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I am pleased to present this report on the Development Policy Forum (DPF) 
debate “Development: Does the media help or hinder?” held in Strasbourg, 
France, on 16 November 2008 as a part of the European Development Days 
organised by the European Commission.  This year the three-day event attracted 
nearly 5000 development specialists from around the world. 
 
A panel of high-profile journalists from Europe, Africa and Asia and 
commentators were brought together by the DPF to discuss the complex 
relationship between the media and aid worlds.  A constant theme was that 
uncertainties and their impact on development aid mean that a closer 
engagement of media and aid workers will be needed more than ever. 
 
I hope that this report sheds light on the sort of misunderstandings that are not 

infrequent between development specialists and journalists, and that it provides 

insight into the mindsets of those who report from the developing world and 

those whose task is to bring aid to people in need.  This report also seems to 

present cases of good practice while also offering advice on how relationships 

between journalists and aid workers can be improved. 

INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 

 

  

Giles Merritt 
Secretary General of 
Friends of Europe 
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SUMMARY 
 

Introduction 
The Development Policy Forum (DPF) debate was held on 16 November 2008, in 
Strasbourg, France, in conjunction with the European Commission’s third annual 
European Development Days1. Journalists, media representatives and 
development aid officials, together with numerous participants debated whether 
the media helps or hinders development efforts in developing countries. 
  
The event was preceded by the release of a DPF background report “How 
Reporters See the Aid World”, in which author and one of  the panellists Jonathan 
Clayton argues that aid agencies frequently misunderstand both the role of 
journalists and the constraints they face when covering development aid stories. 
 

Snapshot of the debate 
Panellists and participants generally agreed that the answer to the question 
posed by the DPF depends upon the contexts in which it raised. Media can help 
development by raising awareness of development aid needs, but coverage of 
development issues is constrained by media budgets, perceived audience 
boredom and difficulties of access, particularly in many needy, strife-torn and 
autocratic areas of Africa. 
 
At the same time, media can hinder development when it indulges in stereotypes 
and fails to perceive or report that, e.g., Africa is not one country, but a vast, 
multi-nation, multifaceted continent in which there are many development 
successes in addition to notable tragic failures. 

 
The DPF also explored the different roles of Northern and Southern media in 
covering development aid issues and what the North might do to enhance the 
capacity of African journalists and media to cover development and governance 
issues professionally, but from the African perspective. 

1 More information on the European Development Days is available at www.eudevdays.eu. 
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Misunderstanding the role of the media in development issues 
Moderator Giles Merritt, Secretary General of Friends of Europe, explained that 
the main purpose of the Development Policy Forum (DPF) is to provide a regular 
platform for debates, usually in Brussels, focusing on development issues, and in 
particular, to bridge the gap between development policy and the wider world of 
European policy making. 
 
The purpose of the special session in Strasbourg, Merritt continued, was to deal 
with the relationship between media and development from “a more edgy 
perspective.” He cautioned those in the development aid sector: “Don’t make the 
mistake of believing that journalists are part of the development community. 
They are not.  Journalists deal with news. They are in a totally different industry.” 
Editors deal with stories as part of a fast moving news market. “The development 
community must understand this market if it wants to deal effectively with the 
media.” 
 
Jonathan Clayton, Africa Correspondent of The Times, has spent more than 20 
years in Africa as a journalist. In April 2008, in the midst of the still controversial 
elections in Zimbabwe, Clayton was briefly imprisoned, tortured and interrogated 
by Zimbabwean security forces. He summarised the findings of the DPF 
background report, which he had authored.2 
 
He prefaced his remarks by noting: “There is a disconnect between aid and 
development policies on the ground and how they are viewed in European 
capitals from where the policies emanate.” 

2 The DPF background report, How Reporters See the Aid World (November 2008) is available online at 
http://www.friendsofeurope.org/Portals/6/Documents/Reports/FOE_DPF_Media_Background_Report.pdf 

DEVELOPMENT: 
DOES THE MEDIA HELP OR HINDER ? 



AGENCE FRANÇAISE DE DÉVELOPPEMENT (AFD) 
———————————————————————————— 
 
Agence Française de Développement (AFD) is a public institution serving a mission of 
general interest: financing development. A specialised financial institution, the Agency 
provides financing on five continents – giving priority to Africa, which accounts for two-
thirds of AFD’s grants – for economic and social projects carried out by local authorities, 
public institutions, or the private and associative sector. 

 
The projects are aimed at urban development and infrastructure, rural development, 
industry, financial systems, environmental conservation, as well as education and healthcare. 

 
The Agency’s activities fall within the overall framework of the Millennium Development 
Goals, at the crossroads of objectives for economic growth, poverty reduction and 
environmental conservation.  

 
To offer a suitable response to each individual situation, AFD proposes a wide range of 
financial instruments: grants, guarantees, shareholding arrangements, and all forms of loans, 
both subsidised and on market terms. AFD is the pivotal operator in the French system of 
official development assistance. 

 
Sustainable development is the foundation of AFD’s strategy, which aims to forge financial 
and intellectual partnerships with donor countries and to help, alongside its supervisory 
authorities, to create public policies and increase French influence in the development 
sphere. 

 
AFD’s commitments in 2007 amounted to 3.3 billion euros. These commitments cover 
education for 5.8 million children, the supply of drinking water for 4.3 million people, care 
for 2.2 million people, and improved housing conditions for 715,000 people.  

 

For more information: 

www.afd.fr  
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He also commented on the likely impact of the current world-wide economic 
crisis on development aid. “At this time of crisis, there will be renewed focus on 
how aid money is spent and whether it should be spent at all,” he cautioned. 
 
Clayton highlighted a few key points from the report: 
 
 There needs to be more research on the links between development aid and 

economic growth in developing countries. There is evidence that aid can 
hinder, rather than promote, economic growth. 

 

 More research is also needed on the role of the private sector in 
development. 

 

 The media will continue to be criticised for failing to adequately cover the 
positive aspects of development aid. The aid community often acts as if it 
has a right to favourable coverage and should not need to work for good 
coverage. Aid agencies and development bodies need to adopt a far more 
professional approach if they wish to “sell” development aid stories. The aid 
world must be aware of the two “Bs” – budget and boredom – if they are 
going to sell their stories. 

 

 There is a disconnect between how aid policies are viewed in Northern 
donor countries and in Southern recipient countries. In the North, aid 
policies are generally viewed favourably; in the South, aid is often viewed as 
a bribe or sop when what is actually needed by the South is better access to 
Northern markets, which is currently blocked by protectionist trade policies. 

The DPF panellists in Strasbourg 
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Journalists and NGOs – a complex relationship 

Pointing to the lack of coverage by Northern media of recent impressive GDP 
growth rates in a number of sub-Saharan countries, Merritt posed a question to 
Anya Sitaram, Founding Director and Executive Producer of Rockhopper TV and 
Presenter at BBC World News: “Do journalists only look for bad news?”. 
 
Sitaram responded: “Journalists do tend to go for bad news, but that is not just in 
the context of the developing world. It is also true in the context of reporting 
nationally. Bad news makes the news. The good news tends to be marginalised 
toward the end of the broadcast.” But Sitaram looks for inspiring stories in her 
documentaries. “To see bad news all the time is a huge turn-off,” she told 
participants. 

With respect to the relationship between journalists and development aid NGOs, 
Sitaram agreed that they “have completely different agendas.” However, the 
relationship is more complex. Journalists often must rely on an NGO to get into a 
developing country and must rely on its views. “A journalist in this situation 
cannot always interview other NGOs or the government without jeopardising 
relationships,” she observed. 
 
A related barrier facing journalists trying to cover development stories is 
difficulty of access. “Journalists are often prevented from reporting the way they 
would like because of the lack of access and freedom to travel around many 
developing countries,” she said. 

“Journalists do tend to go for bad news, but that is not just in the 
context of the developing world. It is also true in the context of 
reporting nationally. Bad news makes the news. The good news 

tends to be marginalised toward the end of the broadcast.”  
 

Anya Sitaram 
Founding Director and Executive Producer of Rockhopper TV 

Presenter at BBC World News  
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Sitaram noted that journalists are hindered in their efforts to cover the 
developing world in many ways, including permit requirements, the need to pay 
bribes and the insistence by government officials – often not used to dealing with 
a free press – to inspect rushes, photographs and other work products. Tight 
budgets and falling advertising revenues create additional obstacles. 
 

The need for more balanced reporting 

“It is a huge challenge to get Northern TV viewers to take an interest in Africa,” 
asserted Tumi Makgabo, Independent Broadcaster and Producer, and Former Co-
producer and Host of CNN’s “Inside Africa”. “People want instant gratification; 
they want sound bites, drama, scandal and negativity. That’s what sells,” she 
said. 

 “What we on the African continent have been calling for is a truer, more real 
reflection of what is happening in Africa. Not just war, famine and disease. We 
should also talk about the success stories,” Makgabo urged. “Africa is not one 
country. It is a continent on which a number of countries are making strides in 
the right direction. We need true and balanced reporting – the good, the bad and 
the ugly.” However, getting access to success stories in Africa can be difficult due 
to logistical challenges, including just getting to locations where there are stories 
that need to be told. 
 

“I don’t believe in sunshine journalism. […] We need true and 
balanced reporting – the good, the bad and the ugly.” 

Tumi Makgabo  
Independent Broadcaster and Producer, 

Former Co-producer and Host of CNN’s “Inside Africa” 



DFID’s Communication with UK audiences 
 

DFID is making great efforts to reach groups of citizens who are not traditionally thought of as a priority audience 
for a government development agency. These are people who do not normally read the serious broadsheet 

newspapers, so it takes a different way of thinking to provide journalists with content that their readers will relate 
to. They have had some success. Recently, the UK’s most popular paper, The Sun, has carried a number of 

stories about malaria. 

Picture from: http://www.thesun.co.uk/sol/homepage/news/article1018013.ece 

Development online 
And DFID is increasingly using the web to reach out, not just to journalists, but directly to UK citizens. 

 

DFID’s website can be found at www.dfid.gov.uk and now hosts a number of blogs from officials working in 
developing countries. These give a completely new insight into what the UK Government is doing and have 

made a strong impression on readers. This is what one had to say about it recently: 

DFID is also making more use of social networking sites. See what they are doing by searching for DFID on 
YouTube, Facebook and Flickr. 

I found a new blog this morning, blogs.dfid.gov.uk, which is the UK Department for International 
Development; instead of being a dry mouth piece of a Government department it is stories from real 
people on the ground helping people in some of the most dangerous and deprived area of the world 
- Ethiopia, Afghanistan, Iraq. Congratulations guys, you have just given me an emotional connec-
tion to a Government Department - something I never thought that I would say! 
 
           James Brown 
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Makgabo identified a positive development in African journalism. For many years 
there was the expectation that major global networks, headquartered in the 
North, would tell Africa’s stories. Recently, African journalists have been taking 
ownership of those stories, even though they lack major network platforms. 
African journalists are producing and trying to find outlets for content, including 
new media such as the internet or mobile telephony. “We are no longer 
completely reliant on major global networks to tell African stories,” she 
emphasised. 
 
Jean-Michel Debrat, Deputy Director General of the Agence Française de 
Développement (AFD), provided insights from the perspective of a development 
aid agency of a donor country. He acknowledged that it is easier to sell copy with 
bad news than good, but disagreed with some other speakers. The AFD has been 
trying hard to get its message across and generally the information is well 
received. “We find examples of good news – things we can get across quickly,” he 
said. 
 
Debrat advised that those involved with development must learn to speak the 
same language as the media. “Both sides – development agencies and the media 
– are moving in the right directions,” he said. Development agencies are learning 
that they cannot use jargon to get their messages across. “If we provide the 
media with useable information, it seems far more open-minded about using it.” 
Debrat pointed to public opinion research recently conducted by AFD. It showed 
that the French public favoured giving development aid, but also that there is a 
real need for information because people question the efficacy of development 

“Both sides – development agencies and the media – are moving in the 
right directions.  If we provide the media with useable information, 

it seems far more open-minded about using it.” 

Jean-Michel Debrat  
Deputy Director General of the 

Agence Française de Développement (AFD) 
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aid. “Both the development community and the media have lessons to learn from 
this research,” he emphasised.  
 

Imbalances and distortions 

A Kenyan journalist, speaking from the audience, argued for a change in the 
“cultural prism” through which Northern journalists cover African stories. He 
contrasted the sensitivity with which the dead victims of the 9/11 attacks were 
afforded by the media, with the graphic, horrific, ugly scenes shown in the media 
of the bodies of genocide victims in Rwanda. Another audience member, a 
government worker from South Africa, complained that the Northern media 
frequently distorts the truth and sensationalises stories about Africa. 
 

From left to right:  Tumi Makgabo, Giles Merritt, Anya Sitaram and Jonathan Clayton 
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Debrat agreed with these concerns. There are imbalances in perspective between 
North and South. The dominant perspective has been that of the North. 
“The solution is more intercultural dialogue,” he suggested. 
 
Erik Bettermann, Director General of Deutsche Welle, Germany’s international 
broadcaster, agreed, and argued that Northern journalists, cameramen and 
producers need training in cultural sensitivity. 
 

Help or hinder? 
Jean-Paul Marthoz, Editorial Director of Enjeux Internationaux, attacked the 
notion that the media should be helping or hindering development. “The job of 
the media is to be objective,” he stressed. He also cautioned against over 
simplification and over generalisation. There are both good and bad journalists 
in Africa and in the North. They produce both good and bad coverage of African 
stories. 

Jean-Paul Marthoz of  Enjeux Internationaux speaking from the floor 
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A representative of the BBC World Service Trust reflected on the question: does 
the media help or hinder in terms of public support for development? He 
predicted a sharp decline in public support over the next few years due to the 
economic crisis. He also suggested that the development community has 
engendered unrealistically optimistic public expectations for development aid: if 
you give us money, the problem will be solved. “But that is not the case and it 
never was. It is a long and rocky road,” he said. 
 
These factors, combined with the huge economic problems facing the media 
itself, will adversely impact on capacity to cover development issues in the 
future. Finally, he cautioned that NGOs and others in the development sector 
need to be more transparent in their successes and failures or they will lose 
public trust. 

From left to right: Jean-Michel Debrat, Jonathan Clayton, Tumi Makgabo, Giles Merritt, 
Anya Sitaram, Erik Bettermann and Omar Belhouchet 



FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG 
——————————————————————————————— 
 
To sum up the international activities of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES), the political foundation 
committed to social democracy in Germany, you can do no better than to quote Willy Brandt, Nobel 
prize winner and former German chancellor: “Development policy represents peace policy in the 21st 
century”. He said this as early as 1980. Peace, democracy and development in social justice: these are 
the values supported by the FES in its international work. Promoting these issues is one of the 
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung’s most important objectives in development cooperation. 
The FES is represented in more than 90 countries worldwide. In Africa, Asia, the Middle East and Latin 
America its staff are engaged in projects in the fields of socio-political development and economic and 
social promotion. Project partners come from politics, business, associations, trade unions, academia, 
as well as from the communications sector and cultural institutions.  

The FES sees its activities in the developing countries as a contribution to: 

 promoting peace and understanding between peoples and in partner countries; 

 supporting the democratisation of the State and society, and strengthening civil society; 

 improving general political, economic and social conditions; 

 reinforcing free trade unions; 

 developing independent media structures; 
 facilitating regional and worldwide cooperation between states and different interest groups; 

and 

 gaining recognition for human rights. 

 
The FES has been represented in Brussels since 1973. Working together with the EU institutions, 
European and international trade unions, think tanks, diplomatic missions, NGOs and interest groups, 
the EU Office in Brussels is an important element in the international work of the Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung and its representations worldwide.  

At present, the activities of the EU Office in Brussels pursue the following objectives: 
 Informing the public about the structures and decision-making processes of the European 

Union; 
 Promoting political dialogue between decision-makers at regional, national and international 

level and their partners at the European level; and 
 Providing an opportunity for exerting influence on the European integration process, social 

policies and the EU’s development and external policies. 
The EU Office organises seminars, conferences, expert meetings and study visits for selected decision-
makers and information multipliers from Germany and other partner countries coming from areas 
such as politics, trade unions, the media, sciences and NGOs. 
 

For more information: 

www.fes.de  



Patrick Leusch, Representative of Deutsche Welle’s DW-AKADEMIE ³, with ten 
years’ experience training African journalists, offered his perspective on the “help 
or hinder” issue. In his view, the media helps development, even without the 
conscious intention to do so, when the media is politically and economically 
independent and journalists are well trained. Conversely, he argued: “The media 
hinders development when it only repeats stereotypes because that avoids the 
true partnerships needed to develop the world together.” 
 
The answer to the question “Does the media help or hinder development?” 
depends on what you are really asking, observed Merritt. “If the precise question 
is whether the media has helped attainment of the Millennium Development 
Goals, the answer is probably not very much. However, if the question is whether 
the media has helped or hindered in creating a climate in which European 
taxpayers continue to support their governments’ development efforts, then the 
answer is probably that the media has helped,” he commented. 
 

What can the North do to help journalists in the South cover 
development issues? 

Omar Belhouchet, Editor-in-Chief of the Algerian newspaper El Watan, painted a 
gloomy picture of the state of journalism in Africa. El Watan strives to promote 
democracy, give coverage to the Algerian opposition and speak out against 
censorship and corruption. The publication has been shut down periodically by 
the Algerian government and its reporters have been jailed. It is targeted by both 
the government and Islamic militants. 
 
In terms of available money and other resources, the situation confronting 
newspapers in Africa is not comparable to the situation in the North. “African 
newspapers are subject to very tight budgets. They cannot afford to hire 
specialised economic reporters or consultants; they can’t afford to send 
reporters abroad,” Belhouchet noted. 

3 More information on the DW-AKADEMIE is available at www. http://www.dw-world.de. 
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“In some African countries, people have tried to set up credible, objective 
newspapers, but it remains true that many African papers are not fully objective, 
lack professionalism and do not properly train journalists.” Generally, however, 
African journalists are “dying to improve and to be more professional,” he 
stressed. 
 
Europe can help African journalism develop new models and expertise, 
particularly in terms of reporting on economic issues and development policy. At 
the same time, Belhouchet recommended: “African journalists should not rely on 
Europe. We should start by helping and cooperating with each other.” 
 

A bleak assessment 
Belhouchet’s overall assessment, at least in the near term, was bleak. 
Authoritarian regimes rule the majority of African countries. “In these countries, 

Participants of the DPF debate 
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at this point in history, free journalists must act as an opposition force. It is a 
precondition to development. Journalists must strive to find the truth,” he 
argued. 

However, like other panellists, Belhouchet sees an economic crisis coming in the 
next two years that will adversely impact development and the media’s ability to 
cover development issues. “I am quite pessimistic about the media in Africa over 
the next few years. Advertising revenues will decline and governments will try to 
shut journalists up,” he warned. 
 
Wijayananda Jayaweera, Director of Communication Development Division, 
Communication and Information Sector, United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), also sounded pessimistic notes. Referring 
to evidence of waste and misapplication of development aid cited in the 
background report, he asked: “Why should there be good news at all?” Jayaweera 
also questioned the concept of “good news” in the development aid context. 
“Information may be bad for authorities, but useful for the people,” he asserted. 

“In these countries [with authoritarian regimes], at this point in 
history, free journalists must act as an opposition force. It is a 

precondition to development. Journalists must strive to find the 
truth.” 

Omar Belhouchet 

Editor-in-Chief of the Algerian El Watan 

“What is good news? [in the context of development aid] Information may 
be bad for authorities, but useful for the people. […] What journalists lack 

is transparency in governments’ dealings.” 

Wijayananda Jayaweera 
Director of Communication Development Division, Communication 
and Information Sector, United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO)  
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On a related note, Merritt reminded the audience that, according to Britain’s the 
early 20th century mass market media mogul, Lord Northcliffe, “News is 
something someone, somewhere, does not want to see in print. The rest is 
advertising.” 
 
Jayaweera added: “One of the core factors for development aid effectiveness is 
transparency in how development aid is used. Yet, most development partners 
and governments do not encourage transparency regarding how development aid 
is used.” The key issue, he said, is whether we can empower journalists to access 
necessary information, so they can make critical investigations and make news 
on development issues. 
 
In Jayaweera’s view, donor countries do not do a sufficiently good job in 
publicising critical evaluations on the development projects they fund. “What is 
needed is continuous engagement with the media enabling them to highlight 
deficiencies,” he added. 

Giles Merritt introducing the DPF background report “ How reporters see the aid world ”  



80% of African soil is seriously degraded. 

How can we feed the growing population? 

It’s a strong contrast that 852 million humans still suffer from 
hunger and malnutrition, while modern agriculture is constantly 
becoming more effective. During the mid-last century, living 
standards in developing countries around the world were boosted 
by the green revolution, but it never reached Africa. Through 
Yara’s support for an African Green Revolution we have been 
helping farmers in their fight against poverty. We have also 
pioneered innovations in public-private partnerships in a number of 
African countries where agriculture still forms the the backbone of 
their respective economies. To learn more about Yara and our 
work towards a fertile Africa, please visit www.yara.com and 
www.africangreenrevolution.com. 
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Transparency, accuracy and digestibility 
Debrat agreed that transparency regarding the use and effectiveness of 
development aid is vital.  He reminded the audience that transparency is not only 
about making information available; it also requires that the information 
provided is comprehensible. “Who will read a 150-page project evaluation report 
on a website? Information must be provided in a digestible way,” he advised. 
 
A related concern is the availability of reliable data. Debrat noted that, “the 
quantity of reliable, verifiable figures to describe African economies is absolutely 
insufficient. It is not so much that the figures are hidden as it is that they don’t 
exist. And when they do exist, they may be inaccurate.” 
 
Agreeing with a member of the audience that the private sector is a major engine 
for economic progress in developing countries, Debrat revealed a little known 
fact: 50% of the funding provided by the Agence Française de Développement 
(AFD) goes to support private sector activities. “The most effective way to 
promote development is to use the private sector,” he argued. However, this 
information about AFD’s funding activities is not generally known “because it is 
not picture friendly.” 
 

Africa – a lost continent? 

Bettermann, Director General of Deutsche Welle, told the audience that 
“unfortunately, many Europeans still see Africa as a lost continent. Even though 
there are a lot of promising developments, there still is little interest in good 
news stories about Africa.” 
 
Deutsche Welle is working to change this situation by “building bridges of 
culture” through its programmes, workshops and conferences, which aim to 
connect Europeans and Africans. One such effort involved a documentary made 
with African partners on the importance of water in developing countries in 
Africa. 
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Bettermann also cited the creation of the DW-AKADEMIE, which has been 
providing advanced vocational training for journalists, technicians and managers 
from developing and transition countries for more than 40 years. “More than 
20,000 media employees from around the world have taken part in DW-
AKADEMIE workshops,” said Bettermann. 
 
Makgabo agreed that there is a lack of interest in the North about Africa, but, she 
maintained, it is not because of a lack of information: “The information is not 
being picked up.” Reporters from the North get excited about wars, famine and 
conflict. “Everybody is heading to Congo. Everybody wants to be in Somalia or 
Darfur. But nobody from the North is talking about the economies on the African 
continent that are functioning well at this time of international economic 
crisis,” [such as Botswana, Namibia, Ghana and Mozambique] she told 
participants. 
 
“We are not a lost continent,” she emphasised. There are good economies; there 
are transparent and open governments. “Africa is not one country.” 
 
Northern journalists on the panel interjected notes of realism. Sitaram advised 
that commissioning editors for Northern broadcasters do not like documentaries 
telling “foreign stories” because they fail to attract high numbers of viewers. 
Clayton reminded the audience: “There is a limit on the number of stories on 
Africa that can be run in Northern newspapers because our readership does not 
want that many. That’s the harsh commercial reality.” 

“Deutsche Welle is working to change this situation by “building 
bridges of culture” to connect Europeans and Africans.“ 

 
Erik Bettermann 

Director General of Deutsche Welle 
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Training or other priorities? 

Merritt commented that development agencies have not given adequate priority 
to information and communications. He suggested that Northern governments 
and international agencies should create an independent, internet-based African 
news service in English and French that would help create a more robust and 
buoyant news market in Africa, itself. 
 
Jayaweera reminded the audience that there is the Pan African News Agency 
(PANA)4, established in the early 1980s, by the member governments of the 
Organisation for African Unity, with funding from UNESCO and the German 
government. He acknowledged that feasibility and sustainability of independent 
African news services should be looked into.  However, he argued that a better 
use of funding would be to build excellent institutions for journalism education 
in Africa in order to develop disciplinary knowledge of African journalists.  

4 More information on PANA is available at www.panapress.com.  

Participants of the DPF debate 
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He pointed to UNESCO’s ongoing programme to mobilise support to identified 
potential Centres of Excellence in Journalism Education in Africa. 
 
Distinguishing between short-term skill training and education of journalists, 
Jayaweera argued that rather than expecting international media to report on 
African development, capacities of African journalists to critically report on 
African development issues should be developed instead. He pointed out that 
there would be a marked improvement in quality of African journalism if 500 
African journalists were to be supported in obtaining MA degrees in various 
subjects and then return to reporting. 
 
Pointing out the need to create an enabling environment for local media to 
engage in a critical dialogue on development, Jayaweera said that emerging 
multiparty democracies in Africa could set an example by making obligatory for 
the state broadcasting services to live broadcast parliamentary debates: “It would 
make people feel an atmosphere of dialogue and policy discussions from 
different perspectives.” Live broadcasting of parliamentary debates would make 
authorities and political parties more responsive and allow constituents to 
appraise the performance of their elected representatives. Creation of such an 
inclusive democratic discourse through live broadcast of parliamentary debates 
would encourage local media to extend the debate to all stakeholders. 

Clayton questioned the value of training African journalists in the light of other 
economic priorities. “What is the point of training journalists when they don’t 
have newspapers to write for and the people don’t have power for their 

“African journalists are way ahead of their governments.  They do have 
stories that their governments are not ready to see printed.” 

Jonathan Clayton 
Africa Correspondent of The Times 
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televisions?” The African media will grow when there is economic growth and a 
middle class, he predicted. 
 
Clayton acknowledged that the Northern media sometimes distorts African 
stories, but that is not unique to Africa. Moreover, he asserted: “There have been 
more distortion by African papers in countries run by African dictatorships than 
by Northern media.” For Clayton, the key issue is to look at the absence of a 
middle class and the failure of economic growth in some African countries, and 
try to understand the role of both development aid and the media in these 
failures. 
 
The media may be complicit in the failure of development aid “when it fails to 
tackle issues like corruption and fails to stand up to political correctness in 
places like Brussels.” In this sense, the media has hindered development. “We 
need to look at why development aid has largely failed and the media’s role in 
that failure,” Clayton urged. 

 
“What good journalists in Africa want is the opportunity to tell the whole story, 
not just those parts the North finds interesting because they are gory, dramatic 
or full of conflict,” concluded Makgabo. 

“What good journalists in Africa want is the opportunity to tell the whole 
story, not just those parts the North finds interesting because they are 

gory, dramatic or full of conflict.” 

Tumi Makgabo 

Independent Broadcaster and Producer, 
Former Co-producer and Host of CNN’s “Inside Africa”  
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Conclusion  
 
The spirited debate raised as many questions as answers. Nearly all speakers and 
participants agreed that the question, “Development: Does media help or 
hinder?” cannot be answered except in specific factual contexts. The media can 
help in some contexts, but can hinder in others. 
 
 If development workers want better coverage, they need to provide credible 

information the media can use and be realistic about the marketplace. 
 
 Northern journalists should reflect on the sensitivity with which they 

approach stories from the developing world. They should consider whether 
they are propagating distorting stereotypes or otherwise unduly 
emphasising the negative, dramatic and sensational and ignoring the “good 
news.” 

 
 African journalists face many obstacles, including tight budgets, lack of 

training and autocratic governments. The North can assist through support 
of training and educational opportunities and partnerships between 
Northern and Southern media. 

 
 In general, the global economic crisis will likely seriously exacerbate the 

challenges faced by both the development community and the media over 
the next few years. 



Networking before the debate 
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Development: Does the media help or hinder? 
Media attention is crucial to gaining public support for development work and crisis 
relief, so NGOs, international agencies and both host and donor governments all vie 
with one another for coverage. But how often do the aid actors engaged in the same 
theatre of operations agree a press strategy that reconciles their different 
perspectives and interests? What do journalists covering either a man-made or 
natural disaster need that would make their task less difficult and their coverage 
more effective? Is government censorship of media reporting a growing problem? 

Journalists often argue that their job is to report facts as accurately as possible, not 
to shape opinions. Yet the western media has become an integral part of the 
international aid and development effort in the world's poorest countries. With 
conflict and famine on the rise in much of Africa, should a reporter's role be limited 
to news gathering when “aid fatigue” is so prevalent a public mood in rich 
countries? Could the news media be more constructive without jeopardising their 
independence and objectivity? 

Panellists: 

 Omar Belhouchet, Editor-in-Chief of the Algerian El Watan 

 Erik Bettermann, Director General of Deutsche Welle 

 Jonathan Clayton, Africa Correspondent for The Times 

 Tumi Makgabo, Independent Broadcaster and Producer, Former Co-producer and 
Host of CNN’s “Inside Africa” 

 Anya Sitaram, Founding Director and Executive Producer of Rockhopper TV and 
Presenter at the BBC World News 

 Commentators: 

 Jean-Michel Debrat, Deputy Director General of the Agence Française de 
Développement (AFD) 

 Wijayananda Jayaweera, Director at the Communication Development Division, 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

Moderated by Giles Merritt, Secretary General of Friends of Europe 



Friends of Europe thanks its VIP partners (Visibility – Input – Platform) 

 

 
 

With the support of the European Commission: 
Support for bodies active at European level 
in the field of active European citizenship European Active Citizenship 

 Education and Culture 


