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Abstract: 
 
In African countries, securing practical access to information is as important as winning 
the Right to Information (or the “right to know”).  Although much of the continent’s 
information is pre-digital, and even though media density is very low even as regards 
analogue platforms, ICTs are making a difference in some instances. The use of websites 
and cellphones is growing, and digital broadcasting holds promise as it begins to 
supplant analogue radio and TV over the next decade.  The history of the information 
environment on the continent highlights the relevant issues.   
  
 
1. Introduction – historical background 
 
The information environments of many African countries have evolved over several 
phases with different issues being prominent at different stages – and often still having 
contemporary resonance. A periodisation of this evolution is inevitably simplistic, but 
nevertheless gives insight into where the Right to Information fits in.  In this outline 
below, the Right to Information is envisaged primarily in relation to governmental and 
state information, but it also has a bearing on broader transparency – for example, 
about the environmental practices in privately-owned extractive industry enterprises. 
 
The first phase in Africa’s information environment that can be identified is the pre-
colonial era which entailed largely word-of-mouth or symbolic media (rock art, masks, 
drums) – not ignoring, however, traditions of writing north of the equator. Elders stored 
and transmitted information on behalf of the community, although a number of taboo 
areas were confined to circulate within certain circles or genders.  Pertinent issues for 
today arising from this period are local content and social access.  
 
With colonisation came newspapers (published in colonial languages) and subsequently 
state-owned broadcasters, largely serving settler communities.  What was published 
was what the state and the colonial community wanted to know. As resistance to 
national oppression mounted in the 1950s, so a second phase can be identified: the rise 
of nationalist resistance media, utilising pre-colonial media but also harnessing 
newspapers to the cause of disseminating critical information to a broader public. This 
instrumentalist perspective on media, reducing its institutional autonomy and ethics to 
an adjunct to a political cause served the purpose of liberation. This has also had a 
negative dimension in African history – most notably in the Rwandan genocide, and less 
dramatically in the way many governments and civil society organisations tend to 
minimise the value of media as an autonomous institution in its own right and with its 



own imperatives, values, and purposes. The contrast highlights the importance of 
ethical parameters when information is a means to an end. 
 
Independence in the 1960s ushered in a third phase, where new governments regarded 
the inherited media in a singular way – particularly as a tool for nation-building, pan-
Africanism and development.  Broadcasting, especially in vernacular languages, was the 
primary vehicle here. Although the democratic role of media is nowadays stressed, the 
developmental role remains relevant given conditions in Africa. This phase highlights 
the importance of information for identity formation and empowerment in much of 
Africa, and of expanded access to such public service information.  
 
However, this third phase was also a period that coincided with the New World 
Information Order initiative, which lent itself to legitimising state ownership and 
control. As new regimes became entrenched in the 1970s and 1980s, so this 
“development” media became increasingly another kind of tool – i.e. one that was 
wielded to maintain political control.  This meant a constriction and perversion of 
information, resulting in low volume, low value and low credibility information – in 
worst cases, hagiographic nonsense about the daily activities of the head of state.  
 
That political abuse of media, along with the despotism it symbolised, in turn generated 
a backlash that can be characterised as a fourth phase, viz.  between the 1980s and 
1990s with opposition groups mobilising their case through strategies that included 
newspapers independent of government (although not necessarily of political causes) 
and a demand for media pluralism.  
 
A prominent moment in this was the Windhoek Declaration, agreed in 1991 in Namibia 
at a conference convened by UNESCO. This powerful statement gave rise to World Press 
Freedom Day, which is commemorated worldwide on the anniversary of the conference. 
The Declaration set the standard in Africa that democracy had to mean press freedom 
and the existence of newspapers independent of government. This was a major 
breakthrough, as was the triumph of the related view that democracy required a multi-
party system. A welcome consequence was the flourishing of privately-owned 
newspapers in many countries.  
 
One of the lessons about information arising from this period is the need for an 
environment that respects media freedom and unrestricted circulation of information.  
However, issues of legal obstacles and governmental harassment of journalists still 
persist today in many African countries, not least the archaic laws that ban criticism of 
senior government officials. It is therefore safe to say that this fourth phase is not yet 
over: respect for media freedom is not yet entrenched and indeed is still being fought 
for in many instances across the continent. At the same time, the treatment of private 
newspapers as tools of political factions opposed to government has had a mirror 
opposite of journalists in state-owned media abusing journalistic ethics to serve as 
governmental tools.  Together, this has often meant insufficient attention on all sides to 
journalistic ethics, and this too is also an ongoing issue for the African information 
environment. 
 
As history moved on, a fifth phase can be identified in the first decade of the 21st 
century, when pressure began to build around broadcasting. On the one hand was a 



push for liberalisation of licensing, so that commercial and community stations (mainly 
radio) could take to the air – and not so much for commercial purposes as having 
channels for putting out content. This saw the establishment of many new vehicles for 
information distribution. It also entailed the start of mass participation in media: while 
(costly) conventional journalism was not a feature of many of these stations, relatively 
unfettered talk shows often were.  
 
On the other hand, there were also initiatives in this period (especially around 
elections) to reform state-owned broadcasters from being government mouthpieces, 
into impartial public service broadcasters. Again, this is an issue that is ongoing.  The 
African Union’s Commission on Human and People’s Rights in 2002 produced a 
Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression in Africa which set out (inter alia) 
impressive policy guidelines for a multi-tiered independent broadcast system – raising 
thereby the significance of a free and modern pan-African information dispensation.  
 
In sum, the past two decades in Africa have given prominent attention to information 
issues that have a key bearing on people’s Right to Information on the continent.   
 
In overview, it can be seen that together, the rights to press freedom and the right to 
establish privately-owned media in Africa have mainly been about the right to 
expression. But underpinning this quest of course has not been free expression for its 
own sake – it has been with the aim of informing target audiences – i.e. making certain 
information known to them. In this sense, expression rights in Africa have therefore 
fundamentally been about expanding the public’s right to know.  
 
Added to this is a more direct historical link to the Right to Information (as distinct from 
a diet of force-fed propaganda), in regard to the campaign to reform state-owned media.  
This cause arose in direct reaction to governmental abuse of such media (mainly 
broadcast, but also print in some cases) for partisan purposes.  It is to do with 
democracy, but also with development, and it largely concerns that media sector 
(broadcast) with the greatest informational reach in Africa. However, what this history 
also shows that the need for a focus on the quality of information broadly, and with 
particular regard to journalistic ethics in regard to public media being a forum for a 
representative spread of news and views.  
 
This is the history, by no means completed, that brings us to the present. It is not 
surprising that, against the background sketched above, as 2010 dawned, so the issue of 
formalising a broader legal Right to Information has come to the fore.   
 
Of the 54 countries in Africa, only three have Right to Information laws on their statute 
books: Angola, Uganda and South Africa.  In Uganda, despite the law, two journalists 
recently lost a court case that attempted to compel the government to disclose details 
on oil exploitation agreements. Only in South Africa is the law actually in effect, and 
even then it is seldom utilised. In many countries, Nigeria and Zambia, attempts to 
introduce Right to Information laws have become bogged down and abandoned, despite 
occasional rhetoric by politicians. 
 
Against this backdrop, in early 2010 the Carter Institute convened a conference of 
diverse stakeholders – governments, media, businesses, NGOs (for instance, promoting 



transparency) – in Accra.  This gathering generated plans of action to advance the cause 
around different regions of Africa. Meanwhile, in parallel, the Media Institute of 
Southern Africa (Misa) has convened a coalition of several media support organisations 
to form the Africa Platform for Information Access (APIA). The participants include the 
Africa Freedom of Information Centre in Kampala, the Open Democracy Advice Centre 
in Cape Town, the Media Foundation of West Africa in Accra, the Media Rights Agenda in 
Lagos, Highway Africa in Grahamstown, and the West African Journalists Association.  
 
The intention of the APIA alliance is to generate momentum for African countries to 
pass and act on relevant Right to Information laws, and to hold a major conference in 
2011 (marking 20 years since the original Windhoek Declaration) that could help 
towards this. The idea is also to stimulate to a formal global endorsement in the UN 
system of 28 September as a Right to Know day (along the lines of the trajectory of the 
Windhoek Declaration). At the time of writing, the alliance was setting up the website 
http://windhoekplus20.org  
 
The culmination of a long history in the African information environment shows that 
the Right to Information is still very far from being a reality. But what it also points to is 
that while media have expanded on the continent, Africa is still very far from having an 
information-dense environment. What thus merits attention is the issue of practical 
access to information in many African countries. 
 
2.  Rights versus Access 
 
The section above has already noted the limited extent of legal rights to information in 
many African countries, and the unstellar application of this right in those few states 
which have canonised it in law. 
 
This situation prompts the question: what problem is the Right to Information supposed 
to address in Africa? The answer is bound up with the evolution of the information 
environment in Africa as sketched in section one above. Accordingly, it is a multi-part 
answer.  First, it is part of a package that is intended to reduce authoritarianism and 
dictatorship, by strengthening democratic accountability, particularly by governments. 
Second, it is seen as way to address problems of poverty and pillage, by promoting 
transparency in the interests of economic development and raising the risks for corrupt 
officials. Third, it is to help resolve a situation where many Africans are far from living 
in an information society - the Right to Information is a solution to this by promising to 
empower citizens with useful knowledge.  
 
What is worth stressing is the last of the three, because without recognising citizens as 
central to the equation, it is hard to see how the first two objectives (democracy and 
development) can be achieved. However, there are two parts of the issue in relation to 
citizens: one is consciousness of rights – literacy about their rights to know; two, their 
ability to exercise these rights through practical access of information.  
 
There are challenges in both citizen areas in African countries. In regard to the first, in 
many cases, people are subjects, not citizens, often living in non-democratic countries or 
being refugees or economic migrants with little standing in the countries in which they 
live. For anyone to assert a right to information means there needs to be a citizen-style 
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consciousness that embraces this right, and which understands its importance in the 
wider panoply of rights. In regard to the second issue of practical success in accessing 
information, two sub-issues arise. Firstly, many African governments are known for a 
culture of internal control, fear and secrecy, and few have proper record systems for the 
information they hold or should be holding. Second, conscientised stakeholders should 
be able to access desired information relatively easily, and to be able to analyse it and 
make use of it. 
 
Getting official acceptance of the Right to Information is an uphill battle. Even in a 
democracy such as South Africa, journalists routinely run up against state officials who 
say they cannot say anything unless approved by the press liaison office, even if the 
request is about the most innocuous matter.  Officials in the police and prosecutors in 
this particular country are often gagged from on high, even when there are policy 
parameters that permit a qualified liaison with the media. There is continuous 
contestation over the authorities’ desire to hold court cases in camera, and the media 
which seeks open justice.  
 
However, in many more instances, the matter is less one of a Right to Information, and 
more one about practical access to information even where rights barely enter into it. 
For instance, basic public information is not easily available in many African countries, 
even in cases where it is not under any official restriction.  For instance, copies of laws 
and regulations are often hard to find in print, let alone online.  Persons who ask for 
official forms to apply for a particular government service, not exactly sensitive 
information, are often turned away empty-handed because copies are not available.  
 
What all this indicates is that the Right to Information in African conditions is a matter 
that cannot be considered only at the legal level. It has to be approached in terms of 
active citizenship development, and in terms of practical access. An implication of this 
point is that the Right to Information in Africa is also a much wider issue than the 
important matter of media rights to obtain and disseminate information. This 
democratic right, which of course also applies to citizens, NGOs, political parties, 
companies, etc., should be located within a broader paradigm of practical access to 
information.   
 
This point recognises that the media are the largest institutional disseminators of 
information in Africa, while at the same time it is also important to go beyond the kinds 
of information they tend to circulate (i.e. news, views and cultural expression) to many 
other types and categories.  The bigger question therefore is examining how the 
information environment at large can be expanded – whether this is for one-to-one 
availability or on a one-to-many basis. In this regard, ICT is important. It is not an issue 
that is instead of democratic and media rights to information – indeed it can empower 
these rights. But deployment of ICT also has a much wider bearing and relevance: 
impacting on the full panoply of information necessary for effective social existence. At 
the same time, it is also evident that ICT is not a panacea for Africa’s multiple 
constraints Right to Information: it is only a potential enabler. It is not a driver.  
 
3. ICTs and information – some examples 
 



Starting with the mainstream media, more and more African establishments are making 
use of ICTs in sourcing, producing and publishing information – thereby amplifying the 
quantity and quality and availability of their output and thus contributing to the public’s 
Right to Information.  Media websites are one of the most prominent uses of ICT here. 
Besides for extending the reach of information to diaspora audiences (both abroad and 
resident elsewhere within Africa), these media also reach the minority of local residents 
who do have internet access.  While there is still a digital divide to cross in terms of 
direct access for the masses, this does not mean that information stays trapped within 
an elite. Instead, much web-based information percolates beyond web-users in Africa, 
feeding into inter alia the outputs of broadcast and print.  In some instances, the 
existence of the web has meant there is at least one place, in fact the only place, where 
sensitive information can be published. Zimbabwe is a case in point, with bloggers and 
banned newspapers have taken to cyberspace to disseminate information on a wider 
scale.  
 
Another example is investigative media like the Mail & Guardian in South Africa, which 
has played a part in actioning the Right to Information by making available online a 
range of public, parastatal and corporate documents that officials have tried to conceal. 
Moving beyond the news media, the Ujima website (www.ujima-project.org) which, 
means collective work in KiSwahili, has also proven to be a smart way to use ICTs to 
make information available. It sources publically-accessible documents in democracies 
in the USA and UK, and avails them to Africans whose governments do not disclose the 
same information. The site reveals, for example, that South Africa bought $66 000 worth 
of toxic weapons from the USA in 2007; Sierra Leone made a $47 000 purchase, and 
Egypt $2, 25m. Described as “toxological agents”, these authorised sales include 
“chemical agents, biological agents, and associated equipment”.  
 
It is partly in the light of these kinds of resources and roles that one of the key strategic 
thrusts in Africa is to ensure that all the continent’s journalists understand and use ICTs, 
and that they play a role in regard to promoting effective policy that contributes to 
universal access to these technologies. The world’s largest annual gathering of African 
journalists, the Highway Africa conference convened at Rhodes University, is dedicated 
precisely to this cause (www.highwayafrica.com). Over its 13 years to date, the event 
has served to combine knowledge dissemination and creation through conference 
discussion, as well as and hands-on skills training via workshops.  In this way, Highway 
Africa has also given impetus to African media putting up content online, such as in the 
case of Zimbabwe mentioned above. Highway Africa also runs the “Digital Citizen 
Indaba”, a one day annual workshop that brings together citizen journalists, bloggers 
and mainstream journalists. In this way, there is an attempt to bolster the number of 
active contributors to a common information environment.  
 
One example of this development around ICTs that involves non-media persons is a 
South African politician in April 2010 used Facebook to release a semi-secret dossier by 
state-owned power utility Eskom, which revealed controversial pricing practices by the 
enterprise. Another, more enduring, example is the Kenyan website Mzalendo, which 
means patriot in kiSwahili. It came into existence as a volunteer project to “keep an eye 
on the Kenyan Parliament” ahead of the 2007 elections, and has been through various 
phases of activity depending on resourcing and time available to the founders. The site 
arose partly in response to the closure – apparently for two years – of the official 



Kenyan parliament website, as a result of it having published the CVs of MPs who 
resented this kind of disclosure.  According to co-founder of Mzalendo, Ory Okello (who 
is also a co-founder of Ushahidi, discussed below): “In Kenya, you hide information 
without knowing why you’re hiding it. With technology, you can break that open.” The 
key enduring purpose of the site has been to monitor the performance of MPs.  This is 
against a background where the Kenyan state operates on the presumption that 
information is secret, unless expressly made available. Although the official 
parliamentary site is back on line, providing a degree of information, it lacks the 
accountability rationale of Mzalendo which highlights not merely the passage of 
legislation, but how many (and what kind of) questions are being asked by each MP. 
While the official site has a special section for feedback, Mzalendo enables users to make 
comments throughout.  
  
Okello hopes that by the 2012 general election Mzalendo will have enough content to 
produce voter resources based on a ranking of incumbents by their performance in 
parliament. However, this civil society site is still circumscribed by the lack of a 
Freedom of Information law, and culture of openness. Thus, Okello has been reported as 
saying that attendance records for parliament are secret, so citizens do not know the 
extent of actual appearance by their MPs. Says Okello: “Right now the presumption is 
that everything is secret unless they deem it not secret, which makes it very difficult to 
get information.” 
  
Providing the public with a Right to Information about parliament is also being assisted 
by a civil society body using ICTs in South Africa. While the national parliament does not 
make available its portfolio committee hearings online, the Parliamentary Monitoring 
Group NGO has stepped up to the plate to provide this service in both text and audio 
format via its website (www.pmg.org.za). The South African parliament does at least 
exploit ICTs in one respect: it operates a limited television feed, in partnership with the 
MultiChoice company. This runs only on a pay-TV channel (DSTV), and although 
therefore being of limited reach, this is better than nothing.  
 
Getting information about parliament is also an issue in Zambia. There, the independent 
newspaper The Post is working on plans to supplement the wider paltry TV coverage of 
the Zambian parliament with a video channel distributed on the Internet.  
 
Cellphones are another ICT that is playing an important, if still embryonic, role in 
practical dissemination of official information. In South Africa, there are frequent 
reports in the press about single women discovering to their shock that official records 
have them recorded as being married. Some people also find themselves officially dead. 
The background to this is widespread identity theft and official fraud.  It is not easy for 
citizens to check this by finding time and transport to visit a government Home Affairs 
office, wait in a long queue there, complete a form and return a month later for a reply. 
Recognising this, and seeking to combat corruption amongst its staffers that facilitates 
the ID theft, the country’s Home Affairs ministry has now set up an SMS line. The result 
is that any citizen can now text their name and ID number to a specific telephone 
number, and receive back an SMS that presents the official position about their status.1

 
   

                                                        
1 More information on this is at : http://www.pbs.org/idealab/2010/02/using-text-messages-to-
combat-identity-theft-in-south-africa040.html. 



This example is still fairly exceptional in Africa, but it is – hopefully – a sign of things to 
come. This is because unlike fixed line internet or telephony, the cellphone is the ICT 
device that is widespread around Africa. It is expected to be the primary way in which 
Africans at large will in time get access to the Internet. It is a device of course that not 
only can receive information, but which can also respond to it, save it, edit it, and 
forward it. In this way, the cellphone is not only important for practical implementation 
of the Right to Information, it is also about the right to communicate in relation to that 
information. 
 
Thus, piggybacking on the cellphone, have been important civic activities like 
Zimbabweans monitoring vote counting in their country’s fraudulent elections of 2007. 
Information communicated horizontally within the electorate exposed the falsity of the 
long-delayed official results.  In Kenya, many people contributed by SMS to a visual 
database at Ushahidi.com (meaning “Witness” in KiSwahili) at the time of ethnicised 
attacks following the elections. Some 800 – 1,500 Kenyans were killed and around 
200,000 were displaced from their homes during the violence, and with mainstream 
media either polarised, or blocked from live coverage in the case of broadcasting, it was 
hard to know how widespread the crisis was, and where relief aid was needed. SMS 
messages helped to populate the site, and enable media and Red Cross follow-up.  
Cellphones are also a significant instrument for commerce in Kenya. The hugely popular 
Mpesa cellphone system of monetary transfers and payments is not directly about the 
Right to Information, but it is symbolic of how, at minimum, ICTs can supercharge data 
flows for social benefit. 
 
What all this signifies is an increase in access to both receive and produce public 
information. The agenda it points to is that of promoting practical access to services and 
phones that provide web access in particular. In turn, these matters are a function of 
telecommunications policies to promote greater availability and affordability of 
services.  The Right to Information in Africa is therefore linked to the infrastructural and 
economic foundations for citizens to take part in the Information Society, and what 
governments are doing (or not doing) to advance this.   
 
 
4.  Looking ahead. 
 
African countries have a long way to go to affirm the Right to Information, but progress 
is being made in terms of general access to information.  One development here is a 
growing pluralism in media outlets, also facilitated by ICTs which have enabled 
websites to be set up, and have also reduced the cost barriers to entry in the case of 
newspapers and community radio stations. Another development is the extension of old 
media into cellphone platforms. Likewise, information players like citizens, 
governments, state bodies and NGOs  are also utilising these ICTs to enrich the 
information environment. Meanwhile, both satellite capacity and undersea Internet 
cables are increasing, leading to falling costs of communications.   
 
Much of Africa is also beginning to engage with the digital migration of terrestrial TV 
services. This is a long, costly and complicated process, but with some potential. First, it 
will free up UHF spectrum for mobile broadband access. Second, it can facilitate e-
governance through enabling significantly extra information delivery. Thirdly, there is 



the possibility of smart exploitation of the set-top boxes that are required to display 
new digital signals on the existing analogue TV sets. These boxes can effectively serve as 
low-cost computers, with the TV set as monitor, and with plug-in keyboards or modems.  
This is a longer-term scenario, and so (analogue) radio will probably remain the biggest 
medium in Africa for decades to come. Audio services (hopefully articulated with 
telecoms possibilities to enhance the receipt and dissemination of information as well 
as audience feedback and participation) are thus still central to developing the Right to 
Information in Africa. However, this depends on policy and practice issues, and not 
technology as such.  
 
Nevertheless, in a scenario where more and more Africans are inter-connected, and 
there is a patchwork of information flows across platforms and publics, then greater 
peer-to-peer dissemination of information becomes a viable scenario. This in turn will 
compensate in part for the likely lags amongst official institutions in themselves making 
their information available directly.  The interactivity of the pre-colonial word-of-mouth 
media could be re-established, producing in this way a full circle.  
 
As more and more information becomes available through media, civil society and 
individuals exploiting ICTs, African audiences will need to become more info-savvy. 
That's the issue that lies around the corner in the continent’s information evolution. 
Meanwhile, the struggle continues on the many other aspects of ensuring that Africans 
enjoy the Right to Information. 
 
 


