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What is journalistic self-censorship?

Self-censorship, according to Herdıs Thorgeirsdottir, Associate Professor of Law at Bifrost School of Business, of Iceland, is “when journalists purposely avoid newsworthy stories as they anticipate negative reactions… for doing what is expected.”
Self-censorship within the media, she argues in her article; “Self-Censorship among Journalists: A (Moral) Wrong or a Violation of European Convention on Human Rights law?” published 2004, is a serious threat to the democratic objective ascribed to the press of imparting matters of legitimate public interest.

Aidan White, the general secretary of the International Federation of

Journalists, describes the situation: ‘‘Living and working in conditions of fear, poverty or employment insecurity, journalists often submit to self-censorship, the most corrosive and insidious form of censorship of all’’.

Self-censorship is a world-wide phenomenon. It isn’t a phenomenon only experienced in Uganda and Africa. It is only the reasons for self-censorship that vary from country to country. 
Prof. Herdis Thorgeirsdottir quoting a report by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), stated that there was rampant self-censorship in newsrooms in Europe. 

“Many staff writers are kept in constant fear of being dismissed. The (OSCE) report mentions examples of how the advertising industry is holding the media on a very short leash and full-time journalists are replaced by cheaper and (because of their economic predicament) more accommodating freelance writers. Journalists do not dare to bite the hand that feeds them.” 

Former US President, George W. Bush, in his book; “The Decision Point” describes how he unsuccessfully exerted pressure on the publisher and editors of the New York Times against publishing a story exposing security information relating to the Terrorist Surveillance Programme (TSP)

“I was disappointed in the Times and angry at whoever had betrayed their country by leaking the story. The justice department opened a criminal investigation into the disclosure of classified information. As of the summer of 2010, nobody had been prosecuted,” Bush states. This revelation by Bush only highlights the fact that even in the USA; the media is under pressure to exercise and most likely succumbs to self-censorship!
There is no doubt that there is self-censorship in Uganda and the problem is worsening. 
The 2012 African Media Barometer (AMB) report for Uganda stated: “A disturbing trend of self-censorship through reportage of social rather than political issues leading to the downplaying of important issues is emerging. For instance, the anti-government protests that took place towards the end of 2010 and in early 2011 were barely given ample airtime by some radio stations because of fear of victimization.” 

The African Media Barometer (AMB) is an in-depth and comprehensive description and measurement system for national media environments on the African continent. The AMB is a self-assessment exercise based on homegrown criteria derived from African Protocols and Declarations like the “Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression in Africa” (2002) by the “African Commission for Human and Peoples’ Rights” (ACHPR). The instrument was jointly developed by fesmedia Africa, the Media Project of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) in Africa, and the Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA) in 2004.

On the issue of self-censorship, Uganda’s score for 2012 was 1.8 out of 10. In 2010 and 2007 the score was 2.0. In effect the country was slipping on this aspect of self-censorship. 
Why the self-censorship? 
According to the AMB 2012, self-censorship was due to fact that media houses weren’t ready to take on powerful forces in government and business. 
Besides the fear of taking on powerful political forces, the media owners and editors seek to avoid antagonizing powerful business corporates. “Journalists are avoiding or toning down newsworthy stories for fear of hurting someone or losing advertising and that is self-censorship,” the AMB report pointed out. 
It noted that the situation was even worse for upcountry journalists. “Up-country journalists face more constraints that force them to practice more self-censorship than urban journalists,” the report noted. 
There are also case where journalists in Uganda have been guilty of self-censorship fearing to antagonize powerful social forces – either cultural or religious. You will recall what befell New Vision and Bukedde a couple of years ago. 
There  are cases where journalists have come under physical threats from state actors and private individuals who are subject of negative articles relating to corruption or other abuses. I know of a journalist who once was summoned by a senior government official who was a subject of police investigations. The official made direct threats to cause harm to the journalist if he continued writing about him. In such cases, it is a matter of life and death. Not many journalists would risk their lives when they are often told in the media schools that “No story is worth your life.”  
I believe the media houses in Uganda are very vulnerable because they are still comparatively small financial entities. Since they are small, they are susceptible to political blackmail and intimidation. The media houses also depend on the advertising revenues from government agencies and the handful of powerful corporates.  The New York Times publisher and editors most likely were able to ignore Bush’s pressures to kill a story about classified TSP due to the media house’s financial muscle and existing strong legal protection for the freedom of the press.  Had New York Times been in Uganda, no doubt it would have been in very serious trouble. END
