Democratic Institutions Section

Democratic Instigtiors Section cortrbutes to UMIPSIL: peace mandate building by focusing on the
consolidation of democracy and good gowvemance through the strengthening of democratic institations as
stated inthe applicable Securty Council Resoldions and provided for by the UM Joint Sd=ion, of 2009,

In recent morths, the Section has amended its prionties- tading into consideration the coming eledions in
Mowember, 2012, drawing down of UNIPSIL, and ather relevant issues of the national contest.

Consequernthy, the main areas of focus are:-

1.

Madia - =zupporting main media  instiutions to perfomm in accordance  with  established
professional and  ethical standards, including playing a role to ensure  peaceful, non-wiclen
elections. To achiews this objective, we support the following: Siema Leone Broadcasting Corporation,
[SLBCY Guild of BEditors, Independent hedia Commission (IMC), Communiy Radios - Independant Ra-
din

Metwork (IRM)and Cotton Tree News (CTH), Siema Leone Associdion of Joumalist] 5041, and Artists
for Peace.

Dernocratic Gowermance and Extractives — engaging with key actors in the natural  resources
sector to ensure trarsparency and accountabilty in national resource gowemnance, Specificalhy, we
examine the estent to which state and non- state actors in the sector, adhere to noms and standards
espoused by UM, AU and ECOWCAS on natural resource management and peace building

Ciwvil Society Orgamizations - recognizing the need to work with democratic instiations within both
state and sociaty, Ol zection supports C50 in their role of eliciting accountabilty from stae actors,
donors, UM system and themsehes. ACS0 policy forum has been created by national C50s, called the
Mational C50 platform, which works on all policy issues in seventhematic areas’. The Platform holds a
monthhy meding with the ERSG at which maters of naional policy and work of the UN are discussed.

fodit of Dermocratic hstibations - suppoting an audit of the main democratic institkions in the
country cregted by staute since TRC report of 2004, with the wiew to idertifying their contribuion to the
peace corcolidation and gowvenance, and making palicy recommendations .,

Support to Mationd Constibdtions Redew Frocess — Supporting organizatiors within stae and
society working on constituional review,

For more infomation of to contact us:

United Nations Integrated Peaczbuilding Mission in Sierra Leons (UMIPSIL)
Cemocratic Institutions Section

Cabenda Haotel

14 Signal Hill Road
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Freetown, Siera Leone
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24 More fawyers and exports in mrediz reguiation to be appointed as Comuissionars

In certain cazes, Commissioners and IMC staff are not sufficiently gqualified in the area of media law and
requlation. Their appointment is based on political considerations rather than their suitabilty for the task
in hand. More laveyvers and experts in regulation would enable far more effective interpretation of the law
and better-grounded intervention in the case of wrongdaoing.

25 Gregter powers acoorded to e VG to revoke Fcenses, impose heavy fnes and even close
down e worst offenders

At the moment, it may appear that IMC iz a watch dog without & teeth. Certainly more poveers conferred
by statute can make it more effective. Even without such legislation there is an opinion that is has
powvers under the current Act of 2000 to implement the code of conduct. Unscrupulous ediors and
journalists insist on contravening the Code of Conduct, knowing that the risk of a swilt and effective
responsze from the IMC is low . Penalties imposed carry no real weight and offending parties often take
up their legal right to go through the courts, thereby diluting the little influence the Commission can bear
on & situation. The international community should engage with the government and civil society to
enzure that the IMC is accaorded the authority and the respect it deserves as acrucial regulatory body.

2.6 The NVIC should receive core funding from the government in fine with other statitory bodies
such 35 the MyGonal Flactoral Commission IWEC)and the Pokitical Parties Rogistration
Comuission FPRG)

Currently, it iz the donor community that is supporting the activities of the IMC which, unlike MEC and
the PPRZ, does not receive core funding from government. This anomaly needs to be redressed if the
IMC iz to develop az a relevant independent institution in itz own right. If the IMC were to be guaranteed
long term funding, it could plan itz activities accordingly, giving priovity to key aress. t could determine
appropriste salary structures for Commissioners to enable them to focus onthe regulatory functions of
the Commizzion, rather than expending time, sttention and energy in training. The priovity of the
Commiszion must be regulation and oversight. A1 resources, financial and human, should be channelled
into this ke function. There iz no ather body that has the legislative function to bring media houses into
line. If the IMC failz in its duty, an ureuly media industry may force open the fault lines beresth the
fradile peace.

Hawa 1. & Buila, the Chletorf Secton, gawe alegaloplikzs [y pipect of the sttes ofthe Code of Practice. v the oplilon, ke argued that
the Codle of Practce can e Impeme vgdiotaras kE conbatwith e Actorf 2000, [ coss vikation with the Bgalteam awd other Boal
expert, allagresd thatthe Sctof 2000 conter: adkuate powers wpon e IS to g elate the condact of me dla practtiore s, Oplik g
war renderad v e 2012,
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2.0 Recommendations

27T Introduce @ VMpdia rdex of the top ten nowspapers
Given itz apparent inakbilty st thiz point to regulate the country's media houses, the MC should

institute a gquatterly Media Index to rate the top ten newspapers according to objectivity, impartiality,
languade, layout, integrity and quality of investigative reports and circulation

Only the top ten nesvspapers will festure inthe index, giving rize to a certain level of competition. Cnly
the top ten nesvspapers will festure in the index, giving rize to a cerain level of competition. This
should weed out the less professional papers and act as a guide to potential advertizers and
sponzors. & committee made up of representatives from the Interfaith Council, the Bar Council, civil
society, SLAJ, the Guild of Editors and the IMC itself would determine the criteria and each guarter
decide on the Index.

2.2 Continue with the aunual NG Awards

This IMC intiative has done much to promote specialist reporting in key areas such as economics,
finance, ivvestigative journalizm, crime reporting, heatth and poltics. | enables different agencies to
highlight examples of good repoding on subjects of interest to them. & furthers the cause of
development and peace consolidation by encouraging journalists and media houzes to focus on topics
that underpin the wwell being of the state and itz citizens.

2.3 Constant baining of the WG Commissionwrs and staff

IMC staff must be thoroughly trained to enable them to carry ot the mandate effectively and
professionally. Many of the staft are young and inexperienced. &z with the Commissioners, there is
no detailed understanding of the functions of a regulatory body in a fast moving area like the media.
Compatative analysis of zimilar bodies elzewhere in Africa and beyond together with training by
experienced requlators from abroad would undoubtedly strencthen capacity.
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Executive Summary

Thiz paper highlights the challenges facing the Independent Media Commission (IMC)
as it seeks to carry out ts mandate of monitaring the media and enforcing a code of
conduct inthe run up to what are likely to be contentious elections in Movember 2012,

Currently, the media in Sierra Leone are awash with examples of bad practice
including unsubstantiated stories that are not properly  researched and false
allegations against high profile figures, usually polticians. Given its limited powers and
resources, the IMC lacks the clout to regulate the industry effectively. It is likely that, if
nathing 1= done, the environment will grow more toxic as the elections approach. If
sanity is to prevail, the IMC should be strengthened and affirmed in ts role as media
watchdog. As well as sanctioning bad practice and punishing habitual offenders, the
IMC should also be able to highlight professionalism and good practice wherever it is
found.

Recommendations

= The IMC to produce a gquarterly Media Index’ of the top ten newspapers based on
objectivity, impartiality, language, layout, integrity and guality of investigative reports
and circulation

= Specialist journalism should continue to be highlighted through the IMC Media
Awards, especially in the areas of economics, finance, investigative journalism,
crime reporting, health and politics

« IMC staff must be thoroughly trained to enable them to carry out its mandate
effectively and professionally

= Mare lawyers and experts in media requlation to be appointed as Commissioners

« Greater powers accorded to the IMC to revoke licenses, impose heavy fines and
even close down the waorst offenders

« The IMC should receive core funding from the government in line with other
statutory bodies such as the Mational Electoral Commission (MEC) and the Poltical
Farties Registration Commission (PPRC)
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1.0 Background and Context

With the return of peace and democracy to Sierra Leone following the wicious civil war came a
flourizhing of neswspapers and independent radio stations, Thiz led, in turn, to the setting up of the
IMC through an &ct of Parliament in 2000, Since then, the IMC has weorked toveards ersuring the
highest levels of professionalizm in the media industry, despite many significant constraints. £ has
aftempted on several occasions to protect the public interest against abusze by media institutions
ezpecially the print media. & has alzo protected journalists and broadeasters from intimidstion and
undue pressure from individuals prone to misuse their position of power. With the right level of
resources, it could effectively serve &5 an importart pillar of democracy and & powerful advocde for

peace and security.

Working under the UM's Jaint Yizion, the IMC has helped to extend balanced and accurate news and
information to all sections of the population, including marginalized groups such as women, youth,
and citizens with zpecial needs. With the substartial support it has received from development
partners over the last boo vears the Commiszion has heen ahle to

«  Enhance the capacity of journalists in nesspapers and radio stetions

= Strengthen the relationship between such instiutions

= Regulate the industry through enforcing its Code of Conduct

= Raize awareness amongst board members of community radio stations and District Council

Officers of the importance of local media

= Develop understanding of media policy at both local and national levels

Howveseer with the approach of the elections, the IMC is struggling to increase its capacity in the areas

of media montoring and research to provide the background evidence needed for s interventions.

In addition, it faces a number of other challenges that are likely to aggravate the already tensze
political &t mosphere:
= The non-compliance of certain media houses due to their overt or hidden poltical alle giances
«  Limited professional capacity amongst journalists in reporting and analysing politics
« Evidence of ‘hate journalizm' exprezsed through perzonal vendettas beteween editors and a
constant revisiting of past 'injustices’
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The Sierra Leonean media need to show that they are prepared for the demands of the coming
elections but, on the evidence of present coverage, they still have a long way to goin the aress of
political reporting and analysis. Instead of setting the agenda, the media, especially newspapers,
are increszingly distracted by petty squabbles amongst politicians. Journalists are frequently deewen
into personal roves in which unsukstantisted allegations and rumours are thrown about. Gutter

journalizm abounds.

The media zeem either to have abandoned or to be unaware of their key responsibilties in
democratic elections: providing the public with adequate information about issues, parties, policies
and candidates. Equally, statutory bodies such & the Mational Electoral Commizsion (MEC) and the
Political Parties Registration Commission (FPRC) need channels through which they can inform the
public about the electoral process tself. As the country enters the official campaign period,
candidstes and paties are entitled to use the media to communicate with voters but in the present
confuzion, there is itthe chance of a useful, positive debate, Az the atmosphere growes more toxic, it
i= the public who wil zuffer most.

A democratic election without & free media i= a cortradiction in terms. The paradox is that to
guarantee that freedom, a measure of regulation is required. Sierra Leone today faces a situation in
which journalistz are more mindful of their rights than their rezponsibilties. Some editors are
abuzing the freedom they now enjoy, flagrantly ignoring the strictures of the IMC's Code of Conduct.
For example, the fledgling public service broadeaster SLBC should be zefting an example by giving
fair and equitable coverage to all parties but it seems unable to shake off old habits from the days of
SLBS and to ke followving too closely the government line.

In all this, the IMC seems to be overahelmed by the demands on its rezources and authority . |
zeems to be without focus and direction. Ahough itz efforts in the area of training are positive, it
must be understood that itz mandate clearly requires a firmer regulatory approsch in these senstive
titmes. Together with MEC and the PPRC, it iz responsible for oversesing the electoral process and
the media's role within it. & should be supervising media houses and the access they grant o
parties and individual candidates. t should also be responding swiftly and sternly to any offences
against its Code of Conduct and the Electoral Guidelines currently before Parliament.



