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00.02


[STING: BRAVE NEW MEDIA. THEME MUSIC RISES.]


00.09


MAHA TAKI:

WELCOME TO BRAVE NEW MEDIA. A GLOBAL PODCAST WHERE CREATORS OF PUBLIC-INTEREST MEDIA OUTLETS TELL US THEIR STORIES.

I'M MAHA TAKI FROM BBC MEDIA ACTION.

AND IN THIS SERIES, WE EXPLORE THE ROLES MEDIA CAN PLAY IN DIFFERENT CONTEXTS AND HOW THESE ROLES IMPACT THEIR RELATIONSHIP WITH POLITICAL POWERS.

IN OUR LAST EPISODE, WE HEARD ABOUT PROJECT MULTATULI AND HOW IT STOOD UP AGAINST AUTHORITIES.

A PUBLIC-INTEREST MISSION PROBABLY FAMILIAR TO MANY JOURNALISTS. 

BUT IN THIS EPISODE, WE WILL MEET A FOUNDER OF A TANZANIAN RADIO STATION, HIGHLANDS FM, WHO TELLS US ABOUT HER MEDIA OUTLET’S MISSION, WHICH IS VERY DIFFERENT TO THAT OF MULTATULI.  


00.51


JACQUELINE LAWRENCE:	 

If you perpetrate conflict, you will generally have no impact. And we are an impact media. 

So if we are more critical, instead of more helpful, they will not help our population or help us. So what will we be gaining? 
You will be more critical, and you'll be more popular, you know, people will side with you more than listen to you more. But on the field, what are you actually getting?

It does not serve my population good if I cannot serve them. If the government shuts me down. I cannot help my people. So my general goal is my population, what is the best way to get them to be visible?


[MUSIC FADES.]


01.40


MAHA TAKI:

THAT WAS JACQUELINE LAWRENCE, WHO IS THE DIRECTOR AND OWNER OF HIGHLANDS FM - A RADIO STATION BROADCASTING IN THE REGION OF MBEYA IN SOUTHERN TANZANIA.

 AND IT’S JACQUELINE WE WILL BE SPEAKING TO IN THIS EPISODE.

SHE WILL SHARE HOW HIGHLANDS FM CREATES ENGAGEMENT AND DIALOGUE - BETWEEN COMMUNITIES AND THEIR GOVERNMENT - TO SERVE THE PUBLIC INTEREST.  

INCREASED PUBLIC PARTICIPATION CAN ONLY BE A GOOD THING, RIGHT? BUT WHAT HAPPENS WHEN GOVERNMENT POLICY CONFLICTS WITH YOUR IDEA OF PUBLIC INTEREST? DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE A SIDE?

HIGHLANDS FM TREAD THIS NARROW PATH - SO LETS LET'S DIVE INTO THEIR STORY.

TO BEGIN WITH, JACQUELINE TELLS US ABOUT THE REGION HIGHLANDS FM SERVES AND ITS AVERAGE LISTENER. 

[TANZANIAN ATMOSPHERE RISES.]


02.21


JACQUELINE LAWRENCE:	

We cover a population of about 5 million people in southern Tanzania, coming from the small region of Mbeya. 

We are called the green city.  Vegetation growth throughout the year, rainfall throughout the year. And the funniest thing about this region is that we have almost more than five climates. 

One district is hot, the other district is rainy. So everything grows in Mbeya. 

Mbeya serves the agricultural needs of the whole country, even of the neighbouring country, Malawi and Zambia. 

The region occupies 75% farmers and small business owners. 

The ordinary listener of Highlands FM is a farmer. 

They carry the little radio to their farms, listen to the weather, listen to the news, and almost more than 80% of the population practice farming in Mebya. If they're not trading agricultural goods, they're farming. So this is who Highlands FM is serving.


[ATMOSPHERE RISES AND FADES.]



03.26


MAHA TAKI:

HIGHLANDS FM’S STORY BEGINS 11 YEARS AGO, AFTER JACQUELINE RETURNED FROM STUDYING ABROAD IN INDIA.


[PLANE SFX. ATMOSPHERE RISES.]


03.37


JACQUELINE LAWRENCE:	

I went to university in India, maybe 13 years ago, if not 14. And as an ordinary person, you expect that you return to your country and you see some sort of advancement, you see changes, different from the living conditions that you left behind. 

And it was, it was not happy for me to come back to a region where everything was the same. Access to services was the same. I grew up in the same conditions. And I saw the same conditions continuing. 

Basic services were only in the town. When you go just 20kms away, there is no electricity, there is no water, schools are scattered.

People don't have access to hospitals. If health centres were there, they didn't have medicine or doctors. The roads were extremely terrible. Farmers were farming, rice and tea and coffee, but transportation from the farms to the marketplace is a challenge. 

It made me a little shocked. 

And it pushed me to want to do something about that. 

And that's when we thought we need to highlight these challenges that we're seeing. 

[MUSIC RISES.]


We need to ensure that these people's voices are heard. So these challenges are met so that we can lift this region from where it is right now to higher.  

I remember telling my parents and my friends that, one day, Mbeya is going to be the highest economic region in the country, and everyone would laugh.


[SFX.]


So initially I wanted to do magazines or newspapers. But as I progressed, the voice of radio was too strong. 

It was free and the population can afford this, very different from magazine or television. Not everyone could afford a television set or to buy a newspaper every day. So we thought definitely radio will work for us.

[SFX.]

Before we started the radio, we observed that a lot of the population in Mbeya listened to radio. These were national channels, international channels as well. 

We had a lot of BBC, a lot of Voice of America, a lot of national channels. 

But the disconnect was, there was no representation of the local voices on those radio. So they were listening to them and hoping and calling for their voice to represent their challenges, but it was rarely addressed. 

[SFX. MONTAGE OF GLOBAL NORTH PROGRAMMING.]

All of the medias were focused on entertainment. It was entertainment, radio here, entertainment, radio of air, entertainment, radio everywhere. And we thought we have to be different.

And that's where we came in. Maybe we can pose this difference. Maybe we can be there to fill the gap that the people have with the media. 

[SFX. MONTAGE OF HIGHLANDS FM PROGRAMMING.]


06.42


MAHA TAKI:
 
SINCE LAUNCHING THE RADIO STATION, JACQUELINE HAS BEEN FOCUSSED ON USING IT TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE IN HER COMMUNITY. 
 
TO DO THAT, HIGHLANDS FM, AS WELL AS PLAYING MUSIC, BROADCASTS PUBLIC-INTEREST PROGRAMMES.  
 
THESE PROGRAMMES INCLUDE: RADIO PLAYS THAT RAISE AWARENESS AROUND ISSUES SUCH AS WOMEN’S RIGHTS AND EDUCATION, AS WELL AS PUBLIC DEBATES BETWEEN CITIZENS AND LOCAL AND NATIONAL GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS. 
 
HIGHLANDS FM BELIEVES THAT IT NEEDS TO FOSTER COOPERATION AND CREATE DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE GOVERNMENT AND COMUNITIES THEY SERVE. 

THIS MEANS, SAYS JACQUELINE, THAT THEY HAVE TO AVOID HEAD-ON CONFRONTATION WITH THE GOVERNMENT:


07.22


JACQUELINE LAWRENCE:


When we first started the radio 11 years ago, media was not very positive with the government. They were like a cat and mouse. 

Hence, even when we started programmes to help communities, we faced a lot of challenge into getting participation. 

And we thought that we have to develop a new mechanism to work together to get actual impact within the region. 

The media that we see in the western world or other parts of the world is not the same that we can do in our country. 

Because we had a government who was very, very head on with the with the media, hence, we thought this approach will not help us. 


08.08

[ATMOSPHERE RISES.]

MAHA TAKI:

JACQUELINE DESCRIBES THIS WAY OF WORKING WITH THE GOVERNMENT AS A PARTNERSHIP. 

BUT THE GOVERNMENT DIDN’T WANT TO BE COLLABORATIVE PARTNERS AT FIRST. 


08.17


JACQUELINE LAWRENCE:

When we started public forums all over. Local government leaders would meet with the public to discuss challenges facing their constituency, and how to mitigate them together making choices and decisions together. 

People would not understand why a radio would do that. So in the beginning, local government was not participating, they did not understand why radio will be focused on that. 

For the first year, we did these meetings ourselves, just with the people. And eventually the government came along like, okay, we understand what you're doing now. We want to be a part of it. 

And through this sort of collaboration, we saw changes within the region, we saw citizens discussing budgets of the districts for the first time with the local government. 

We saw transparency, accountability, and we thought this is the way to go. 

[ATMOSPHERE FADES.]


09.16


MAHA TAKI:

HIGHLANDS FM’S APPROACH OF CREATING CONVERSATION WITH POLTITICAL POWERS HAS, PERHAPS INEVITABLY, LED TO CRITICISM. JACQUELINE EXPLAINS.


09.24



JACQUELINE LAWRENCE:

We have had a high number of backlash, some, some populations have been claimed, we were owned by the government, or they had shares in our, our media house, which was basically not true. 

And it's not that we're not completely critical of the government, or of other regimes or private sector that you know, even fund our radios. But we allow room for negotiation, we allow room for collaboration.

[MUSIC RISES.]


I think the year will be 2015. Right before the 2015 elections. We were running a programme alongside other media, about 20 other medias on public services availability in rural Tanzania. 
And among all those medias, we were the only one who are getting positive impact. 

And we were working side by side with members of parliament, they were positively welcoming us to the Parliament to represent the problems that we're finding in the constituencies, so that they can present it to the ministers and in the parliament.

And other medias, as well as other people were very shocked, like, in this regime, how were you getting such positive impact if you're not owned by the government or they don't have stake in your media? 

And I remember having to explain, because we asked them to partner with us. And we asked to help them reach their goals. Why don't you use media to reach your goals and how do we impact this region? But they went in with a critical view, like the government is not doing this, why they're not doing this. It's their fault, we should find who, the negative person who is here, but we didn't use that route. So that was the difference. 

[MUSIC FADES.]


11.12


MAHA TAKI:

AS WELL AS FACING BACKLASH, ANOTHER CHALLENGE OF HIGHLANDS FM’S APPROACH IS WHEN THE GOVERNMENT PUTS RESTRICTIONS ON WHAT MEDIA CAN AND CANNOT SAY. 

EVEN DURING NATIONAL AND GLOBAL CRISES, WHEN THE PUBLIC REALLY NEED TO KNOW WHAT IS GOING ON. 


11:27


JACQUELINE LAWRENCE:

We have had a lot of conflict, navigating around issues affecting global scale and representing it to the local, local audience without stepping on toes with local government or central government orders or directions. 

[MUSIC RISES.]

One of the challenges that we faced highly was during COVID.  

At the time, the government was very critical on COVID information. They wanted everything to go through them first. 

So we had to be very careful with our message. 

There was a lot of directives on what words we can and can't use. 

I remember there were moments where we could not use the word COVID.

They in their minds, they're thinking we are preserving the population from mass panic, as it was happening in other countries. 

And we as a media, we are saying we're looking at the interests of the people, and they're going to get sick, they need to know how to prevent themselves.

So, we thought how do we get around this? How do we ensure that our people are informed without going against the regime or against what they believe?

[SFX.]


We were broadcasting prevention mechanisms… without using the words and we would even have local government doctors come in and talk about it. We had to use a consistent flu, or any other word but not say the word COVID. 


13.02


MAHA TAKI:

BECAUSE THE GOVERNMENT DIDN’T WANT TO CLEARLY STATE THAT THERE WAS COVID IN THE COUNTRY, IT WAS EXTREMELY DIFFICULT FOR JOURNALISTS WORKING AT HIGHLANDS FM TO ASCERTAIN THE TRUTH. 


13.13
 

JACQUELINE LAWRENCE:

There was a lot of information from different sources. 

We're seeing information from general population who are affected people reporting who's sick, what's happening, hospitals are being influx of people at hospitals.

Verification was very difficult. I remember at the time, even social media was trying to verify information that was being aired. 

It was very frustrating for journalists, even for myself. 

We had numerous meetings with local government officials, health officers, what the figures were on the ground, how many people are getting sick, what's really happening? 

And with the government, I think we decided to meet in the middle when everyone saw that, okay, this is really happening. And we have to ensure that people are safe. 

But it was an extremely difficult period for for us for media in general, within the country to navigate around.


14.12



MAHA TAKI:


NOW JACQUELINE IS CONVINCED THEIR APPROACH TO CREATING CONVERSATION WITH THE GOVERNMENT HAS BEEN VINDICATED. THE PROOF CAN BE FOUND, SHE SAYS, IN THE TANGIBLE IMPROVEMENTS THAT CAN BE SEEN IN THE REGION HIGHLANDS FM SERVES

[ATMOSPHERE RISES.]


14.27


JACQUELINE LAWRENCE:

Reiwa was a village that had no electricity, no access to water. Schools didn't have toilets. And even the roads go to Reiwa was extremely troublesome. Impassable almost. 

We conducted a live debate there. And we invited the Local Government to speak to the people it was very violent. There was police there. Because people were angry. They were asking questions, they were not understanding why they had been forgotten. 

And after that meeting, I think everyone was a sad, shocked, questioning why that was happening. But we didn't allow our media to speak on the situation. We much more highlighted the voices of the people. This helped us because it not seem like we were instigating trouble.

After six months, the road was built, there was water access, the schools are better, even the hospitals were better. 

We saw that by highlighting these regions. Accountability could take place, and this caused quite a high amount of change within the region.


[MUSIC RISES.]


I said before, I said to my family and friends that one day Mbeya will be a high-economical region in Tanzania. 

And it happened. When we were new in Mbeya 11 years ago, it was still a very, very low-income region. 

But 11 years later, Mbeya… just last year, it was declared the third highest earning region in Tanzania. 

There's more investment going into Mbeya, the government is looking at challenges, solving them, more businesses are moving into Mbeya the economy is now robust. 

So we can say we do see the difference of media and we cannot say this solely by us. 

But when we began and other people saw what we were doing, other media sprung up as well. 

So we had one media, which is ours, but 11 years later, there are now 16 media houses. All doing the similar things that we are doing. So other people would say this is competition, but I would say this is impact. You know, it's good for us. It's good for the region.

[SFX. BRAVE NEW MEDIA STING. THEME MUSIC RISES]


16.49


MAHA TAKI:

AFTER TALKING TO JACQUELINE,

I WANTED TO EXPLORE THE ROLE THAT HIGHLAND FM PLAY WITH SOMEONE WHO UNDERSTANDS THE MEDIA LANDSCAPE IN THE REGION.

SO, I CALLED UP ALPHONSE SHINDU. 

A KENYAN JOURNALIST WHO WORKS WITH AFRICA CHECK IN TANZANIA AND ACROSS THE EAST AFRICAN REGION.

I BEGAN OUR INTERVIEW BY ASKING WHAT STOOD OUT FOR HIM THE MOST WHEN HE LISTENED TO JACQUELINE’S STORY.

17.16

ALPHONCE SHIUNDU:

She stands out for me is different. 

The kind of medium she's putting out is, ‘okay, we're going to sit down with the people, I'm going to give people a voice. And it doesn't matter whether the government is involved. It doesn't matter whether public figures are involved. I'm going to the community, the community is going to tell their stories. And I'm going to galvanise change from that point upwards.’ 

So you could notice that when she started, it took a whole year, she says, before the government came back and say, ‘Okay, we would want to be part of this public participation forum that you guys are putting together and we want to speak.’ 

And to take the conversation to the next level where it's not just ideas or policy ideas in papers, but policy ideas, which are reflected into the lived realities of the people living in Mbeya, the people living in the Reiwa village, where all this transformation was happening.

That for me, I think is it's quite quite different. It's not it's not something a lot of media houses think. And it's not a mindset, that many media houses in the region and in Africa have.

18.28

MAHA TAKI: OK, SO, LET’S DIVE DEEPER INTO JACQUELINE’S STORY. WHAT DID YOU THINK WHEN YOU HEARD HER DESCRIBE HOW, DURING COVID, HIGHLANDS’ FM HAD TO NAGIVATE RESTRICTIONS ON WHAT THEY COULD AND COULDN’T SAY? 

18:41

ALPHONCE SHIUNDU:

I found it odd. But in the circumstances, with the media circumstances at the time, I would understand. 

When she mentioned something like there were words they could not say like, you could not say COVID on air, you could just say, what was it consistent flu or something like that?

And then she says the messaging was very directed. 

And there was this tennis match that was going on between the journalists and the media houses on one side and the government on the other - where the government is telling you ‘no, you're not gonna talk about COVID’. 

But the media house are pushing back a bit, to the extent that they could at the time, that ‘no, people are gonna get sick. So we have to prepare them.’

But the fact that they were having that conversation, but back and forth, for me shows that yes, there is, there is room for independence if you dialogue with whichever power. 

And in these circumstances, there was a terrible terrible power imbalance between media houses and government policy.

19.48 

MAHA TAKI: WHAT CAN YOU DO IN CONTEXT WHERE YOU HAVE AN AUTHORITARIAN GOVERNMENT? I MEAN, IT'S SEEMS REALLY EASY TO SAY MEDIA OUTLETS SHOULD PUSH FOR FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION. BUT THE REALITY IS THAT WITHOUT THE INSTITUTIONAL PROTECTIONS AND THE MEDIA SAFEGUARDS. IT'S JUST SO MUCH HARDER TO OPERATE WITHOUT FEAR OF BEING SHUT DOWN OR CENSORED. YEAH. SO I'D LIKE TO HEAR FROM YOU, WHETHER THE KIND OF NOTION OF INDEPENDENCE IN ITS PUREST FORM, WORKS IN CONTEXTS WHERE THE RULING GOVERNMENT ISN'T OPEN TO DISSENTING VOICES?

20.20

ALPHONCE SHIUNDU:

When you are in regimes that can wake up one day, and they are angry at about your coverage, and they shut you down when you are in such environment. So, in such media ecosystem, you have to be very practical about it. 

The first thing you have to do is keep the Media House open, keep the lights on. And how do you do that? You have you have no option but to speak to the government. 

People might look at it as catering to the needs of the government. But the bigger picture is, if you shut down you will not be telling the stories of the people you want to tell. No single story should make you get shut down. That’s so much more important than the puritanical, dogmatic aspects of media independence that most theorists or most people insist on. 

Yes, we strive for that. But it's aspirational. It's not something that would work in the authoritarian environments in most of the continent. It's not something that would work in fragile or transitional democracies that this continent has.

21.35

MAHA TAKI: BUT WHEN JACQUELINE DESCRIBED THE PERIOD WHERE SHE GOES INTO PARLIAMENT AND GETS A LOT OF BACKLASH FROM OTHER MEDIA ORGANISATIONS, WE LATER LEARN THAT DURING THAT TIME IN TANZANIA, THE GOVERNMENT WAS ALLEGEDLY ATTACKING AND SHUTTING DOWN MANY OTHER MEDIA OUTLETS. SO MEDIA OUTLETS SAW HIGHLANDS FM’S APPROACH, OF CREATING DIALOGUE WITH POLITICAL AUTHORITIES, AS A FORM OF TREASON? YES. SO WHAT WOULD YOUR THOUGHTS BE ON THE SITUATION?

22.03

ALPHONCE SHIUNDU:

When I look at that conversation, I can understand why Highlands FM would be seen as betraying because the media is trying to band together and but their goals are different.

Working with government could be seen as betrayal, working with government could be seen as collaboration, but there is nuance in all these.

You are just have to look at what's the intention, what are the goals and that will tell you whether it's a betrayal or whether it's a collaboration towards the public good.

22.03

MAHA TAKI: SO ONE LAST QUESTION, AND IT'S ON THIS POINT YOU JUST RAISED ABOUT CONTRIBUTING TO THE PUBLIC GOOD. CAN YOU EXPLAIN IN MORE DETAIL HOW YOU THINK HIGHLANDS FM’S APPROACH SERVES AUDIENCES?

22.45

ALPHONCE SHIUNDU:

The tiny example as I conclude, I can give, is the work that we do at Africa Check.

So when we started that was coming from the newsroom spent 15 years in the newsroom, and I'm coming to Africa Check. I'm coming with that adversarial mindset where if somebody is, you go out, and you try to prove people wrong, by pointing out to them that this is wrong. 

And then, as I got to understand fact-checking in the first like, three weeks, I realised it's about having a conversation. Asking these public figures, ‘okay, you've claimed this, this is your claim, this is the data that we have. It's public data,  its publicly available. What's the proof of the claim that you're making?’

Having that dialogue is important, because these people would often repeat numbers, and I've seen it countless times in Parliament. 

One person would wake up and mention that figure, the second contributor will repeat the same figure. And none of them if you ask them, ‘Where did you get that figure from?’ None of them would say, ‘the source of these figures is this’. 

These are the people who are going to make laws, these are the people who are going to vet government policy. 

So for me having that discussion with these people, having that collaborative approach is much more important in the long term. Because, why do we do what we do if it's not about changing society, it's not about progress? 

In Kenya, we usually say there is one conversation going on in the media, which is at the ceiling, it's very high level and there's a conversation that is going on the floor, on the ground level, which is where reality exists. 

And I think Highlands radio has found a way to narrow that gap and have a meaningful conversation that changes lives for real people.

[STING. THEME MUSIC RISES]

24.42


MAHA TAKI:

THANK YOU ALPHONSE FOR SHARING YOUR INSIGHTS

AND THANKS TO YOU FOR LISTENING TO THIS EPISODE.

AN EPISODE THAT RAISES SOME INTERESTING QUESTIONS.

LIKE: IS COLLABORATION WITH AUTHORITIES COMPROMISING INDEPENDENCE? OR IS IT LEADING TO TANGIBLE CHANGE AND PROGRESS FOR THE PUBLIC? 
 
OFTEN, THE DISCUSSION AROUND THIS TOPIC BECOMES POLARIZED BETWEEN TWO EXTREMES… 

HOWEVER, AS ALPHONSE POINTS OUT, THERE IS NUANCE TO CONSIDER. AND IT'S IMPORTANT TO LOOK AT THE INTENTIONS AND GOALS BEHIND ANY COLLABORATION AND ASK WHETHER IT'S TOWARDS THE PUBLIC GOOD.

I THINK IT’S ALSO IMPORTANT TO REMEMBER THAT THERE ARE MANY DIFFERENT APPROACHES AND GOALS OF JOURNALISM, AND NOT ALL MEDIA OUTLETS FOCUS ON HARD-HITTING WATCH-DOG TYPE REPORTING AS THEIR MISSION. 

FOR SOME, THEY MIGHT WANT TO FOCUS ON PROVIDING SERVICE INFORMATION, BUILDING LOCAL IDENTITY OR FACILITATING CONVERSATIONS BETWEEN PEOPLE AND OFFICIALS - LIKE THE MISSION OF HIGHLANDS FM.

BUT LET US KNOW YOUR THOUGHTS BY JOINING THE CONVERSATION ON TWITTER.

AND PLEASE DO SUBSCRIBE, RATE AND REVIEW ON YOUR PREFERRED PODCAST PLATFORM.


26.00


Brave New Media is a Co-Production between BBC Media Action and Holy Mountain.

The presenter was Maha Taki.

The producer was Saskia Black 

The executive producers were Maha Taki, Paul Harper and Boz Temple-Morris


[MUSIC FADE. THE END]
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