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00.03


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

MAHA TAKI:

HELLO. I’M MAHA TAKI FROM BBC MEDIA ACTION AND WELCOME TO BRAVE NEW MEDIA…

A GLOBAL PODCAST WHERE BRAVE CREATORS OF PUBLIC-INTEREST MEDIA OUTLETS TELL THEIR STORIES…

STORIES THAT, IN THIS SERIES, EXPLORE THE DIFFERENT ROLES MEDIA CAN PLAY TO SERVE THE PUBLIC INTEREST AND HOW THESE ROLES IMPACT THE WAY MEDIA NAVIGATE CHALLENGING POLITICAL ENVIRONMENTS. 

IN THIS EPISODE, WE’LL HEAR FROM ARGAW ASHINE - A JOURNALIST WHO CO-CREATED THE ETHIOPIAN MEDIA PLATFORM, WAZEMA, IN EXILE, AFTER FLEEING HIS HOME COUNTRY. 

WE'LL EXPLORE THE CHALLENGES AND TRIUMPHS THAT COME WITH RETURNING HOME FROM EXILE AND PRODUCING MEDIA IN A POLITICALLY-CHARGED ENVIRONMENT…

WAZEMA’S - AND INDEED ETHIOPIA’S - STORY HAS SEEN SOME DRAMATIC TWISTS AND TURNS...


00.58

[SFX.]


ARGAW ASHINE:

Government, they should be accountable. The media and government is not supposed to have cosy relationship. 

Always you have to sit the side, watch, evaluate and analyse and bring the fact that information for the public. We have that watchdog role.  

[MUSIC RISES.]


I don't want to be quiet. I don't want to be marginalised. 

I want to be active and I want to show other people that they have voice and I have voice too. 


[MUSIC FADES.]


01.31


MAHA:

NOW ARGAW’S VIEW - THAT MEDIA SHOULD SCRUNTINISE POLITICAL POWERS – CAN BE A DANGEROUS ONE TO PUT INTO PRACTICE IN ETHIOPIA. A COUNTRY WITH A LONG AND DIFFICULT HISTORY OF MEDIA REPRESSION.


01.46

[ATMOSPHERE RISES.]


ARGAW ASHINE:


So we grown up by listening TO the state’s radio and watching the state television. 

There was a lot of struggle for the private press and the government is extremely repressive, particularly in 2005.

Following the election defeat, the ruling party – EPRDF – they start a massive crackdown, they shut down most of the newspapers.

At the time, I was in the smaller radio station as a journalist there. Then, I moved to, to another media, then I started as a reporter for East African newspaper.

[SFX.]



02.27


MAHA TAKI:


DESPITE THE CRACKDOWNS, ARGAW WAS ABLE TO CONTINUE WORKING AS A REPORTER. 

BUT THEN IN 2010, HIS NAME WAS REVEALED ON A WIKILEAKS DOCUMENT. 

A DOCUMENT THAT CLAIMED HE WAS AN INFORMANT TO THE US GOVERNMENT, ABOUT THE EXILE OF JOURNALISTS IN ETHIOPIA. 

IT CHANGED EVERYTHING FOR ARGAW. 

[MUSIC RISES.]


02.51

ARGAW ASHINE:


When the WikiLeaks document come up online, my name is there. Now the government gets a very good excuse. ‘Okay, now ah ha, you are working for the Americans’. 

It’s a big accusation. 

Everybody’s telling me, you have to be moved. 

Still, I was not convinced that at the time. 

But, the security people as they went to my home. They started knocking the door and checking. 

That's a time I decided, ‘oh oh, this thing is serious.’ 

I don't want to expose the rest of my family to anything so then, I decided to move out.

It's very, very sad moment. I'm not saying I suffered a lot, because I had a good backup and support because of that, I left the country very smoothly. 

Emotionally, it costs you a lot. But for my other friends, it's not like that. They suffered a lot. 

Some died before reaching to the destination. 

[MUSIC FADES OUT.]



04.01


MAHA TAKI:


ARGAW FLED TO AMERICA. TO NEW YORK AT FIRST, THEN PENNSLYVANIA, FINALLY SETTLING IN TEXAS.

AFTER LIVING IN THE U.S. FOR FOUR YEARS AND WORKING AS A POLITICAL ANALYST, ARGAW FELT AN URGE TO USE HIS JOURNALISM SKILLS TO POSITIVELY CONTRIBUTE TO HIS COUNTRY.

AFTER SHARING THIS WITH SOME FRIENDS, WHO WERE ALSO IN EXILE AROUND THE WORLD, THEY DECIDED THEY SHOULD START A PUBLIC-INTEREST MEDIA PLATFORM.  

[WAZEMA PODCAST CLIP AND MUSIC RISES.]


AND SO, THEY DID JUST THAT AND CALLED IT WAZEMA – WHICH ROUGLY TRANSLATES AS ‘DAWN OF A NEW ERA’. 

AND IN 2014, WAZEMA LAUNCHED. 

IT STARTED AS A WEEKLY PODCAST THAT THEY UPLOADED ONTO YOUTUBE. YOU CAN HEAR THE FIRST EPISODE NOW.


05.44



ARGAW ASHINE:

At the beginning when we start, it's a weekend kind of ritual for four of us. 

Mostly, we pick a topic and we conduct a discussion. For example, our very first episode was discussing about anatomy of authoritarianism. 

We explained such kind of issues. 

[WAZEMA PODCAST CLIP.]

Through time, we see the demand. So we started the website, even it's not a professional website at the beginning, because me and my friend, we created that website. 

[SFX.]


So we started publishing some stories.

[SFX.]

 
And through time, I think we achieved creating, being independent and credible media.

[SFX. WAZEMA PROGRAMMING RISES AND FADES]


06.16


MAHA TAKI:
 
FOR FOUR YEARS, WAZEMA OPERATED AS A MEDIA OUTLET IN EXILE. PROVIDING HARD HITTING NEWS TO THE ETHIOPIAN DIASPORA.

AS WELL AS USING REPORTERS IN EXILE, THEY ALSO HAD AN UNDERGROUND TEAM BASED IN ETHIOPIA. WHO KEPT THEIR IDENTITIES ANONYMOUS TO PROTECT THEMSELVES. 

THIS MEANT THEY NEVER ATTENDED PRESS CONFERENCES OR SPOKE OPENLY TO SOURCES. 

BUT THEN IN 2018, THE POLITICAL SITUATION APPEARED TO TAKE A TURN FOR THE BETTER WHEN ABIY AHMADS’ GOVERNMENT CAME INTO POWER.


[ATMOSPHERE RISES.]


08.12

 


ARGAW ASHINE:

In 2018, the new government came to power. 

It was a very, very emotional time. I think not for only me, it is for many Ethiopians. 

I see the Prime Minister, the current Prime Minister, when he came to the parliament for handover ceremony from the previous Prime Minister. 

He made promises. He apologised for all the wrongdoings. 

[CLIP PLAYS: PRIME MINISTER SPEECH]


It's the first time in Ethiopian history, we heard the leader is apologising the public. 

I think people are crying. 

So, the prime minister promised changes. One of the changes, opening up space for the media and to amend the media law in the country, the repressive media law. 

He called all oppositions in exile, including armoured oppositions, to come back to home.

[MUSIC RISES.]


So now, every other night we see people are packing and going back home. 

[SFX.]


Even the rebels are you know, driving from neighbouring country to Ethiopia.

And in 2020, we decided to move Wazema from exile to Ethiopia.

We started recruiting new reporters, our underground reporters, now, they are legal. They are no more hiding. We give them ID and they go to the press conferences.

And we are bringing stories, exclusive stories. 

We realise that have impact on the government, impact on the public. So that was like our golden era we can call it. At the time we were very important for our audience.

[MUSIC FADES OUT.]



08.56


MAHA TAKI:

THIS GOLDEN ERA SAW WAZEMA ESTABLISH A RADIO PROGRAMME WITH AN ETHIOPIAN RADIO STATION AND A DAILY NEWS SUMMARY – WHICH THEY STILL CREATE AND SHARE TWICE A DAY THROUGH THEIR YOUTUBE AND SOCIAL MEDIA CHANNELS. 

BUT THEN THIS GOLDEN ERA, WITH ITS GREATER PRESS FREEDOMS, ENDED, WHEN A WAR BROKE OUT IN LATE 2020. 

THIS WAR, PRIMARILY FOUGHT IN THE TIGRAY REGION OF ETHIOPIA, WAS BETWEEN THE ETHIOPIAN FEDERAL GOVERNMENT AND ERITREAN GOVERNMENT ON ONE SIDE AND THE TIGRAY PEOPLE’S LIBERATION FRONT ON THE OTHER.

AS OFTEN HAPPENS IN WAR CONTEXTS, THE ETHIOPIAN GOVERNMENT CLAMPED DOWN ON MEDIA FREEDOMS IN THE COUNTRY.

FREEDOMS THAT HAD ONLY RECENTLY BEEN INTRODUCED. 


08.56


Nearly three years, we were in a very bloody war. 

That changes the atmosphere. 

Now we're not talking about freedom of speech. We're not talking about democratic space. 

It's a matter of survival for some people. People are facing huge, huge, catastrophic death and life situation.

So the situation in the last three years, because of the war, it's not easy for the media, because, the government is declared emergency. 

You cannot allowed to cover everything. So that's considered as a betrayal of the state.

It's hell because, I'm living abroad and I have enjoyed more freedom. So going back to that repressive environment, it's a bit a bit tough. 

[MUSIC RISES.]

We publish a very explosive stories about the military wing of the business empire. How it's mismanaged, embezzled, and the overall corruption.

They don't like it.   

They kicked out us from the radio, the radio broadcast, for a couple of months. 


[MUSIC ABRUPTLY STOPS.]


There is non-state actors. We don't know them. We don't know their name. There are informal groups, some of the groups are inside the security apparatus. 

They are taking journalists into arrest. They might come and invade your office. 

[MUSIC RISES.]


Sometimes they informally issued harassment statements on social media.

We have seen some several journalists, particularly during the wartime, arrested for not sufficient reasons. 

Maybe those informal groups are inside the government, but we don’t know, because we don't see any formal structure about it. 

[MUSIC FADES.]



11.04


MAHA TAKI:


IN NOVEMBER 2022, A PEACE DEAL WAS SIGNED, BRINGING THE WAR TO AN END. 

BUT BECAUSE OF NUMEROUS THREATS THEY FACED, WAZEMA BECAME SKILLYFULLY ADEPT AT WALKING A TIGHTROPE BETWEEN COVERING STORIES THAT SERVE THE PUBLIC INTEREST WHILE AVOIDING SERIOUS OFFENSE TO THE GOVERNMENT.

DESPITE THIS EDITORIAL APPROACH, COVERING THE STORIES THAT MATTER TO THEIR AUDIENCES STILL IS NOT EASY FOR WAZEMA, AS THEY STRUGGLE TO GET ANY COOPERATION FROM GOVERNMENT BODIES. 

[SFX RISES.]



11.33


ARGAW ASHINE:


Always we have a challenge to get verification. 

In the last two, three days, we went to publish a story. We have the facts from the ground, and we want to get the answer from the relevant body. 

We call the guy we explained the issue and we ask him for answers. 


[SFX.]


He said, ‘Okay, call me back after an hour I will be available, I will be in the quiet environment. So you can you can get the answer’. 

After an hour, he has a guy switch off the phone and disappear. 

It might be he's not allowed to speak out, or he doesn't want to deal with the issue. We don't know the reason. 

This is very, very common. 

But in other contexts, the government is giving some statements, now every other media is reporting the Twitter feed of the Prime Minister, or a two-paragraph statement from the Prime Minister office. 

I know the press statement is always included in the information flow, but you need to ask, you need some details, you need to ask what's going on.

Sometimes they tell you, you can refer from the state media, because in the national TV, they set up the environment conducive for them.

The other thing is, we have a back channel even sometimes with the government officials they don't want to tell you in the in the public that you don't mention their name, anonymous sources. 

In Wazema, we use that too much, anonymous sources, because they are supportive for our independence, our professionalism. 

But at the same time, they don't want to be associated with us. So they keep sending the information in the back channel and they disappear. 

Sometimes we have contacted them and talk to them and yeah, and ‘don't mention my name, don't mention - even my organisation.’ 

Yeah, that's one of the way we are dealing with information flow.

[MUSIC FADES OUT. ATMOSPEHRE RISES]



13.34


MAHA TAKI:

AS WELL OPERATING IN A TRICKY POLITICAL CONTEXT, WAZEMA ALSO HAVE TO DEAL WITH LIMITED INVESTMENT AND RESOURCES.

I ASKED ARGAW IF THESE CHALLENGES MEANT THAT THEY EVER CONSIDER MOVING WAZEMA BACK INTO EXILE.

[MUSIC RISES.]


13:49



ARGAW ASHINE:


I think we can say we are a little bit careful, at the same time, we wish to fulfil our mission. 

We don't want to give up. 

Still we are very hopeful because even when you decide to go back to Ethiopia, we said ‘okay, now we see the space, we have to be part of this, this history, we have to contribute. And we have to work from from inside.’ 

At the same time. We say, ‘oh, maybe things might be changed later. What we are going to do? We'll have to think about Plan B.’

So, government is allowing a space and we have to utilise that space wisely and carefully. And always, we have to claim more space, more freedom. 

I think that is the best way to deal with the situation. I don’t want to be exile again.


14.55


MAHA TAKI: 

SPEAKING TO ARGAW, I WAS REALLY TAKEN BACK BY THE AMOUNT OF UNCERTAINTY THAT WAZEMA’S TEAM DEAL WITH ON A DAY-TO-DAY BASIS. 

BUT DESPITE THIS, THEY KEEP GOING AND KEEP PLAYING A WATCHDOG ROLE. 

I WANTED TO UNDERSTAND WHAT COULD BE DONE TO HELP THEM IN THEIR MISSION. 

SO, I PUT ARGAW’S STORY TO SOMEONE WHO HAS EXTENSIVE KNOWLEDGE OF THE MEDIA LANDSCAPE IN THE REGION. 

AND THAT WAS RASHWEAT MUKUNDU, WHO WORKS FOR INTERNATIONAL MEDIA SUPPORT AS AN ADVISOR ON AFRICAN MEDIA. HE’S BASED IN ZIMBABWE. 

14.55

MAHA TAKI: RASHWEAT, WHAT DID YOU THINK OF WAZEMA’S STORY?

15.35

RASHWEAT MUKUNDU: So I think for me, the story of Wazema, is very much reflects the story of Ethiopia. Im the sense that there is so much hope in terms of reforms and democratisation. But so much skepticism and fear equally, in terms of the challenges that the society is facing. 


15.52

MAHA TAKI: THANK YOU. SO, AS YOU HEARD, ARGAW AND WAZEMA’S TEAM HAVE HAD TO NAVIGATE SUCH A CHALLENGING POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT. AND ONE OF THE REASONS IT’S BEEN PARTICULARLY CHALLENGING FOR THEM IS THE FACT THAT AUTHORITIES OFTEN ARE CHANGING THEIR APPROACH TO WORKING WITH THE MEDIA, WHICH MEANS THE SPACE WAZEMA OPERATE IN IS JUST CONSTANTLY CHANGING. AND, AS YOU KNOW, THEY’VE BEEN IN AND OUT OF EXILE. SO HOW DO RECOMMEND JOURNALISTS STAY AGILE IN SUCH UNSTABLE CONTEXTS?

16.24

RASHWEAT MUKUNDU: In most African countries, Ethiopia included, the trajectory of the political environment tends to shape how the state engages with the media. We cannot divorce or separate the politics.

You have to enhance your skills beyond the journalism and normative day to day routines of gathering your story. You have to understand the power dynamics. YOU have to understand the you have a deeper understanding of the context in which we are operating in. 

You need skills, negotiating skill. You need to deepen your relations with the those sectors that can protect you when you find yourself in trouble. 

17.07

MAHA TAKI: HOW DO YOU THINK THE WIDER MEDIA INDUSTRY, LIKE NGOS AND DONORS, COULD HELP OUTLETS – LIKE WAZEMA - BUILD RESILIENCE? 

17.15

RASHWEAT MUKUNDU: I think it's important that we look at not only supporting the likes of Wazema, in terms of capacity, innovative ways to produce content.

But we also look at issues of financial sustainabilit, so that they are then not politically captured, which is actually the serious threat that independent media is facing in Africa, especially in this era of global challenges, economic challenges. 

And we want the likes of Wazema to remain independent, to articulate their issues, to advance their rights, to be sustainable in terms of their operations.

For me, I think it's a need for enhanced co-ordination, in terms of how the international media support groups are working with media, it's an issue of having a comprehensive approach that does not narrowly look at one aspect of media, but looks at all the needs and the operational space for such media. 


18.08

MAHA TAKI: SO ARGAW TALKS ABOUT HOW IT'S A STRUGGLE FOR THEM TO GET THE GOVERNMENT TO COMMENT ON THEIR STORIES. CAN YOU EXPLAIN WHY THIS IS HAPPENING AND WHY THIS IS A PROBLEM?

18.18


RASHWEAT MUKUNDU: It's a problem in Ethiopia, but also a problem across Africa, I guess in also in other authoritarian, non-democratic societies, in the world… in which the media is essentially seen as a mouthpiece of the political elite. 

And the media is questioning if media is pushing back, if media is playing its watchdog role, it is seen as adversarial to those that are in power. 

So in the case of Ethiopia, what I see I think, is a transitional situation in which the government in power has to re-evaluate it has to reorient itself in terms of its relations, with the media. 

And the the Ethiopian political elite are finding themselves in a new space in which they are having to relearn and do certain things and learn new relations in terms of how to, to work together. 

And this is an area where dialogue is also needed. 

In terms of explaining and building awareness on the role of an independent media.

19.23 

MAHA TAKI: AND IF ARGAW WAS ON THIS RECORDING WITH US, WHAT WOULD YOUR ADVICE BE TO HIM SO THAT HE CAN CONTINUE SERVING THE PUBLIC INTEREST IN ETHIOPIA?   


19.31

RASHWEAT MUKUNDU: In the case of Ethiopia, you are talking with a country that is emerging from years of dictatorship, Civil War, economic challenges.

It's a society which is virtually polarised around ethnic lines, which is so deep that it even affects the media itself. 

For the first time, we have in front of us an opportunity to have a media that can represent the interests of the common person, regardless of who they are, or where they come from, whatever their political religious views, what gender they are. 

And urh the advice to the likes of Wazema is to raise the standard in terms of ethics, in terms of representation, in terms of inclusivity, beyond reproach, to the extent that you address issues that are informed by the needs of your audiences, the communities. But also create a space for for dialogue, reaching out to authority, so that they have an opportunity to also give their side of the of the story. 
 

20.35

MAHA TAKI: SO ARGAW SAID THAT THEY ALWAYS HAVE A PLAN B TO MOVE BACK INTO EXILE IN CASE THE SITUATION GETS WORSE… BUT WHAT ARE YOUR VIEWS ON THE FUTURE OF INDEPENDENT MEDIA IN THE COUNTRY? 


20.44

RASHWEAT MUKUNDU: I'm hopeful for the future of the media. 

The fact that we have the likes of Wazema, operating from a popular and the many other independent media operating from Ethiopia, I think, is a huge ideological shift within the political elite in Ethiopia. 

For them to accept the presence of an independent media, which was not the case under previous regimes before 2017/2018.

So just having that that acceptance, or for the presence of an independent media, I think  is a positive development. 

[BRAVE NEW MEDIA STING. THEME MUSIC RISES.]


21.18

MAHA:

THAT’S IT FOR THIS EPISODE AND FOR THIS SERIES.

THROUGHOUT THIS SERIES WE’VE HEARD ABOUT THE MANY DIVERSE CHALLENGES FACING JOURNALISTS AROUND THE WORLD. ALL STRIVING TO SERVE THEIR AUDIENCES BUT OFTEN FACING HUGE POLITICAL OBSTACLES. 

WE’VE EXPLORED HOW SERVING THE PUBLIC INTEREST DOESN’T HAVE A SINGULAR APPROACH OR DEFINITION.

MEDIA CAN PLAY VARIOUS ROLES DEPENDING ON THE CONTEXT AND THEIR GOALS AND HOW THEY WANT TO SERVE THEIR AUDIENCES.

BUT ALL OF THESE APPROACHES COME WITH THEIR OWN SET OF CHALLENGES. 

TAKE PROJECT MULTATULI, EVI DEMONSTRATED IMMENSE COURAGE BY REPORTING ON A STORY THAT DIRECTLY CHALLENGED AUTHORITIES.  BUT DESPITE INDONESIA’S RELATIVE OPENNESS, THEY’VE STILL HAD TO DEAL WITH CYBER ATTACKS AND ONLINE SMEAR CAMPAIGNS.

BUT JACQUELINE LAWRENCE OF HIGHLANDS FM HAS A DIFFERENT INTERPRETATION OF THE ROLE MEDIA SHOULD PLAY. 

SHE TOLD US HOW THE FOCUS OF MEDIA SHOULD BE TO MAKE TANGIBLE IMPROVEMENTS TO PEOPLE’S LIVES THROUGH BETTER SERVICE PROVISION. 
TO DO THIS, SHE ENTERS INTO A DIALOGUE WITH THE GOVERNMENT. SOMETHING WHICH IS CONTROVERSIAL AND PRETTY UNPOPULAR AMONGST THE MEDIA COMMUNITY. 

AND THEN WE HAVE ARGAW OF WAZEMA, WHO SAID THAT MEDIA SHOULD PLAY A WATCHDOG ROLE. BUT THEY HAVE TO CONSTANTLY ADJUST THEIR EDITORIAL APPROACH TO MAKE SURE THEY CAN KEEP GOING ADMIST NUMEROUS THREATS – AND THEY OFTEN CONTEMPLATE GOING BACK INTO EXILE.

SO, FROM LISTENING TO THEIR STORIES AND HEARING THEIR DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES, GOALS AND APPROACHES, IT’S CLEAR TO ME THAT THERE’S ROOM FOR ALL OF THEM. 


[SFX.]


22.57
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