big money spending. Candidates vying for various positions spend a lot of money to woo supporters and also to get publicity and some journalists were caught in this web of corruption.
7.0 CONCLUSION 
Some of the problems noted in the 2000/5 Media Elections Monitoring Report still exist today and a lot of work needs to be done for the media to play its rightful role in democratic elections. Interventions such as training on elections reporting and putting into place an elections code of conduct may assist the media to be more professional and ethical in its conduct. The trainings which has a strong component of ethics shall go a long way in assisting journalists in reporting the electoral process objectively, truthfully and independently. 

Media houses should also institute ethical audits within newsrooms as part of the daily post-mortems to ensure compliance to the Code of Ethics for Elections Reporting for the 2010 elections. 

Moreover, there is still a fundamental problem of access to information and freedom of information in Tanzania due to a restrictive legislative framework which encourages secrecy. The Media Council of Tanzania is currently heading a coalition of 11 organisations including the Tanganyika Law Society (TLS) which have been for the past four years agitating for the enactment of a Right to Information and Media Services legislation which will make it easier for citizens to access information and also safeguard a free and pluralistic media.

However, notwithstanding theses challenges and problems, the media in Tanzania needs to be commended for its efforts thus far in ensuring that the information flow continues.
Bibliography

CAMMACK, DIANA. Election Reporting: A Practical Guide to Media Monitoring. London: Article 19, 1988.
CARVER, RICHARD. Media and Elections Index, Administration and Cost of Elections (ACE) Project, http://www.aceproject.org, 2001.
CHIRAMBO, KONDWANI AND MCCULLUM, HUGH.  Reporting Elections in Southern Africa: A Media Handbook. Windhoek, Namibia: SARDC-Sustainable Democracy Programme, University of Namibia Department of Information and Communication Studies, 2000.
HOWARD, ROSS. Report on the Proceedings: Media and Elections Roundtable. Vancouver: IMPACS Institute for Media, Policy and Civil Society, Vancouver, 2001.
HOWARD, ROSS. An Elections Reporting Handbook. IMPACS, Media and Elections Response Centre  Vancouver, Canada.
INSTITUTE FOR WAR AND PEACE REPORTING, Media Development and Training Materials, www.iwpr.net
LANGE, YASHA AND PALMER, ANDREW (EDS). Media and Elections: a Handbook, European Institute for the Media, Dusseldorf, 1995.
MARTHOZ, JEAN-PAUL (ed). Election Reporting, A Media for Democracy  Handbook. London: International Federation of Journalists, 2000.
PORTER, IAN. Elections Training Curriculum: IMPACS Media and Elections Program Cambodia 2003. Phnom Penh: Institute for Media, Policy, and Civil Society, 2003.
MEDIA COUNCIL OF TANZANIA. Elections Media Monitoring Project Report Tanzania, 2000.
SCHNELLINGER, LISA. Free & Fair: A Journalist’s Guide to Improved Election Reporting in Emerging Democracies. Washington, DC: International Centre for Journalists, Washington, 2001.
MEDIA INSTITUTE OF SOUTHERN AFRICA- TANZANIA CHAPTER. Elections Media Monitoring Project Report Tanzania, 2005.
PAGE  
15

