The diaspora to the

|
The Post’s
collaboration
between the hard
copy as content
provider and
its US-based
site owners as
administrator,
demonstrates an
alternative (even
if unconventional)
model of
publishing online.

by Lilian Ndangam

espite the proliferation of African newspa-
D pers online, many newsrooms around the

continent still grapple with some difficult
questions: How does a newspaper with no access to
a computer linked to a modem create and maintain
a website? Why and how do you start publishing
online when the print run of your hard copy ranges
between 3 000 and 4 000, and your target audience
is an urban-based, literate minority? In fact, why
bother with online publishing in a country where
computer ownership is very low and few people
have regular access to the Internet?

Enthusiastic about going online, yet challenged
by these questions, Cameroon’s The Post — a private
bi-weekly, English-language newspaper with a print
run of 4 000, found one answer: the Cameroonian
Diaspora.

Says Charlie Ndi Chia, editor-in-chief: “All
along we knew about the necessity of going online.
But, somehow, we were criminally reluctant. We
were dragging our feet. We got accosted by Cam-
eroonians especially those of them in the diaspora.
They were asking ‘every now and again, we get to
pick up one copy of The Post or the other. Why don't
you go online so that we can, through you, know
what is happening back home. Somewhere along
the line some Samaritans came to the rescue and
set up this website for us. I think before they did it,
we set up one which failed. Somewhere along the
line these guys came and we had free lunch more or
less.”

The Post has a staff of 20 and 18 stringers
around the country. Its head office in Buea is
equipped with four computers which are not con-
nected to the Internet: two in the production room,
and one each in the newsroom and the managing
editor’s office. However, the newspaper shares its
offices with a cyber café and this enables staff to ac-
cess the Internet frequently.

The paper’s first venture into online publishing
with www.thepostnewspaper.org in early 2004 was
short-lived. The site hosted by a Paris-based Internet
service provider was designed and edited by Clovis
Atatah, a staff reporter with basic skills in website
design and based in Yaounde, the nation’s capi-
tal. Design flaws such as inconsistent colour and
navigational schemes, the use of large graphic files
that took long to load, a lack of consistency between
pages, and a poor mixture of graphics and text,
as well as the difficulty of coordinating between
the newspaper’s head office and the web editor in
Yaounde, meant the site was updated irregularly. As
a result, the site closed down. However, in its short
lifespan, it had developed a loyal audience among
Anglophone Cameroonian emigrants.

Enter the diasporans

Later in 2004, two US-based Cameroonians in the
process of creating a multimedia and publishing
company for Cameroonian artists and authors who
have little or no opportunity to expose their works
to a global audience, came to the rescue. Dibussi
Tande, who with Emil Mondoa founded Jimbi
Media, says: “We realised that we could use weblog
technology to quickly create websites that could
easily be updated even by people with absolutely

58  Rhodes Journalism Review 26, September 2006

| Fle Edt View Favorler Took  Help

RS Je I

Qsowch Liifwvates Fieds F - S WD

I
|| Aekdesa [ 2] it/ Pvevers pastrevaling, comd

e e e (e s e it B>

ﬂ ‘}h mu- I

| =
!
L]
An interactive feature of The Post’ Newspaper
Searah 1hid S1ke The Shadow Cabinet i Keawal Feili
1. Agriculture and Rural Development | TheBhlwCsbia
Chairman:Han Nguizayi : o
Got 'Sleh Yice-Chairman: Mr. Harde Guibana : R e
| NEATTOOM T ERADN W CASINET
| Sean i ing “Thg Sh ingl” = H
T Wk 7 petnewling com Tummdwy. @1 Augans 00601016 Ak g | Smompaes | Geasens 7 | Tmatiest 5} H
E Bor. Mlicomiie Eeticagimd bn FEFA 9] W Brnadai
2197891 | o
v — Why 1 Formed Shadow Cabinet - Fru Ndi .
Baggen Tour Prmaris Brs brgopn The P Interviewed Uy Chris Mbunwe E LA, Tt fo B ey A Wy Forenrd
il e 1 e T PR G T gy E ey ~= P
":'-" Saocial Democratic Frant, SDF, Mational Chairman, Ni John Fru Ndi, says | Gt
ke 8 Donution his recently formed 16 shadow cabinet, has tested advizers and R
esperts, charged with "penetrating™ their corresponding Ministries, ;
T —— with a view to better governance. :
ema [ i Gabbly Chat
> Hesp it Freahl i LT <ar E [
R = | auOMrou: seg & :
bll]g i gabberl63: hey
:  who da hell is in hera?
Ugerpline Webehat - . rabbertinl: hello
{  what' sup :
[T wse My Userplans 10 : ; :
: amyone in here [
Bemenrams | - B biecice: ot | il=l
[ & Pitge v pessinewiine com/! [ [ intemet -
[(P@aE & ¥ o ||&)The Post Oniine (Com... {EuLaviron,

no knowledge of web design. We therefore decided
that the first phase of the project would be the crea-
tion of professionally designed weblogs for selected
members of our target audience. Since we happen to
be news junkies and were thoroughly disappointed
with the initial Post website, our first target was The
Post.”

After contacting the paper with their proposal,
www.postnewsline.com was launched in August
2004 as ‘an interactive feature of The Post news-
paper’” with Chicago-based information systems
analyst Tande and Delaware-based medical doctor
Mondoa serving as site administrator and designer
respectively.

The website uses TypePad - a technically unso-
phisticated weblog software that facilitates interac-
tivity between the site and its users. The simplicity
of the software means anyone with basic computer
literacy skills can use it. Thus, staff at the paper are
able to load content on the site easily.

The result is a relationship of mutual depend-
ency where the newspaper benefits from the exper-
tise of its audience to maintain an online presence,
while the ready availability of news online ensures
that the diasporic audience has frequent access to
news from home. Indeed, a visitor locator map in-
troduced on the www.postnewsline.com in January
2006 to track and cluster its users’ geographic loca-
tion based on ISP addresses, points to a significantly
large amount of traffic from North America, Europe

and Asia.

Further examination of aspects of this model of
online publishing illustrates how the decision to go
online, and the online target audience, are respec-
tively transforming the news production process
and the organisation of the newsroom.

Organisation

The website functions through a co-ordination
between the newspaper’s website co-ordinator (a
staff reporter) in Cameroon and the website owners
in the US. The website co-ordinator uploads stories
on the website the evening the paper goes to print
or on the morning the paper is available on news
stands. Once news stories are loaded they are ready
for public consumption. Despite the six- to seven-
hour time differences between Cameroon and the
US, the site’s Chicago-based owner accesses the

site almost daily to “perform routine administra-
tive, technical and other tasks” such as rearranging
pictures, checking layouts on stories and updating
the site with other relevant stories culled from the
Internet. Significant news events are sometimes
published and updated online before the print
edition. For example, the strike by students at the
University of Buea (April/May 2005), the death of a
prominent Anglophone politician and human rights
activist, Albert Mukong (August 2004), the collapse
of the Mungo Bridge (August 2004) and the cabinet
reshuffle of December 2004. Having an online
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presence has also enhanced the paper’s visibility
through news exchange and distribution mecha-
nisms such as allafrica.com.

Editorial decision making

The hardcopy of the paper remains the focus of
editorial decisions. However, with the website man-
aged externally, lines of authority in the editorial
decision-making process can easily become blurred:
“Being print media guys who are working for a bi-
weekly paper, The Post team is having a hard time
grasping the concept of real time news. Thus, even
when a major event (eg a cabinet reshuffle) happens
a day or two before the print issue comes out, they
sit on that story until after the print issue hits the
street, before updating the site. In such situations,
therefore, Dr Mondoa or I usually update the site
with the breaking news in real time,” says Tande.

In January 2005 one of the site’s owners up-
loaded a story on the website which had not been
commissioned or written by anyone at The Post. Two
stories (one with no byline and another with the au-
thor’s name withheld) on corruption at the Douala
seaport were loaded on the site — an action which
was explained by Tande as follows: “In
December/January, 2004/5, the entire Post staff took
its end-of-year vacation and the site was not
updated from Cameroon for about five weeks.
While it was not obvious to the team back in

after the volume of comments and the increasing
resort to personal attacks and insults by some users
overwhelmed it. The feature was subsequently re-
stored with additional security measures requiring
readers to register through an online authentication
service before posting comments.

Advertising revenue

The site owners introduced advertising in October
2004. The advertisements dominantly target a North
American-based readership. Products advertised
range from phone cards to diet pills and include
American service companies. In addition, readers
are encouraged to make voluntary contributions

to sustain the site. The newspaper’s own attempt

to generate income through advertising has so far
been unsuccessful owing to inadequate expertise in
advertising sales and the absence of credit busi-
ness in the country. Given the target audience of
the online edition, Ndi Chia concludes that “the
volume of advertisement on that site is very likely
for a long time to be dependent on the diaspora, ie:
foreign advertisers. Cameroonian advertisers? I do
not know how many people in this country go on
that website”.

Diaspora and the digital divide

Anthony Olorunnisola has proposed that African
media and content providers can enhance their
presence online by targeting a ready audience of
African emigrant communities in the diaspora. Con-
sidering the growing size of the African diaspora in
North America and Europe, Olorunnisola’s proposal
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during the WSIS process as a platform to mobilise
the African diaspora’s technological, entrepreneurial
and professional expertise and resources in bridg-
ing the digital divide epitomises recognition for this
form of engagement between the African diasporic
community and the homeland. W
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