Journalists
call for
sanctions

By David Lush

he Media Institute of Southern Af-

rica (MISA) is demanding that sanc-
tions be imposed on southern African
governments who abuse media free-
dom.

Three countries, Angola, Zambia
and Swaziland, were singled out at the
annual meeting of the Institute, held
near Mbabane, Swaziland, recently.

A resolution adopted at the close of
the meeting demands that members of
the Southern African Development
Community (SADC) sanction fellow
SADC governments which do not
abide by the 1991 Windhoek Declara-
tion. The Declaration, which has been
adopted by SADC governments, recog-
nises that media freedom and diversity
are essential ingredients of social and
economic development.

In its resolutions, MISA further
called on the international community
to “pressurise” countries which con-
tinue to violate press freedom in south-
ern Africa. Swaziland, Angola and
Zambia were identified as having the
worst media freedom records in the re-
gion.

The meeting also saw the presenta-
tion of the Institute’s annual Press Free-
dom Award, which this year went to
Zimbabwean journalist Basildon Peta.
The award is given in recognition of
outstanding contributions made by
southern African journalists to the pro-
motion of media freedom in the region.

In March this year, Peta, a 24-year-
old reporter with the Harare-based
Daily Gazette, was repeatedly de-
tained, interrogated and finally charged
by police in terms of the country’s Of-
ficial Secrets Act, after he exposed mas-
sive tax evasion by companies owned
by the ruling ZANU-PF party.

During the five days of incessant
questioning, police tried to make Peta
reveal who had given him information
about the fraud. However, Peta re-
mained true to his professional ethics
and refused to reveal his sources, and
it was for this that he was honoured by
MISA.

Presenting the award at a gala cer-
emony was Kenyan journalist and hu-
man rights lawyer Gitobu Imanyara,
who in recent years has been jailed and
harassed by the Kenyan authorities for
his ardent pro-democracy campaign-
ing.
“Basildon Peta refused to be dic-
tated to,” Imanyara said. “He showed
no sign of fear and behaved in the best
traditions of a journalist.”

Although Zimbabwean authorities
have since dropped the case against
Peta for lack of evidence, the charge
could be reactivated any time during

the next two years. “[ will maintain my
stance and I will do exactly what I have
been accorded this prize for — that is
to maintain professionalism and excel-
lence in the profession,” Peta said.

MISA delegates passed a number of
resolutions, most importantly the one
demanding that SADC countries im-
pose sanctions on member states who
do not abide by the terms of the
Windhoek Declaration on Promoting
an Independent and Pluralistic African
Press. There is provision in the SADC
treaty for such sanctions.

The Institute also took the Swazi
Government to task, delegates noting
that they were appalled that Swaziland,
a Windhoek signatory, did not have
constitutional guarantees on press free-
dom. The Angolans, in the light of the
war and subsequent censorship and
manipulation of state-run media, were
asked to promote national reconcilia-
tion through the media. Zambia, where
The Post newspaper has experienced
on-going harassment, was asked to
scrap those clauses in the Leadership
Code of Ethics Bill that require journal-

ists writing about political leaders to
appear before a tribunal to justify sto-
ries and to disclose the sources of in-
formation.

MISA has decided to set up a
“hotline” to advise media in the region.
This will run in tandem with a legal
trust fund, to be used to defend jour-
nalists against infringements of their
fundamental rights.

David Lush is information co-
ordinator for MISA.
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