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Preface

T
he year 2020 was unprecedented and 

remarkable, not just for Malawi, but 

for the world. The covid-19 global 

pandemic spared no region; no 

country. Closer to home, in Malawi, 

a State of Disaster had been declared to allow the 

president greater control over the pandemic; a “soft” 

lockdown began early on; and Malawian voters 

brought new leadership to the country in the Fresh 

Presidential Election of 2020, a historic presidential 

election re-run of the 2019 election. The pandemic 

unfortunately also brought to Malawi opportunities 

for corruption in the procurement and delivery of 

healthcare services needed.

During this extraordinary year, the Wits 

Journalism Programme at the University of 

Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa, 

and the Continuing Journalism Education (CJE) 

initiative worked closely to develop this State of the 

Newsroom for Malawi, their first such report that 

marks an extension of the State of the Newsroom as a 

publication idea beyond the borders of South Africa.

State of the Newsroom is an annual report 

published in South Africa for the past several years 

by Wits Journalism. The objectives of the report are 

to foster an environment of debate around key issues 

that have an impact on the news media and the 

practice of journalism in the country, to encourage 

critical self-reflection amongst media practitioners, 

with respect to the purpose of journalism in 

supporting and sustaining democracy; and to serve 

as a publication of record. The aim is to do this by 

producing research-orientated yet accessible articles, 

as well as commentary from media experts working 

in the field. This first State of the Newsroom Malawi 

does just that.
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Given the work of the CJE partners on anti-

corruption, this issue of the State of the Newsroom 

focuses on the theme of the state of investigative 

journalism and corruption in the media. In doing so, 

it complements the work of a pool of investigative 

journalists and media practitioners under the CJE 

project. 

The CJE programme activities aim to improve 

the quality of reporting on corruption and anti-

corruption in Malawi. The programme supports a 

small group of experienced investigative journalists, 

as well as media houses and journalist-support 

organisations and institutions, to develop and 

publish stories and commentaries on corruption and 

corruption-related activities. 

The overall objective is to amplify the messages on 

corruption for the public to assist 

the media to present a clear 

and candid account to the 

public regarding corruption 

in the country.

The CJE initiative believes 

this report will lead to 

discussion and debate on the 

media landscape of Malawi, 

and to better and more effective 

support for investigative 

journalism and investigative 

journalists in the country. 

Preface
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State of the Newsroom is a publication that in 

South Africa receives substantial media attention. 

It is hoped a publication in Malawi, that is led and 

developed by partners working in the country, will 

receive similar attention, both in Malawi and in 

South Africa. 

In this way, issues of corruption in the media and 

the health of investigative journalism in Malawi will 

be placed on the public agenda. The overall aim is to 

sensitively raise these issues on public platforms so 

that ultimately accountability and a media sector that 

strengthens democracy are encouraged. 

Thanks for this publication go to Ladan Cher 

for building the CJE initiative and for suggesting 

CJE incorporate a State of the Newsroom Report; to 

Franz Krüger and Alan Finlay of Wits University for 

bringing their experience from South Africa to make 

it happen; and to CJE mentors, Abel Mwanyungwe 

and Vitus-Gregory Gondwe, for making it relevant 

and important for Malawi.

A special thanks also goes to the Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency 

through the Consortium to Promote Human Rights, 

Civic Freedoms and Media Development in Sub-

Saharan Africa project which helped to make this 

publication possible. 

Continuing Journalism Education

Wits Journalism

Preface
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W
elcome aboard the first issue 

of the State of the Newsroom 

for Malawi! In this issue, 

while we offer an overview 

of the state of the media 

– including notes on salient changes in the media 

landscape, media indicators, a discussion on working 

conditions in the newsroom, and on sustainability – 

our focus is on corruption. 

With a third of the country’s budget lost to 

corruption each year, this is a critical issue for 

Malawi. Our interest is both in how the media 

talks about corruption, and in the much more 

controversial issue of corruption in the newsroom 

itself. 

While we offer a review of the most salient issues 

having an impact on the newsroom over the last year, 

our analysis of media indicators for Malawi points 

to a worrying decline of print circulation, and the 

limited reach of television in a country wracked by 

poverty. 

From the peak of newspaper circulation figures 

during the dawn of multiparty politics in the early 

1990s, circulation figures for both daily and weekend 

newspapers have plummeted. As we show, across 

the board, sales have gone down by almost 20% on 

average over the years. Various factors have been 

singled out as the major drivers of this decline, chief 

among them being the increasing cost of newsprint 

faced by publishing houses. 

Setting the scene for our exploration of the 

unstable conditions Malawian journalists labour 

under, Dr Levi Zeleza Manda reviews two key 

research projects that have incorporated data from 

Malawi newsrooms. As he suggests, Malawian 

journalists are largely male, overworked and 

Introduction
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underpaid. And, although the research surveys 

suggest that ethics are a high priority amongst 

practicing journalists, who also see themselves 

as advocates for change supportive of national 

development, many leave their 

journalistic careers because of the poor conditions of 

employment. 

This baseline research is confirmed by our survey 

of journalists by Penelope Kakhobwe, who suggests 

that low pay, an absence of employment contracts, 

weak unions and a lack of managerial skills in the 

newsrooms, increases the vulnerability of journalists 

seeking to speak ‘truth to power’. 

In fact, this vulnerability has the opposite 

effect, including through the practice of 

chimpondamthengo, or of journalists demanding 

and receiving gifts for writing a story. 

Although not considered corruption by some, 

what is evident is that the poor conditions of 

employment, and “getting paid peanuts”, creates 

fertile ground for journalists to become corrupted, 

and is at least one of the reasons why corruption 

happens in the newsroom. 

Dr Peter Mhagama suggests another reason 

in his article on media sustainability. Editorial 

independence in Malawi, he writes, “needs to 

be understood within an exchange system in 
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which media revenue is traded for political support”. 

He points out that this has created a “culture of 

patronage where media sustainability is dependent 

on this political support”. One axe the government 

wields to silence its critics are the country’s tax laws 

– news houses are regularly raided by the revenue 

authorities, under heavy police guard. 

Temwani Mgunda and Ellard Manjawira offer an 

insightful overview of how well the print media in 

Malawi is covering corruption. By all accounts – 

despite evidence of unethical journalistic practice in 

the newsroom – it is not doing too badly, even if it 

appears to prefer to have its breaking stories handed 

to it on a silver platter and lacks the energy (and 

money) to follow up on leads. 

As Emmanuel Kondowe, who interviewed 

investigative journalists for this issue, emphasises: 

despite a lack of resources, threats to their safety, and 

corrupt editors, investigative journalists in Malawi 

are spirited, and show a vital, energetic commitment 

to their work in exposing abuses of power. What is 

needed, is capacity building, and more resources to 

tap this wellspring of energy. 

Lastly, Gracian Tukula shares just how it feels 

as editor when a story a reporter is pursuing 

mysteriously runs out of steam. Perhaps tellingly, 

given its role in attacking the media, it was 

the Malawi Revenue Authority that was being 

investigated. But, as he points out in ‘The day my 

story slipped away’, in the fight against corruption, 

often the media’s worst enemy is itself: The “best 

starting point” he writes, “is for the editors 

themselves [to be] corrupt-free.”

Being the first of its kind in Malawi, we are 

convinced that this publication will become part 

of our discourse on media and media-related 

issues in the country. For sure, there are gaps and 

opportunities that must have been missed in this 

maiden publication. We welcome your feedback and 

suggestions. Otherwise, enjoy the reading! 

The Editorial Team
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Indicators

New president, new access 
to information law… 

Malawi just elected a new administration in Fresh Presi-

dential Elections that were held in June 2020, with op-

position leader Lazarus Chakwera from the Malawi Congress 

Party (MCP) voted into power. 

In the short period that Chakwera has been in office, the 

Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA) in Malawi has 

registered what it describes as “both gains worth celebrating 

and trends that [it is] deeply worried about”1. Of note is the 

operationalisation of the Access to Information law in Sep-

tember 2020, after barely three months. But as this State of the 

Newsroom shows, the full impact of the law on media practice 

and transparency is yet to be realised.

A new president, a 
reinvigorated media council, 
and a financial windfall for 
community radios during the 
covid-19 pandemic. These 
are some things to celebrate 
over the past year, writes 
Vitus-GreGory 
Gondwe. 
But the past is not easy to 
wrest yourself free from …

Newsroom 
in Review
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Harassing the media continues…

MISA Malawi’s concern is that the administration and its sup-

porters have, in this very short time, also taken actions that 

are aimed at reducing media space and freedoms. The organisa-

tion’s media monitoring project recorded several media violations 

that included the cyberbullying of Nation Publications Limited 

(NPL) journalists, Suzgo Chitete and Ephraim Munthali. 

This followed a story on the EU’s budget support to Malawi, and 

Munthali’s opinions critical of the administration in his weekly 

column, ‘Cut the Chaff’, which appears in the Weekend Nation.  

This was exacerbated by the behaviour of some cabinet ministers 

who called and threatened journalists after the publication of 

stories deemed to be critical of the administration.

Media briefings fade away

The new administration introduced weekly press brief-

ings2 to give the media more access to the highest office 

in the country. But the briefings have since been discon-

tinued, after moving from weekly to fortnightly brief-

ings.3 MISA Malawi also faulted prior approval required 

Newsroom 
in Review

Fresh change ... Lazarus Chakwera from 
the Malawi Congress Party (MCP) was 
voted into power
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by state house of journalists’ questions at the briefings. 

It said this was uncalled for as it turned the briefings 

into “public relations functions and not a two-way 

platform of engagement between the media and the 

presidency”. The invitations to the briefings were also 

questioned, as they seemed biased in the selection of 

which journalists and media houses could attend.

Sending in the MRA Bulldogs

The new administration has also had its share of 

using state apparatus to victimise the media. A 

case in point is the closure towards the end of 2020 of 

privately owned Galaxy FM, belonging to the family 

of former president Peter Mutharika by the Lilongwe 

City Council (LCC), reportedly over unsettled city 

rates4.

This has been a trend of the previous government. 

Both Times Group and NPL have suffered threats of 

closure, with the ruling party using the Malawi Reve-

nue Authority (MRA) as a proxy axe to silence critical 

voices. 

In June 2018, the public tax collector, sealed Times 

Group headquarters at Ginnery Corner in Blantyre 

over alleged failure by the company to remit taxes5. 

During the raid, MRA officials, accompanied by heav-

ily armed police officers, asked all employees to vacate 

the premises. 

The raid followed a shutdown of NPL a year before 

over K675 million in unpaid taxes. MRA said the bill 

was for VAT, corporate tax, fringe benefit tax, and 

fines for withholding tax and PAYE for the period 

between 2011 and 2016. In October 2019, the MRA 

again sealed the NPL premises.6  

The MRA uses intimidation when carrying out 

these raids, and is accompanied by   heavily armed 

police officers. MISA Malawi chairperson Tereza 

Ndanga was of the view that they expected the MRA 

to act in a fair way and not be used by the government 

to silence the media, especially considering that state 

broadcasters owe government more in tax arrears than 

the newspaper groups, but were not closed. 

Newsroom 
in Review
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Broadcasting in the 
wrong colours 

The Malawi Broadcasting Corporation (MBC), the 

publicly funded broadcaster, continues to operate 

under the unpopular shroud of boot-licking the gov-

erning political party – whichever it may be. Dubbed 

the “mother of all radio stations in Malawi”, MBC was 

founded in 1964 under the one-party regime. MBC 

now has two radio stations, Radio 1 and Radio 2, 

and transmits on FM, MW and SW frequencies and 

online. 

MBC also runs the national television station, Mala-

wi Television.

Since 1994, when the United Democratic Front 

(UDF) took over power from the then MCP in the 

first ever multiparty system, broadcasters at the MBC 

have probably been stockpiling different party regalia 

in their homesteads – as many as four political parties 

have assumed the leadership mantle for the country. 

Bias at the state broadcaster came to a head during 

the 2019 elections when, for the first time, Malawi 

presidential elections were nullified by five high court 

Newsroom 
in Review

Tranquil headquarters of the Malawi 
Revenue Authority ... but it was used to 
intimidate independent media voices

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radio_station
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Television_Malawi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Television_Malawi
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judges who ordered a re-run. 

One would have expected the zealot broadcasters to 

go into hibernation when the writing on the wall was 

so clear that the tide would tip against the then incum-

bent president and the Democratic People’s Party 

(DPP), but instead they did not seem to read it from 

the distance. 

From the director general – Aubrey Sumbuleta – to 

middle managers, they threw professionalism to the 

wind with impunity. Some of them continued donning 

the blue DPP regalia – both in dress and broadcast 

content – to stand out and be seen to be supporting 

the powers that be.

One radio and television presenter in particular, 

Steven Maseya, attracted attention by saying that “The 

Constitutional Court which annulled the 2019 presi-

dential elections is illegal.” 

He was quoted while presenting a programme 

‘Malawi pa Chitukuko pa za chisankho ndi covid-19 

(Malawi in Development – elections and covid-19)’ 

where he also argued that the Constitutional Court 

does not have a place in Malawi’s judiciary7.

‘Sanitising’ the MBC

The change of government when the MCP took 

over power in June 2020 is a litmus test for the 

public broadcaster. The management recently advised 

staff that they have to be committed to changing the 

face of its bulletins, saying no news source should be 

barred from featuring on its airwaves. 

The new Minister of Information Gospel Kazako 

has also issued a new policy directive that discourages 

dominating the bulletins with predominantly the pres-

ident’s diary of activities and ministerial stories.

When Kazako visited the MBC – where he worked 

as a broadcaster for a long time – he pledged to ‘sani-

tise’ the broadcaster and challenged staff members to 

prove that they could do better than donning ruling 

political party colours. 

He emphasised that the state broadcaster belonged 

Newsroom 
in Review
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to all Malawians and should serve everyone. 

The head of MBC has since been put on forced leave pending 

investigations into allegations that he was sexually abusing fe-

male employees at the broadcaster. Meanwhile the presenter who 

trashed the Constitutional Court ruling has since been moved to 

Mangochi, a remote district located some 200km to the north-

east of Blantyre. Other party stalwarts were banned from 

appearing or being heard on any of the MBC platforms, 

radio or television.

The new MCP government has also replaced the board 

of directors to address the anomalies and malpractices 

at the broadcaster. But this may not be enough for MISA 

Malawi. 

Ndanga says that the “MBC requires transformation that goes 

beyond changing [its] leadership.” 8It requires “legal reforms that 

guarantee independence and security of leadership positions.” 

Ndanga also says that MISA Malawi has recommended amend-

ments to the 2016 Communications Act to ensure that MBC 

board members are appointed from a list of nominations 

from relevant sectors, and that the respective boards 

MISA Malawi chairperson Tereza 
Ndanga ... MBC requires radical 
transformation

Newsroom 
in Review
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elect their own chairpersons and not the president.

MISA Malawi has been lobbying for the transfor-

mation of MBC from a state broadcaster into a public 

service broadcaster. 

Resuscitating self-regulation

How ironic that MISA Malawi and the Media 

Council of Malawi (MCM) both started in 1996, 

just two years into the country’s multiparty democrat-

ic system of government; but while MISA Malawi has 

grown in strength and stature, MCM has died several 

times and been called back from the dead by MISA 

Malawi as many.  

Although MISA focuses on promoting, and advo-

cating for freedom of expression, access to informa-

tion and a free, independent, diverse and pluralistic 

media, it has realised that without media self-regula-

tion and the upholding of ethical standards and pro-

fessionalism, all its efforts will be a futile endeavour.

Just last year, MISA Malawi handed a new lease of 

life to the MCM, and has also given it office space at 

the MISA headquarters in Lilongwe.

The initial MCM was born from the goodwill of 

the Malawi-German Programme for Democracy and 

Decentralisation (MGDD). But when MGDD left five 

years later there were no sustainability strategies in 

place. The council was resurrected in 2008 and operat-

ed on-and-off the radar till 2017, when it died again. 

Now MISA Malawi’s leadership under Ndanga has 

wooed media owners to bankroll a resuscitated MCM 

for the next three years, and the DW Akademie9 – a 

German supporter of the development of the media 

self-regulation model – also pitched in with financial 

help. 

The ownership of the MCM used to focus on indi-

vidual practicing journalists whose subscriptions were 

meant to contribute to sustaining its operations, with 

media houses being affiliate owners. However, media 

houses are now represented by one individual and will 

have a voting right during general assembly. 

Newsroom 
in Review
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The MCM will also have an ombudsman in each 

newsroom, and peer-review mechanisms in news-

rooms for both commercial, public and community 

media will be promoted.  Press Clubs Complaints 

Committees will also be set up to partner with the 

newsroom ombudsmen. 

Lastly, the MCM is set to host a modern Informa-

tion Resource Centre (IRC) and will archive media 

literature in digital and hard copy. Access will be free 

for all members of the public.

Declining print circulation 

Both Times Group and NPL have suffered declin-

ing circulation over the past three years – regis-

tering anything between a 13% and 27% plummet in 

sales. This is in line with the pressure on print media 

felt in many countries on the continent, but it’s worth 

noting that most of the 30 newspapers that were being 

published in 1993 when Malawi moved from dictato-

rial rule to multi-party politics have disappeared. How 

long Times Group and NPL can hold out remains 

uncertain, especially when a cycle of retrenchments 

and rehiring seems to be the norm. 

Corona windfall for 
community radios

As the second wave of the coronavirus continues 

to ravage the world, in Malawi it brought smil-

ing faces to many in the media industry, in particular 

community radio.

Institutions, including government, NGOs, UN 

organisations and United States Agency for Interna-

tional Development (USAID) flocked to media outlets 

to buy airtime for disseminating covid-19 prevention 

messaging. The media houses were swamped with 

unprecedented business. 

Public relations manager for the National Economic 

Planning Commission, Thom Khanje, who visited 

media houses said, “It was an indiscriminate windfall 

of business for the community radios,” and stated that 

Newsroom 
in Review
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up to MK200 million (US$267 000) was allocated to community radio 

stations across Malawi. The country’s three national network broadcast-

ers – MBC, Times Television and Times Radio – and Zodiak Television 

and Zodiak Radio (or ZBS), received higher covid-19- related revenue 

compared to the community radio stations because of 

their national reach. But comparatively, it was 

the first time in the history of the country 

that community radio accessed such 

amounts of revenue. 

Most community radio stations are 

poorly funded and their staff often work 

on a voluntary basis, unpaid over long 

periods of time. The story was different 

this time. Some community radio stations, 

which are stationed in rural settings where 

over 80% of the population lives, reportedly 

received up to MK40 million (US$53 000) in 

covid-19 funding.

As a result of being buoyed by the 

Newsroom 
in Review

Community radio was the 
unexpected big winner
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covid-19 windfall, many community radio stations 

embarked on face-lifts, including renovating studios, 

repainting buildings, procuring new equipment such 

as computers and transmitters, and increasing salaries 

for their staff. 

Kazako was recently quoted describing Ghaka 

Community Radio as “looking smart and beautiful” 

during a visit. Station manager Charity Dzongwe said 

while other advertisers had phased out, organisations 

such as Family Health International (FHI) 360 had 

continued to buy airtime for broadcasting covid-19 

preventive messages. 

Within the same period, however, many media in-

stitutions struggled to pay the journalists running the 

affairs of the newsrooms. While some journalists had 

to accept half salaries, others stopped getting anything 

at all on the promise that they would get their salaries 

in arrears once things turned around.

Getting the picture Kiliye-Kiliye

Malawi is yet to formally switch off the analogue 

terrestrial television signal – but it’s a move 

which authorities say is merely symbolic, given the 

country already boasts 90% coverage with the digital 

terrestrial television signal.

The country achieved its digital targets in Decem-

ber 2014 in line with the deadline set for the SADC 

region. In doing so, Malawi became one of the first 

SADC countries to achieve its digital switchover 

targets. 

At the inception of digital transmission, the content 

service providers (CSPs) – formerly known as broad-

casters – had to operate in dual illumination. This 

meant CSPs such as MBC TV, Times TV, Zodiak TV 

and All For Jesus TV were broadcasting using both a 

digital and analogue signal.  The analogue signal cov-

erage area then was 48%, and the digital signal at its 

inception had overlapped the analogue area to achieve 

a 55% digital signal coverage area. 

Newsroom 
in Review
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Since the digital migration project started, Malawi 

Communications Regulatory Authority (MACRA) 

has licensed up to 26 CSPs, but some of them did not 

even make it to take-off in earnest, while others have 

fallen by the wayside. Currently 18 channels are still 

operational.

MACRA digital migration advisor Benson Tembo 

says it is also a challenge to ensure that Malawians can 

afford the set-top boxes (STBs) necessary to receive 

the digital signal. To help with this the Malawi Digital 

Broadcasting Network Limited (MDBNL) – a 100% 

government-owned company – imported STBs into 

the country and sold them off at a subsidised price of 

MK15 000 (US$20) from the original price of MK33 

000 (US$44) per decoder. Its brand, Kiliye-Kiliye, 

literally means “clear” picture.

The market was also opened up, allowing compet-

itors to import and produce STBs. Three companies 

have since joined the fray to provide the decoders. 

One company, Mlatho Investments Limited (MIL) 

now imports a branded “Mlatho Decoder”; two others 

– TAEL Electronics Limited and Sanwecka Electron-

ics Limited (SEL) – have started assembling decoders 

locally. There are now an estimated 300 000 STBs in 

households.   

Due to the liberalisation of imports, MACRA and 

the MRA have had to fight off many illegally imported 

STBs.  Whether this fight will be won is another issue 

all together.

The CSPs have not had it easy. They have had to win 

over the MRA to waive duty on broadcasting equip-

ment and decoders, and continue to struggle to gener-

ate high quality, palatable content under the 60% local 

content policy. They also lack capacity and struggle 

to pay the carrier fees of MK1.4 million (US$1 867) 

per month. There is, besides this, a need for adequate 

electricity to proliferate into the rural areas of the 

country to generate more demand for STBs. Presently, 

less than 12% of Malawi’s population has access to 

electricity. 

Newsroom 
in Review
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Endnotes
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Newspapers in Malawi 

are suffering the same 

downward spiral in 

circulation seen in other 

countries in Africa, while 

poverty limits the reach 

of television broadcasters 

in rural areas. As many 

households outside of the 

cities can access the internet 

as watch TV…

Compiled by 

Abel MwAnyunGwe 

Newspaper circulation
Declines across the board, as the cost of 
newsprint drives prices up …

Malawi has two major newspaper publishers: Times 

Group (registered as Blantyre Newspapers Limited) 

and Nation Publications Limited (NPL). Times Group has 

three flagship publications: Daily Times (running from 

Monday to Friday), Malawi News (that comes out on Sat-

urday) and The Sunday Times. NPL also has three flagship 

brands, namely The Nation (that comes out on Monday to 

Friday), Weekend Nation (a newspaper that comes out every 

Saturday) and the Nation on Sunday. 

Tables 1 and 2 below show the trends in average circula-

tion figures for both Times Group and NPL. As the figures 

show, the daily circulation figures for both media houses 

have been declining steadily since 2018. The decline means 

fewer and fewer Malawians are reading newspapers now. 
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Daily 
Times

Malawi 
News

Sunday 
Times

2018

2019

2020

2018

2019

2020

2018

2019

2020

13 000

9 000

10 000

15 000

11 000

10 000

11 000

8 000

8 000

CHANGE

-23%

CHANGE

-33%

CHANGE

-27%

Table 1: Times Group
Average circulation figures per publishing day from 2018 to 2020 

Source: Statistics from newspaper advertising desks and financial reports
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The 
Nation

Weekend 
Nation

Nation 
on 
Sunday

2018

2019

2020

2018

2019

2020

2018

2019

2020

14 500

14 000

12 000

25 000

24 000

21 000

11 500

10 000

10 000

CHANGE

-17%

CHANGE

-16%

CHANGE

-13%

Table 1: NPL
Average circulation figures per publishing day from 2018 to 2020 

Source: Statistics from newspaper advertising desks and financial reports
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The data in the two tables shows that the circula-

tion of daily newspapers dropped by a fifth compared 

to three years before. Daily Times figures went down 

from an average of 13 000 copies per day in 2018 to 

about 10 000 copies in 2020. This represents a decline 

of about 23%. There is a similar declining trend for 

The Nation. Its circulation figures dropped by 17% 

over the period.

Malawi News and Weekend Nation, weekly papers 

published on Saturdays and with higher circulation 

figures, also recorded a decline. While the Sunday 

Times experienced a sharp decline in circulation 

(27%), the circulation of the Nation on Sunday 

dropped by 13%. Overall the circulation of NPL 

newspapers remained marginally more robust than 

its competitor’s titles. 

A number of factors have been cited as reasons for 

the declining numbers and readership. Chief among 

them is the increasing cost of newsprint. Over the 

past five years, newsprint, imported mainly from In-

dia, South Africa and Zimbabwe, has gone up by an 

average of 23%. The increase is due to the VAT im-

posed on the paper. The kwacha, the local currency, 

has also been losing value against its major trading 

partners, making import prices high. 

Another factor that has contributed to the de-

clining sales numbers is the low purchasing power 

among the local readers and the public in general. 

With the increasing cost of living, people find buying 

newspapers a luxury as they channel their dwindling 

income and resources to basic necessities and needs. 



  27

state of the newsroom/malawi

Indicators
Radio audiences
More than 70% of the country  
listens to the radio… 

Data on radio and TV listenership in Malawi is 

hard to come by, except for the official results 

obtained from ICT usage and ownership surveys 

conducted by the National Statistics Office (NSO) in 

conjunction with the Malawi Communications Reg-

ulatory Authority (MACRA). In most cases, these 

surveys are unpredictable as regards their timing and 

frequency. To date, two surveys have been conduct-

ed, in 2014 and 2020. 

Based on the 2020 National Survey on Access and 

Access and Usage of ICT Usage,1 71,1% of Malawi’s 

18 million people listen to the radio. About 46.3% of 

households in the country own a functioning radio 

set. This is up from 45% of households that owned a 

radio in 2014.  As was the case in 2014, the majority 

of ownership is found in urban areas compared to 

rural areas. The 2020 survey shows that 73.2% of 

households in urban areas own a radio set compared 

to 41.2% in rural areas. The Northern Region had the 

highest proportion of households (58.5%) owning a 

functioning radio compared to 47.2% and 42% in the 

Southern and Central regions respectively.  

In line with the radio ownership statistics, analysis 

by place of residence shows that the proportion of 

individuals listening to the radio was higher in urban 

areas (81.2%) than in rural areas (69.2%). At the 

regional level, the highest proportion of individuals 

listening to the radio was from the Northern Region 

(80.4%) followed by the Southern Region (71.8%) 

and Central Region (67.7%).

The survey results show the different times at 

which individuals usually listened to the radio. The 

highest proportion of individuals (40.3%) listened to 

the radio from 16:00 to 20:00 followed by 27.2% from 

08:00 to 16:00. The lowest proportion of individuals 

(1.8%) listened to the radio from midnight to 05:00. 

The 2020 results on time are different from the 

ones obtained in 2014. According to the 2014 

NSO survey2 34% of Malawians spent more than 



  28

state of the newsroom/malawi

Indicators
four hours per day listening to a radio, while 27% spent 

between two and four hours listening to a radio per day. 

Twenty-one percent of the individuals listened for less 

than one hour. 

Individual radio preference  
and listenership

Malawi has about 24 radio stations with national 

coverage, according to MACRA. However, there are 

only five radio stations with listenership figures above 10% 

of the country’s population. 

These are ZBS (privately owned), Malawi Broadcasting 

Corporation’s (MBC, public broadcaster) Radio 1 and Ra-

dio 2, Radio Maria (a private, church-owned station) and 

Times Radio (privately owned). 

From the NSO Survey (2020), about 57% 

of Malawians listen to ZBS; 39.4% listen to 

MBC Radio 1; and 37.7% listen to MBC 

Radio 2. The data show Times Radio has a 
NortherN

58.5%

ceNtral

42% SoutherN

47.2%
Source: NSO Survey, 2020

perceNtage of houSeholdS 
owNiNg a radio
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listenership of 12.2% of the population while Radio 

Maria has a listenership of 19.7%. 

With the onset of multiparty democracy in 1994 

and the enactment of a new Communications Act in 

1996, Malawi has registered a number of community 

radio stations across the regions. Currently, there 

are about 20 community radio stations spread across 

the three regions. Mhagama (2016)3 attributed the 

growth of community radio across the country to the 

growing support from donors, especially Unesco that 

helped to set up community radios after noticing that 

rural communities were being marginalised in terms 

ZBS Radio

MBC Radio1

MBC Radio 2

Radio Maria

Times Radio

56.7

39.4

19.7

12.2

liSteNerShip of top NatioNal radio StatioNS

37.7

Source: NSO, 2020
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of access to information.

The numbers on listeners of community radio sta-

tions vary across the regions. Mzimba Radio, located 

in the northern district of Mzimba, has the highest 

listenership, at 57.7% of households in the district. 

The table above shows the proportion of the popula-

tion listening to various community radio stations. 

Mzimba 

Mudziwathu 

Likoma FM

Nkhotakota

Gaka FM

56.7

51.5

38.6

28.0

proportioN of iNdividualS liSteNiNg to variouS commuNity radio StatioNS

Source: NSO, 2020

50.0
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TV viewership
Few households have TV , limiting the 
reach of broadcasters in rural areas in 
particular…

The 2020 survey shows that the proportion of 

households with a functioning television set was 

11.6% – far lower than radio. Analysis by place of 

residence shows that the proportion of households 

with a functioning television set was higher in urban 

areas (44.3%) than in rural areas (5.4%). Compared 

to the 2014 survey results, the proportion of house-

holds owning a TV set has increased slightly from 

the 11% recorded then. Most of the households 

(92.5%) that reported not owning a functioning 

television set cited affordability as the main reason, 

while 0.7% said that they were able to access the 

services elsewhere.

The largest proportion of individuals in Malawi 

watched TV for between two and four hours per day 

(30%) while in urban areas, the largest proportion 

watched TV for more than four hours per day (33%). 

In urban areas, the proportion of viewers was highest 

between 19:00 and 21:00 (34 %) while in rural areas 

it was between 14:00 and 17:00 (27%).

Getting online
About one in every three people in 
Malawi is online…

Although official data are hard to come by, there 

were about 2.81 million internet users in Janu-

ary 2020. This is an increase of about 240 000 users 

between 2019 and 2020, representing a 10% jump 

from January 2019 to 2020. Internet penetration was 

estimated at about 15% in January 2020. However, 

the NSO (2020) survey results show that 3.5% of 

households in Malawi owned a functioning comput-

er. By place of residence, 15.6% of urban households 

owned computers compared to 1.2% of households 

in the rural areas. Among the households that 

reported owning a computer, the Northern Region 

had the highest proportion of households (5.1 %) 

followed by the Southern Region (3.5%) and then the 

Central Region (3%). 

According to the 2020 results, access and use 
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of internet services has grown over the past decade at both 

household and individual levels. While access to internet has 

increased over the period, there is a relatively low proportion 

of households accessing internet services in Malawi with only 

10% percent of households reporting that they had access to 

internet services. The proportion of households with access to 

the internet in urban areas was 31.1% while in rural areas it 

was 5.9%.

About 77% of households with an internet connection use 

the internet to access social networks, a figure which remains 

high in rural areas. 

Endnotes
1 NSO, 2020. National Survey on Access and Use of Information 
and Communications Technologies by households and individuals 

in Malawi in 2019. Malawi Government, Zomba, Malawi
2   NSO, 2014. Survey on access and usage of ICT services 
in Malawi. Malawi Government, Zomba, Malawi

3   Mhagama, P. (2016). The importance of partici-
pation in development through community radio: 

A case study of Nkhotakota community radio 
station in Malawi. South-North Cultural and 

Media Studies. Vol 30 (1)

malawi

9.9% rural

5.9%
urbaN

31.1%
Source: National 
Statistics Office: Access 
and use of ICTs 2019

iNterNet uSage iN malawi
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Malawian 
journalists say 
it’s important to 
be advocates for 
social change, 
writes 
leVi ZeleZA 
MAndA 
in this overview 
of two studies

Shoulder to the wheel:
underpaid, overworked

While the history of journalism and media in Malawi has 

been thoroughly studied, very little has been done in the 

area of the newsroom itself, such as on demographics, 

editorial policies and journalists’ role perceptions.  

However, two studies might help in understanding the Malawian newsroom. 

First, a study conducted by the Journalists Union of Malawi (JUMA) 

in 20101 revealed that Malawian journalists were mostly young and male, 

overworked and underpaid.  

The study also confirmed studies conducted in other countries that 

editorial responsibilities are not assigned based on one’s education or 

background.2  Underpayment in terms of purchasing power parity for 

journalists in comparison with other specialisations such as public relations, 

is a common characteristic of the media field worldwide. Williams (2014)3 

compared salaries for journalists and PR practitioners in the United 

States over a 10-year period and found that the gap was growing, with PR 
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colleagues earning approximately one third more. 

For every US dollar a PR professional earned in 2004, 

a journalist earned 71 cents (or 29 cents less) but 

by 2013 for every dollar a PR professional earned, a 

journalist earned 65 cents (35 cents less). As a result, 

journalists tend not to stick to one job, preferring to 

move on to greener pastures. This could explain why 

in Malawi the newsrooms are mostly youthful and 

male-dominated since it is mostly female reporters 

that go into PR work. 

The above findings by JUMA were confirmed 

by the second study, a Worlds of Journalism Study 

(WJS)4  survey which gathered demographic 

and other data in Malawi and 65 other countries 

during its second round in 2012–2015. Now in 

its third phase, the WJS survey is one of the most 

comprehensive and robust cross-cultural journalism 

studies to have ever been conducted in recent years, 

bringing together nearly 70 media researchers from 

across the world.  The data provide opportunities for 

comparative and contrastive analyses of journalism 

practices, influences, and changes in the world.5 

Demographic background of 
Malawian journalists 

In Malawi, the WJS survey interviewed 182 

randomly selected journalists by telephone, 

through face-to-face interaction, by email 

and SMS. The survey confirmed the JUMA study 

observations that females were in the minority (35.1 

%) in Malawi newsrooms.  This was also common in 

other countries. In fact, only 22 of the 66 countries 

surveyed by the WJS had more female than male 

journalists, and these were mainly in the former 

Soviet Bloc and Nordic countries. In Africa, only 

South Africa had more female (66%) than male 

journalists in the sample. 

According to a country report summarising 

the study,6 the majority of journalists in Malawi’s 

newsrooms (53.3%) were young, aged 30 years and 

under. The youngest journalists were aged 20, and 

the oldest 69.

The majority of the respondents (94.8%) was 

fairly educated and held a college diploma or a 

university degree. Most of the journalists specialised 

in journalism or in other communications fields 

(85.9%), making them fully qualified to practise 
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journalism professionally anywhere in the world.  

The majority of Malawian journalists held a full-

time job (84.1%). Of those with full- or part-time 

employment, 86.1% said they held permanent 

positions, and 13.9% worked on temporary contracts. 

The issue of the absence of or unimplemented 

employment contracts also came out strongly in the 

JUMA study.7 This phenomenon was observed to 

be more rampant in private and community radio 

stations, with some journalists reporting to have 

been on internship contracts for nearly a decade. It 

is possible that this could be a result of jobs being 

unavailable in the journalism market, which has 

become saturated with colleges in Malawi churning 

out graduates each year.   

In general, the WJS survey revealed that the 

Malawian newsroom has journalists with very little 

experience (an average of five years). Specialisation 

was not common since the majority considered 

themselves as generalists (79.4%) who covered or 

reported different beats.  

More than three quarters of the interviewees 

(76.4%) reported that they belonged to a media 

association or union – however, recent research 

conducted for this State of the Newsroom, suggests 

that this has radically changed in a few short years.

Journalistic roles 

In terms of their roles, Malawian journalists 

see themselves as professionals responsible for 

multiple social and communication roles (see 

Table 1); from being the voices of the people and 

advocates for social change to promoting national 

development.  

This means Malawian newsrooms do not 

necessarily espouse the Western positivist journalism 

paradigm of letting facts speak for themselves 

and the journalist being a disinterested recorder 

of events. Malawians journalists seem to be 

interventionist one day and disinterested observers 

the next day.  In a further comparative analysis of the 

WJS data from eight countries in South and South-

East Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, Kalyango et al. 

(2016)8 established that journalists in these countries 

prized development journalism over detached 

and adversarial journalism common in Western 

countries. 
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  Table 1: Roles of journalists 

 N  Percentage 
saying 
“extremely” 
and “very 
important”  

Mean  Standard 

Report things as they are  175  96.6  4.74  .65  

Provide analysis of current affairs  172  93.6  4.51  .71  

Let people express their views  174  92.0  4.54  .72  

Educate the audience  172  89.5  4.48  .81  

Provide information people need to make political 
decisions  169  85.2  4.29  1.05  

Support national development  169  84.6  4.37  .93  

Promote tolerance and cultural diversity  173  83.8  4.28  .97  

Provide the kind of news that attracts the largest 
audience  170  83.5  4.28  1.00  

Advocate for social change  169  82.8  4.30  .91  

Monitor and scrutinise business  169  75.7  4.10  .94  

Monitor and scrutinise political leaders  170  74.7  4.13  1.04  

Influence public opinion  166  74.7  4.07  1.10  

Motivate people to participate in political activity  167  74.3  4.02  1.12  

Tell stories about the world  173  73.4  4.05  1.01  
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Provide advice, orientation and direction for daily life  165  72.1  3.95  1.10  

Be a detached observer  151  70.9  3.97  1.27  

Provide entertainment and relaxation  167  68.3  3.89  1.15  

Set the political agenda  163  65.6  3.78  1.23  

Support government policy  166  53.0  3.50  1.28  

Be an adversary of the government  157  47.1  2.98  1.58  

Convey a positive image of political leadership  160  40.6  2.95  1.49  

Question: Please tell me how important each of these things is in your work: 
5 means you find them extremely important, 4 means very important, 3 means 
somewhat important, 2 means little importance, and 1 means unimportant. 
Source: Worlds of Journalism, 2017

Professional ethics 

The WJS survey further revealed that the 

majority of Malawian journalists considered 

themselves as professionals strictly abiding 

by their codes of professional ethics (Tables 2 and 3). 

Further, most interviewees considered subterfuge as 

a method of gathering information unwarranted and 

unnecessary except in rare circumstances.

Note that the codes are officially regulated through 

the Media Council of Malawi but also appear in 

a diluted form as Schedule 2 (Section 107 (3)) in 

the Communication Act9 and individual licences 

issued to radio and TV stations. This implies that, 

in Malawi, infringement of professional media 

ethics, particularly in the broadcast sector, could 

be punished by law although the Media Council of 

Malawi promotes voluntary self-regulation.  
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   Table 2: Ethical orientations of journalists 

 N  Percentage 
saying 
“strongly” and 
“somewhat 
agree”  

Standard 
Deviation  

Journalists should always adhere to codes of 
professional ethics, regardless of situation and 
context  

176  96.0  4.70  .65  

What is ethical in journalism depends on the 
specific situation  171  49.7  3.00  1.53  

It is acceptable to set aside moral standards if 
extraordinary circumstances require it  168  42.3  2.99  1.45  

What is ethical in journalism is a matter of personal 
judgment  

171  32.7  2.54  1.48  

Question: The following statements describe different approaches to journalism. For each of 
them, please tell me how strongly you agree or disagree: 5 means you strongly agree, 4 means 

somewhat agree, 3 means undecided, 2 means somewhat disagree, and 1 means strongly disagree.                                                                             
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Table 3: Justification of controversial reporting methods
        

N Percentqage 
saying 
“always 
justified”  

Percentage 
saying 
“justified 
on 
occasion”  

Getting employed in a firm or organisation to gain inside 
information  173  17.9  44.5  

Using hidden microphones or cameras  174  14.9  48.3  

Exerting pressure on unwilling informants to get a story  167  12.6  23.4  

Using confidential business or government documents 
without authorisation  170  11.8  37.6  

Claiming to be somebody else  175  10.3  28.0  

Altering or fabricating quotes from sources  167  7.8  7.2  

Using re-creations or dramatisations of news by actors  166  7.2  31.9  

Accepting money from sources  166  7.2  18.7  

Paying people for confidential information  171  7.0  38.6  

Making use of personal documents such as letters and 
pictures without permission  165  6.7  20.0  

Publishing stories with unverified content  164  6.1  5.5  

Altering photographs  165  6.1  10.3  

Question: Given an important story, which of the following, if any, do you think may be 
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Multimedia journalism –  
will this change things?

The coming of social and online platforms 

has necessitated multiskilling and 

modernising. Almost all media houses 

currently have social media channels, such as Twitter 

handles, Facebook live pages and WhatsApp for 

communicating breaking news. The online presence 

is thus blurring the distinctions between print and 

broadcast as text, voice, photography and video 

are made available to audiences through integrated 

multimedia platforms online.  

The adoption of multimedia platforms by 

traditional media with long traditions of slow 

production paces entails journalists updating 

themselves so that they become multi-skilled and 

fast-paced. Critical new media skills in Malawian 

newsrooms now complement the age-old writing, 

production and presentation skills. Radio, TV 

and print media are rolled into one. Roles are also 

flexible, with the lines between editor, reporter, 

producer, sound engineer, marketer, procurer and 

logistician often blurred, particularly in community 

radio and TV stations. Today a journalist may be 

the manager, and tomorrow, the manager will be 

the reporter.  These changes in the newsrooms are 

also influencing university and college journalism 

education and training curricula. New research is 

needed to understand these changes and their impact 

on the role of the journalist in the newsroom. 
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Malawi is losing 
skilled journalists 
to the corporate 
world , where 
they do not have 
to live hand-to-
mouth and can 
benefit from stable 
employment 
contracts, writes 
PeneloPe 
KAKhobwe

The ‘grim reality’ of 
Malawi’s newsrooms

Most journalists in Malawi work under less than 
conducive environments, and once they are 
employed the likelihood of being fired without 
warning is a grim reality. Journalists are paid poorly, 

either work without contracts or under contracts that are badly 
drafted and lack union support.  Their career paths in newsrooms 
are also uncertain, with little in the way of skills development offered 
by editors and managers. These factors make being a journalist in 
Malawi one of the most uncertain professions in the country. Many 
experienced journalists leave the profession out of frustration, seeking 
greener and more stable pastures, in fields such as public relations.

This article has been developed through a short survey of journalists 
working in the media in Malawi.
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A lack of proper employment 
contracts

Despite the fact that Malawi has several legal 

instruments which are supposed to protect 

the welfare and conditions of service of 

workers in Malawi such as the Employment Act of 

2000, these are often overlooked and ignored by most 

media houses. Many journalists do not have signed 

contracts which protect them from termination of 

service. Even in circumstances where journalists sign 

contracts, these often do not provide the journalists 

with much workplace security.

One of the reasons journalists give is that 

the profession is not seen by many as a credible 

profession such as accounting or banking and, as a 

result, they are left at the mercy of their employers 

when it comes to conditions of service. This means 

that journalists often have to solely rely on the 

goodwill of an employer not to be fired.

As witnessed at the Malawi Broadcasting 

Corporation (MBC) in the past, journalists can lose 

their jobs without proper channels of termination 

being followed. As MBC is a standard that most 

media houses look to when it comes to the treatment 

of workers, it paints a gloomy picture for the future 

of many journalists in Malawi.

The reasons that journalists are fired are many, 

and some can be unusual.  For example, newly 

launched media houses have been known to retrench 

journalists after their brand and audience have been 

developed, believing that they do not need to keep 

their initial workforce that helped build the image of 

the brand. 

Many journalists who work for the media in 

Malawi are also unaware of the editorial policies 

in newsrooms.  At the end of the day, this plays 

in favour of media owners as sometimes when 

journalists are fired they are said to have contravened 

the company’s editorial policy. 

Where are the unions?

Another reason is that while five or so years 

ago research suggested that journalists 

were unionised in Malawi, now most 

journalists are not part of any formal union that can 

help represent their workplace rights.

During the boom in the newly liberalised media 

industry in Malawi, there were several associations 
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such as the Journalists Union of Malawi (JUMA) 

whose main mandate was to fight for the conditions 

of service of journalists in Malawi. However, due to 

funding challenges, such organisations are all but 

dead and journalists at the moment have no avenue 

through which to address their grievances.1

Our survey revealed that most journalists are not 

aware of the importance of belonging to a union that 

can help represent them in matters that deal with 

employment. If they are aware, some are scared to 

join these organisations as they fear reprisals from 

their employers. They would, as a result, prefer to 

keep their jobs, as obtaining a job in Malawi is hard. 

Unions themselves have also not done their part 

in making their objectives known and educating 

journalists about their rights in the workplace.

Owners are human resources 
managers

Our survey also revealed that many owners 

of media organisations function as 

the human resources officers for their 

organisations, and that they find it hard to delegate 

such responsibilities to other parties. This in turn 

has affected the welfare of journalists in the past as 

there is no middle person to fight for their interests. 

Should a human resources manager exist, they often 

have little power. 
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Most journalists never see a cent of 
their pension as it goes towards the 

finances of the organisation

The lack of stable employment contracts has 

a number of knock-on effects, besides being 

vulnerable to snap retrenchments. For example, 

journalists do not have access to salary advances, 

which is the norm when working in Malawi. 

Another sore point is that of pensions. In most 

instances, journalists are deducted a sum of money 

from their monthly paycheck on the understanding 

that this money will be paid to them once they are let 

go or resign. 

However, the trend is that most journalists never 

see a cent of this money as it goes towards the 

finances of the media organisations. In Malawi, 

journalists are also often overworked. For example, 

radio journalists are expected to be at work before 

6am to compile the 6am bulletin, with their last 

bulletin being the one o’ clock news. 

However, most find that they are expected to stay 

at work until the evening hours. They find that this 

tends to be taxing on the body as the journalists do 

not get enough rest in a day or have any time for 

themselves to attend to other activities.

Getting “paid peanuts”

The salaries that journalists receive is another 

bone of contention. This is not a case 

unique to the Malawian media landscape, 

but exists all across Africa.2 Most journalists in 

Malawi have in the past expressed dissatisfaction 

with their take-home package as it has been less than 

enough for them to live on. Many journalists are of 

the view that oftentimes they are overworked just to 

be “paid peanuts” at the end of the month, when in 
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fact the media organisation is making a profit from 

advertisers. 

When an employee thinks they deserve a raise or a 

promotion at the media organisation where they are 

working, owners might look at them and think they 

have overstayed their welcome.

As the Malawian media is mainly dominated by 

private owners with variable pay structures, the 

bargaining strength of a journalist is 

important when it comes 

to salary 

agreements and wage negotiations.  While this might 

benefit experienced journalists, the majority of 

journalists are at a disadvantage – worsened by mass 

unemployment in Malawi, which gives editors and 

proprietors an advantage during salary negotiations.  

Many skilled journalists have decided to switch 

to public relations and work for organisations such 

as Standard Bank in Malawi, amongst others. This 

is because there they feel they will be 

duly compensated for their efforts 

even though, at the end of the day, 

what their job entails is only a fraction 

of the skills they possess. 

In this way Malawi is losing many 

journalists to the corporate world – a 

world where they do not have to live 

hand-to-mouth and can afford to have 

some savings in their accounts for a 

rainy day, or even have enough money 

to buy essentials such as a car to help 

them move around town comfortably.
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“Chimpondamthengo”

The issue of poor compensation sometimes 

leads journalists to seek payment for news – 

what is termed brown envelope journalism:

In Malawi, most media institutions or journalists 

operate on shoestring budgets and gift demanding 

and taking, though not empirically proven, is not 

uncommon amongst Malawian journalists. They 

call it chimpondamthengo, a term reminiscent of 

token fees paid to local herbalists who ask for no pay 

from their patients. As long as it is not demanded, 

chipondamthengo is not considered as bribery or 

payment. It is a “thank-you” for a job well done.  By 

calling gift-receiving chipondamthengo, Malawian 

journalists act within what is acceptable in African 

culture. Apropos, Sylla (n.d: 1) has argued that gift-

giving in traditional African society was and still is 

in some countries, not synonymous with corruption, 

nor is it at its genesis.3

This sentiment is echoed in a report published 

on the sustainability of journalism in Malawi 

where most journalists revealed that they received 

allowances for stories published.4 At some point the 

pay for coverage got so bad that journalists would 

demand pay in advance before even listening to what 

an organisation had to say. 

Many of the benefactors are politicians who have 

a personal agenda they wish to get across and, as 

a result, the journalist is seen as a publicist for a 

particular political party. This led to further erosion 

in the credibility of journalists in Malawi.

Little training or career 
development

Journalists also tend to discover that there is 

no clear career path at the media organisation 

and no room for growth. For example, when 

one joins a news organisation as a reporter, if one 

is good at one’s job, one can reasonably expect to 

be considered for the position of editor over time. 

However, some journalists find that they have been 

in the same position as reporter, some for over 10 

years, and this brings frustration, often impacting 

negatively on their work. 

Our survey also suggested that many journalists 

feel that their own attempts at personal growth 

and development are not usually appreciated and 

supported by media organisations, which see this as 
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Media owners are often not keen 
to provide in-house training and 

would rather use free training from 
foreign organisations

a waste of time. If an individual applies for a skills-

development course and approaches the organisation 

to sponsor them as it will stand to benefit from the 

newly acquired skills, they are often told outright 

that the institution does not offer such facilities.

Many journalists starting out in the media 

industry in Malawi were employed using a high 

school diploma or because they speak good English. 

Many do not have any practical training, but learn 

on the job. This, however, makes in-house skills 

development programmes important.

As pointed out by Manda,5 media owners are 

often not keen to create in-house training and 

development programmes, and would rather utilise 

the free training offered by organisations such 

as the BBC, Deutsche Welle in Germany, Radio 

France Internationale (RFI) in Paris, the Thomson 

Foundation and other organisations to develop the 

calibre of their journalist. However, one drawback 

of these programmes is that they usually last a week 

or so and are not intensive enough to cover all the 

fundamentals of good journalism skills needed in 

the newsroom. The need for skills development has 

become even more important in the social media era.

The following account was offered by one 

journalist who participated in the survey: He says he 

applied to the Malawi Institute of Journalism four 

times in a row and was accepted each time, but when 

he went to ask for sponsorship from his newsroom 

employer, he was always rejected. Out of frustration, 

he quit his job even though at the time he had 

received a salary increase. Instead of developing his 

career as a journalist, he decided to apply for a totally 

different course and to switch careers.
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Management lacks skills

One aspect that is often overlooked – but 

is an important contributor to why the 

Malawian media has faced so many 

retrenchments and poor compensation in terms 

of salaries – are the media owners themselves. 

Managerial skills as well as appropriate revenue and 

business models adapted to the African economics 

and social system are lacking. 

This boils down to the fact that many of the people 

who own media companies in Malawi have little 

knowledge about how to run a media organisation 

and have never had any training pertaining to this 

aspect of business. Because of this, they tend to treat 

it like any other business, when the media industry is 

complicated, with its own specific needs. 

Family-run media businesses are also a problem 

in this context, with experienced staff being side-

lined when top-level appointments are made. 

According to one source, they felt discouraged 

after a media organisation was handed over to one 

of the children of the owner who had no formal 

training in running a media organisation. This was 

despite the many capable individuals who had been 

working at the station since its inception. Moreover, 

at the time of employment it was implied if one 

worked hard enough, one would someday manage 

the media organisation. However, the reality on 

the ground showed that this would not be the case. 

Needless to say, the station went downhill, which 

led to demoralisation amongst the workers. They 

concluded that regardless of the number of years 

they had dedicated to building a reputation of quality 

journalism output at the station, they would never be 

entrusted with the management of the organisation. 

As a result they decided to pursue other occupations 

that promised them growth and more money for 

themselves and their families. 

Until the media has competent media managers 

who understand that the media business is a unique 

business model, and that part of this business model 

is creating a stable context of employment for 

journalists, the retrenchments and resignations will 

continue to plague the newsroom in Malawi. 
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Peter 
MhAGAMA 
explores the 
complex and 
interconnected 
challenges 
of building a 
vibrant and 
independent 
media in Malawi

Editorial independence in Malawi needs to be understood within 

an exchange system in which media revenue is traded for po-

litical support. This situation has created a culture of patronage 

where media sustainability is dependent on this political support. 

The economic value of media does not only lie in the monetary exchange value 

accrued from the sale of media services to advertisers or sponsors and of media 

products to consumers, but also in the perceived strategic importance of media 

as a stepping stone to public office.1

Media organisations owned by politicians are at the service of those political 

factions to which owners belong, and editorial policies are, from time to time, 

prone to shift according to owners’ political objectives and the strategic alliances 

they form with other factions. 

At the same time, as Desalaers et al point out, “Political figures or groups can 

put pressure on the media to stop critical coverage by passing restrictive legisla-

tion or putting procedures in place that make reporting more difficult or legally 

From politics to 
bandwidth: Throttling 
media sustainability
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risky.”2 This has been described as ‘media capture’ 

– a situation where the government, politicians and 

powerful people such as businessmen use the media 

to advance their own interests.3 

In Malawi, only newspaper companies that have 

political backing or have enough financial resources 

remain in the media market. Currently, the country 

has two dailies – The Daily Times and The Nation – 

and four weekend papers: Malawi News, Weekend 

Nation, Sunday Times and Nation on Sunday. Four 

of the newspapers, Malawi News and The Daily 

Times (both owned by the first president, the late 

Dr Hastings Kamuzu Banda’s business empire), and 

the Nation and Weekend Nation (owned by Aleke 

Banda, the country’s former cabinet minister), have 

remained the strongest players with a reasonable 

impact on the market.4 

For media funded from public resources such 

as the Malawi Broadcasting Corporation (MBC), 

editorial independence is compromised not only by 

pressure to operate as efficient public enterprises, but 

also by the strain exerted by politicians who expect 

their parties to be prioritised in broadcast content.  

As Berger puts it, “The aim of this is not to make 
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profits for the state, in the sense that a public enter-

prise might be designed to do; it is mainly to lessen 

the costs of running a political mouthpiece for the 

government.”5 In Malawi, the government of the day 

exerts pressure on the public broadcaster (run as a 

state broadcaster) to ensure editorial content that 

toes its line of thinking, in the process ignoring the 

alternative views of the population. 

Desalaers et al provide five dimensions relevant 

to media viability as follows: economics, politics, 

content, technology and community. 

This article highlights two key inhibitors to media 

sustainability in Malawi: the use of public sector ad-

vertisements and the abuse of the country’s tax laws 

to restrict and punish independent media. It then 

goes on to consider the “bundled” limitations on new 

media expansion for media houses looking to get 

online to increase their audience base, and as a result, 

their advertising revenue. All three are key issues that 

restrict media viability in the country. 

The article has been developed through a survey of 

10 media managers of major media organisations in 

Malawi.  

Public advertising as a 
form of political control

All major media companies are used as 

channels for public sector advertisements. 

This position is reinforced by the procure-

ment specifications of some donors who require 

public procurement notices to be published in at 

least two major newspaper publications. 

While from the policy perspective, government ap-

pears committed to empowering the media through 

an equitable advertising policy, in practice it some-

times uses advertising as a tool for punishing critical 

media. As such, editorial independence of some 

media houses is negatively affected by the fact that 

the media industry is mediated by politics. 

Examples of the strategic placement of advertise-

ments to enrich supporters and exclude dissenting 

media are numerous. For instance, in 2010 the 

government ordered its ministries, departments and 

agencies to stop advertising in newspapers published 

by Nation Publications Limited. The advertising ban 

was implemented following what was perceived as 

negative reporting of government issues and offi-

cials by the newspapers in that stable. In 2017, some 



  55

state of the newsroom/malawi

public institutions stopped advertising in Times 

Group platforms following a ministerial directive for 

what they considered adversarial reporting on some 

public organisations. Because private media generally 

survive on advertising and government is the major 

advertiser, the decision had the potential to cripple 

the operations of the Times Group. Although the 

withdrawal of advertising from Times Group did not 

reflect the general government policy, the actions 

demonstrate the extent to which advertising can be 

used by government ministries or institutions to 

penalise critical and independent media.

Media managers, especially those from the private 

media, are of the view that government advertis-

ing practices favour the public media organisation, 

MBC. The media managers believe that government’s 

perceived bias towards MBC denies them the adver-

tising revenue they need to sustain themselves. There 

is no code of conduct that regulates advertising in 

Malawi. For example, there are no limits on adver-

tising content or the separation of advertising and 

programming content at the national level. Instead, 

to secure advertising and sponsorship revenue, some 

media companies, especially private commercial 

ones, have to sacrifice professional independence 

by forming strategic alliances with some political 

players to maximise profit making. Politics is, in 

this way, a media product that generates income for 

media companies. These gaps need to be addressed 

in light of the liberalised market environment where 

the need for sustainability can significantly suppress 

other media interests such as editorial content. At 

the very least there is a need for guidelines and an 

advertising policy that can guide major stakeholders 

in the industry with regard to criteria that informs 

government advertising decisions.  

The abuse of tax laws to 
muzzle a free media

According to the Center for International 

Media Assistance6, “both media and tax 

laws of a country present obstacles to sus-

tainable media”, and this is true in Malawi.  

One legal instrument that the government of 

Malawi uses to regulate and control the media is the 

Taxation Act (2006). When applied to the media, the 

contentious issue has been the introduction of VAT 

on newsprint. In 2016, for example, the government 

re-introduced 16.5% VAT on newsprint after remov-
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ing it in 2012 following successful lobbying by the 

Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA-Malawi) 

chapter and its partners.

To sustain themselves, newspaper companies 

reacted by raising the cover prices of newspapers, 

pushing the VAT onto the consumer.  For instance, 

in 2011 the Nation Publications Limited and Times 

Group which are Malawi’s major print media compa-

nies, hiked newspaper prices by 40% as a result of the 

16.5% VAT imposed on newsprint. The new prices 

were beyond what ordinary Malawians could afford. 

The implication of this on sustainability of the 

media sector is that many people may opt to stop 

buying the newspapers preferring to read them at the 

Members of the Media Institute of Southern Africa hold a protest against censorship in Malawi
Photograph: MISA, Southern Africa
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office or borrowing a friend’s paper to read, a situa-

tion which may not sustain the newspaper compa-

nies. This move is viewed by some media executives 

interviewed for this article as a deliberate attempt by 

the government to muzzle freedom of expression and 

critical voices. 

Related to the issue of government using taxa-

tion measures to punish critical media, in 2017 the 

Malawi Revenue Authority (MRA) closed the Times 

Group over tax liabilities. MRA again closed Times 

Group premises in 2018 because of unpaid taxes. In 

2019, MRA also closed another independent media 

organisation, Nation Publication Limited, for not 

meeting its tax obligations. The perception of bias 

against Times Group and Nation Publications Limit-

ed came in the context of huge tax bills which some 

public institutions such as MBC owed MRA, but for 

which they were not similarly punished.

Therefore, the country’s political environment 

can be a major threat to the sustainability of the 

media sector when unfavourable legal frameworks 

are imposed with the idea of forcing a publisher out 

of the market. One alternative proposed by media 

executives is the idea of levying taxes based on the 

category and economic status of media institutions to 

enable organisations such as community broadcast-

ers to sustain themselves. 

“Bundled” challenges with 
new media expansion 

Malawi is seeing an increase in the use of new 

media platforms for reaching out to citizens. Most 

radio stations and newspapers have vibrant web-

sites, Facebook pages, WhatsApp groups and Twitter 

accounts due to improvements in access to technol-

ogy.7 Zodiak Radio Station in Malawi also has online 

streaming. However, using the internet effectively to 

generate new revenue streams is beset with several 

problems. 

Newspapers in Malawi mostly circulate in urban 

areas, which have about 15% of the country’s pop-

ulation, while only a few trickle to the rural areas. 

Therefore, access to information for people in rural 

areas is generally through radio. 

Access to newspapers for people in rural areas is 

hampered by the ever-rising cover prices and illitera-

cy levels which are higher there. While some news-

papers have introduced online versions, there is one 

major online paper, Nyasa Times.



  58

state of the newsroom/malawi

Internet access is a luxury that only 
a few can afford. There are about 
2.81 million internet users, of a 

population of just over 18 million 

For urban-based media houses, to expand the 

audience reach to rural people using the internet 

to increase the revenue base would require a lot of 

investment in new technologies, capacity building of 

staff and business skills. This is not a small challenge.

Generally, the equipment for gathering, producing 

and distributing news in most media houses in Ma-

lawi is already limited or in poor condition, implying 

that some media organisations invest very little in 

equipment,8 or that they do not have the financial 

resources to purchase modern equipment. The media 

managers consulted for this study reported that in 

some cases equipment is not handled properly, and 

in other instances, media practitioners lack the ca-

pacity to use the equipment. Further, the media man-

agers reported that there is generally little support 

from donors in this regard, saying that the external 

support they receive goes towards the training of 

journalists in journalistic skills. Lacking the tools of 

the trade has far-reaching consequences in this age of 

new media technologies in the sense that these me-

dia companies cannot expand their audience reach 

and media products, which in turn has an impact on 

their revenue base. 

Internet access in Malawi is also a luxury that only 

a few can afford.9 As reported earlier in this issue of 

State of the Newsroom, there are about 2.81 million 

internet users in Malawi, of a population of just over 

18 million. Ten percent of households report that 

they have access to internet services, with just over 

31% of urban households with access to the internet, 

a number which drops to 5.9% in rural areas.  

While mobile phones are affordable and widely 

accessible to many people in Malawi, including those 
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in the rural areas, data costs are high. As MISA Ma-

lawi observes, “The current average monthly income 

for Malawians is K29 200 (about US$40.96), while 1 

Gigabyte of unbundled data costs is K5 000.00 (about 

US$6.86) for 30 days. This shows just how expensive 

mobile data is in Malawi.”10

Nelson,11 also points out that in Africa, one does 

not require a personal computer to access the inter-

net because people have access to public computers 

at internet cafés, or at work and school, further limit-

ing the reach of media organisations. 

Another major challenge is internet speeds. 

For example, although internet access in-

creased from 9.6% in 2016 to 13% in 2018, 

connection speeds are said to have decreased over 

the same period (for example, from an average of 1.7 

Mbps in 2016 to 1.3 Mbps in 2017 – with the global 

average being 7 Mbps).12 

To exacerbate the situation, taxation and regula-

tory levies appear to account for a large and increas-

ing proportion of operating costs and retail prices, 

including a 30% corporate tax; a 10% excise duty on 

voice and SMS services and mobile data; 16.5% VAT 

on internet services and mobile data; a US$0.08 per 

minute levy on international voice traffic; and a 3% 

gross revenue levy to support the universal service 

fund (USF).13 Although there is little indication that 

these taxes are an overt way of controlling the media, 

or limiting the expansion of a free media, they do 

have this implicit effect given that they limit the me-

dia’s ability to leverage the internet for new business 

and media models.

The media managers of some newspapers and 

radio stations reported that they have ventured into 

web-based editions and online streaming to try and 

expand their revenue source. It could not be estab-

lished with certainty how much revenue the online 

platforms generate, but the media managers were 

quick to point out that it is not significant enough for 

sustainability. 

This is consistent with a survey report by the 

World Association of Newspapers and News Pub-

lishers which showed that newspapers in sub-Saha-

ran Africa are struggling to generate revenue from 

their online versions: “The survey found that 36% of 

newspapers in emerging democracies had no inter-

net revenue.”14 



  60

state of the newsroom/malawi

Conclusion 

This article has identified several inhibitors 

to media sustainability in Malawi. These 

include: the negative impact of the system 

of political patronage, and the consequential manip-

ulation of government ad spend; the imposition of 

restrictive tax laws and the punitive implementation 

of tax laws against media houses; limitations in the 

capital purchasing power of media houses, including 

the ability to maintain equipment; the limitations of 

the country’s internet infrastructure and access for 

rural communities, which limits new media expan-

sion; and the taxes on new technologies and services. 

As it argues, if a media house is not financially 

sustainable, its editorial independence is affected in 

the sense that it does not fulfil its mission of serving 

the nation through objective reporting, holding the 

government to account and defending the rights of 

minorities, among others. In other words, editorial 

independence is negatively affected by the fact that 

the media industry is mediated by politics. 

Not dealt with in this article are issues such as 

the broadcast reach of radio stations, with most of 

the country’s 56 radio stations reaching 33% or less 

of Malawi’s households, and the two stations with 

the biggest reach (85% and above) being state-run 

radio stations. All of these create a difficult operat-

ing environment for media houses in the country 

and restricts the emergence of innovative and more 

sustainable media models. 

Potential remedies include creating transparent 

guidelines and limitations for government ad spend 

and graded tax laws for different media types. The 

country’s ICT policy also needs to be revisited to 

help rapidly upscale affordable internet access for 

Malawians, which may include revising taxes on 

technology products and services. Donors also have 

a role to play in helping media houses in Malawi with 

capital infrastructure for new media expansion. 
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It appears the battle against corruption in Malawi is nowhere near 

to be won as the country continues to feature prominently among 

the nations in the world where the vice remains rampant. A num-

ber of studies and surveys by international institutions such as 

Transparency International, Afrobarometer, the World Bank and 

Mo Ibrahim Index have revealed that Malawi’s image in terms of dealing 

with corruption is tainted. 

For instance, the 2019 Transparency International Corruption Percep-

tions Index report shows that Malawi is performing poorly in international 

rankings, scoring 31 points1 alongside Gabon and Bolivia, while the 2020 

Mo Ibrahim Index of African Governance also raises serious concerns 

about the country’s transparency and accountability2. 

But what arguably captures a comprehensive picture of the current state 

of corruption in Malawi is the 2020 Malawi Corruption Report released by 

the Risk & Compliance Portal. It reads in part:

How newspapers tackle 
corruption in Malawi

A third of Malawi’s 
annual national 
budget is lost to 
corruption – but 
what does Malawi’s 
print media have to 
say about it? 
teMwAni 
MGundA 
and ellArd 
MAnjAwirA 
take a closer look …
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Corruption is rife in Malawi … All sectors of the 

economy suffer from widespread corruption, and 

large networks of clientelism and patronage exist. In 

addition, extensive bureaucracy and red tape provide 

a fertile environment for facilitation payments and 

bribery. 

Companies contend with corruption and bribery 

in almost all operations, from obtaining licences to 

bidding on public contracts. Malawi has a compre-

hensive anti-corruption legal framework, yet en-

forcement is poor and officials sometimes engage in 

corruption with impunity3. 

The damning report is a clear manifestation 

that corruption is a major problem with 

regard to management of public resources. 

The levels of corruption are so high that a former 

director of public prosecutions once disclosed that 

a third of financial resources in Malawi’s annual na-

tional budget is lost through corruption. It is believed 

that corruption reached its peak during the reign 

of former president Peter Mutharika (2014 – 2019), 

with revelations of massive plunder and mismanage-

ment of public resources under his government.  

It is, however, a relief to note that the media in 

Malawi is, to some extent, playing a laudable role as 

a watchdog of corruption and engaging citizens in 

anti-corruption efforts. From time to time, the media 

reports stories on corruption taking place in public 

procurement, land administration, the police ser-

vices, the justice system, tax and customs administra-

tion and in public service recruitment, among other 

areas where the vice flourishes.  

A 2019 corruption survey undertaken by the 

Institute of Public Opinion and Research (IPOR) 

established that most Malawians (86%) think the me-

dia has been effective in fighting corruption4. Local 

media sometimes collaborates with state as well as 

non-state actors in the fight against corruption. 

But while applauding the Malawian media for its 

creditable corruption-reporting crusade, it should 

also be pointed out that a number of challenges 

dampen its efforts to execute a thorough job. The 

challenges the local media faces lead to gaps in the 

stories they report on.   

It is against this background that this article 

attempts to assess the coverage of corruption in 

Malawian print media with a focus on stories pub-

lished by the country’s two prominent print media 

houses: Nation Publications Limited (NPL) and 
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Times Group. Times Group (registered as Blantyre 

Newspapers Limited) is Malawi’s oldest newspaper 

publishing company, founded in the 1950s before the 

country attained independence. 

NPL was established in 1993 and, over the years, it 

has proved to be a vibrant media house, winning the 

Print Media House of the Year Award several times 

during the Misa-Malawi Annual Media Awards. 

NPL owns The Nation, Weekend Nation and Nation 

on Sunday while Times Group owns The Daily Times, 

Malawi News and The Sunday Times newspapers. Put 

together, the six newspapers have been quite instru-

mental in reporting and exposing corrupt practices 

in both the public and private sectors.

This article explores, among others, the role Ma-

lawian print media plays in the fight against corrup-

tion, the nature of corruption coverage, the dominant 

issues covered, gaps and limitations in the published 

corruption stories, challenges the print media houses 

encounter in their coverage on corruption, and the 

media houses’ role in collaborating with state and 

non-state actors to report corruption. 

Role of the print media in 
fighting corruption

The media can act as a force against cor-

ruption in ways that are both tangible and 

intangible 5.  According to Stanpenhurst 

(2000), the tangible or readily identifiable ways in 

which the media performs this function include 

those in which some sort of visible outcome or ac-

tion can be attributed to a particular news story or a 

series of stories – for example, the launch of an inves-

tigation, arrest of a corrupt official or the firing of an 

official, and launching of official judicial proceedings, 

among others. 

In the case of Malawi, a good example of tangi-

ble effects of print media reporting of corruption is 

the case of former Cabinet minister in the ousted 

Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) government, 

George Chaponda. Chaponda, a very powerful and 

influential minister, was arrested and fired from his 

post after newspapers, particularly The Daily Times, 

fearlessly reported on him as the mastermind of a 

corrupt deal involving the purchase of the staple 

grain maize from Zambia. 

Other examples are the numerous arrests, suspen-
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sions and firing of top officials in public institutions 

who are reported to be responsible for massive loot-

ing and financial mismanagement during the DPP 

regime. When public officials lose their jobs because 

they have been exposed for their involvement in cor-

ruption, they face humiliation, loss of prestige, social 

standing and income. Actions such as arrests and fir-

ings of high profile officials provide a serious warn-

ing to other potential offenders of the consequences 

of such malpractice and, in the process, increase the 

standards of public accountability.   

Intangible effects, by contrast, are those that are 

less visible and direct. They are the checks on cor-

ruption that arise from a broader social climate of 

enhanced control and scrutiny, public debate and a 

general sense of accountability among politicians, 

public bodies and institutions and society in general, 

as a result of media coverage and sensitisation. 

In this context, the craft of journalism must not 

be seen merely in terms of direct impact on specific 

instances of corruption, but also in the broader role 

that journalism plays in society. Through constant 

dissemination of information about cor-

ruption, the print media in Malawi 

sensitises the public on issues of 

public decisions and procedures 

and such knowledge ignites de-

bate and discussion among the 

citizenry. 

Former Cabinet minister 
George Chaponda
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Collaborations with  
other actors 

In the fight against corruption, the print media in 

Malawi, from time to time, works in collabora-

tion with a number of both state and non-state 

actors. The state actors include the Anti-Corruption 

Bureau (ACB), the Fiscal and Fraud Unit of the 

Malawi Police Service, the Financial Intelligence 

Authority, the Public Procurement and Disposal 

of Assets Authority, the National Audit Office, the 

Ombudsman, the Office of the Director of Public 

Officers Declarations and the Judiciary. The non-

state actors include civil society organisations. As 

Johnston notes:

Organised, active groups in society can be a check 

on the state and on each other, as well as the basis for 

countervailing action. They are critical to account-

ability because transparency means little if there is no 

one to look in: corrupt states abound in inspectors, 

commissions of enquiry, and record keeping re-

quirements that create and conceal corruption rather 

than reveal it, because no one outside the state can 

demand a meaningful accounting6.

In Malawi the implicit collaboration between 

the media and the ACB, as well as with non-state 

organisations, particularly the Human Rights De-

fenders Coalition (HRDC), is clear. The ACB issues 

press releases periodically, announcing cases it is 

investigating and suspects it has arrested in relation 

to alleged corrupt practices. These releases provide 

leads for journalists to start working on corruption 

stories for publication. However, the relationship 

between the media and the ACB is not one-sided. 

The Bureau’s principal public relations officer, Egrita 

Ndala, observes:

It is not like the media picks and benefits from 

the Bureau’s press releases or announcements [and 

that is all that happens]; in fact, the bureau is also 

a beneficiary of stories broken and published by the 

media. Such stories are analysed and decided upon 

whether to take further action or not. So it is more 

of a symbiotic relationship than one way7.    

As for the HRDC, they have been quite active in 

alerting the public on corruption cases. The organi-

sation has made startling disclosures on alleged cor-

ruption incidents, mainly in public institutions, and 

particularly following the ousting from power of the 

DPP after the party’s defeat in the June 2020 Fresh 
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Presidential Elections. The HRDC has introduced a 

whistleblowing initiative aimed at gathering reliable 

information on any issues of maladministration and 

plunder of public funds that occurred under the 

DPP-led government. HRDC national coordinator, 

Gift Trapence, comments:

We expect Malawians to fully make use of this 

platform to help fix the country. We are looking for 

any information that might prove acts of corruption, 

tax evasion, questionable government contracts. 

We have resources in Malawi that have been abused 

through corruption [by the previous administration]; 

we’ve had nepotism, so we would want to address 

these issues8.

The print media has taken advantage of the HRDC 

corruption alerts to embark on its own investigations 

that have resulted in corruption stories being pub-

lished on a regular basis.

From hard news to reader’s 
letters – how corruption 
is covered

The nature of corruption coverage by Ma-

lawian print media takes different forms. 

Most corruption stories make it to the front 

page as hard news or investigative stories, thereby 

according them prominence. The weekly papers, 

especially Times Group’s Malawi News and NPL’s 

Weekend Nation, once in a while feature detailed 

corruption stories that run from the front pages and 

spill over to the inside pages. NPL’s Weekend Nation 

ups the game further by including a centerspread 

called ‘Weekend Investigates’ which is part of each 

edition of the paper. 

Most of the stories featured are corruption-re-

lated. Its sister paper, Nation on Sunday, once in a 

while features ‘Exclusive Inquiry’ – a supplement 

that carries a series of stories on a single topic, and 

some of the topics are on corruption. Times Group’s 

The Daily Times has ‘Friday Shaker’, which features 

investigative corruption-related stories in the paper’s 

Friday editions. The stories run from the front page 

to the inside pages.
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Apart from the hard news and investigative stories, 

coverage of corruption by print media in Malawi also 

takes the form of features. Almost all the newspapers 

owned by NPL and Times Group have regular fea-

ture pages which, from time to time, publish corrup-

tion-related articles. In addition to features, Malawi 

News, Weekend Nation and The Nation have Q&A 

sections that also discuss issues of corruption. For 

the Q&A sections, Malawi News has ‘Hard Talk on 

Saturday’ while Weekend Nation has ‘Six Questions’ 

and The Nation has ‘Political Index’.

It is quite commendable that both dailies, The Na-

tion and The Daily Times, give space to their readers 

to voice their views and concerns on various issues of 

national interest, including corruption. 

While The Nation has ‘My Turn’, The Daily Times 

has ‘My Point of View’, and both feature opinion 

articles on various topics from the general public. 

The two dailies also allocate space for ‘Letters to the 

Editor’ which publish views and concerns from the 

readers on topical issues. The Nation, once a week, 

carries a page called ‘My Take On’ which publish-

es responses from readers on a question the paper 

asks such as: “Is government doing enough to fight 

corruption?” 

Finally, all the newspapers have regular columns 

written either by in-house journalists or contributors 

from outside the media houses. The columnists, time 

and again, publish hard-hitting commentaries on 

corruption in the country.

Dominant issues in 
corruption coverage

Nye (1967), cited in Morris (2011), broadly 

defines corruption as the abuse of public 

power for personal gain9. Corruption 

takes different forms such as graft, fraud, bribery, 

nepotism or favouritism, and extortion, among oth-

ers. 

One of the dominant issues in the corruption 

stories covered by the print media in Malawi is graft. 

From time to time, the local newspapers carry stories 

on politicians or public officials appropriating or 

diverting public resources for their personal use. 

One such story is Rabecca Chimjeka’s ‘Chaos in 

land management’ (Malawi News, November 23, 

2019), which exposes how ministry of lands and 

Lilongwe City Council officials sell government plots 

in the city and pocket the money. 
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The print media has been very 
instrumental in exposing public 

officials establishing ghost companies

Meanwhile on March 25, 2020, The Nation pub-

lished ‘CSOs push for procurement system change to 

fight graft’ by Andrew Nyondo, which is on a pro-

posal from civil society organisations to government 

that the procurement process should migrate to an 

electronic system. Ntchindi Meki’s story ‘Dubious 

landlords collecting rentals on government property’ 

(The Nation, September 22, 2020) also falls under 

this category alongside The Daily Times story ‘Syl-

vester Kalembera takes Escom graft case’ reported by 

Jameson Chauluka.  

What also features prominently in the corruption 

stories – which is almost similar to graft– is fraud. 

The print media in Malawi, time and again, publishes 

stories on wrongful or criminal deception intended 

to result in financial or personal gain. 

There have been stories on schemes orchestrated 

by public officials to misappropriate public funds 

oftentimes in collusion with civilian accomplices. 

For instance, the local print media has been very 

instrumental in exposing public officials establishing 

ghost companies and overbilling the government on 

contracts. 

A very good example in this category is the story, 

‘Big fraud that is LDF, CDF, DDF’. Written jointly by 

Rex Chikoko, Golden Matonga and Joseph Mwale, 

the story is a comprehensive investigation into how 

money meant for the Local Development Fund 

(LDF), Constituency Development Fund (CDF) and 

District Development Fund (DDF) is abused with 

impunity by public officials entrusted to take care of 

the funds. 

On ghost companies, Chikoko published a story, 

‘Ghost firm gets K7.8 billion contract’, which ex-
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posed a company, Black & Veach, that sought a ‘No 

Objection’ from Public Procurement and Disposal of 

Assets to provide technical support to a government 

coal-fired power generation company.

Another dominant issue in print media corruption 

stories is bribery or kickbacks. The stories expose 

acts of illegal payments made to government offi-

cials after a service is rendered or kickbacks mostly 

offered to officials working for such government 

institutions such as the immigration 

department, road traffic directorate 

and police services. 

But what has perhaps gen-

erated more bribery stories 

in the print media in the 

recent past is the bribery 

case involving business 

mogul Thomson Mpin-

ganjira. Mpinganjira  is 

alleged to have attempted to bribe the Constitutional 

Court judges who were handling the 2019 presiden-

tial elections case to rule in favour of the then ruling 

DPP. 

Right from Mpinganjira’s arrest to his court ap-

pearances, the print media covered the proceedings 

with so much zest that the case generated a good 

chunk of its corruption coverage. But there have 

nevertheless also been a number of other recent 

prominent bribery stories such as Ntchindi Meki’s 

‘Lawyer Mbeta faces bribery trial’ (The Na-

tion, April 13, 2020).  

There are also corruption stories in 

the print media on issues to do with 

nepotism, favoritism and conflict 

of interest, where, for instance, 

public-sector jobs or benefits are 

illegally channelled to family, 

friends or to the benefit of the de-

Business mogul 
Thomson Mpinganjira
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cision-makers’ own interests. A case in point here is 

such stories as Jameson Chauluka’s ‘ACB stops MRA’s 

recruitment process’ (The Daily Times April 17, 2020) 

and Precious Kumbani’s ‘Police raid MERA’ (The 

Nation, July 28, 2020). 

In the former story, the ACB ordered the Malawi 

Revenue Authority (MRA) to put on hold a recruit-

ment process that was dubious as it favoured job 

applicants believed to be ruling DPP sympathisers, 

while in the latter, police arrested the Malawi Energy 

Regulatory Authority (MERA) chief executive officer 

on charges that he, among other offences, awarded 

a business contract to a company co-owned by him 

and his alleged girlfriend. 

On nepotism, NPL managing editor, Ephraim 

Munthali, writing in his weekly column, ‘Cut the 

Chaff ’, which is featured in Weekend Nation, pub-

lished a piece titled ‘DPP government’s real values: 

Nepotism, favouritism, patronage’ – a scathing attack 

on the then ruling party’s penchant for nepotistic 

tendencies. 

The Daily Times edition of January 22, 2020 carried 

a story, ‘Parliament probes nepotism allegations in 

civil service’ by Audrey Kapalamula, which reported 

that the Public Appointments Committee of Parlia-

ment launched a probe into the alleged nepotism in 

civil service, especially in grades P5 and above.

Eating off a silver platter: 
Gaps in coverage

An analysis of the performance of Malawian 

print media houses in terms of reporting 

corruption reveals that there are quite a 

number of glaring gaps and limitations in the cover-

age. 

Despite the laudable initiatives by NPL and Times 

Group in reporting on corruption in their publi-

cations as mentioned earlier, the two print media 

houses are mostly reactive and not proactive in their 

coverage of the vice. Most of the corruption stories 

that are presented in the print media are those mere-

ly announcing arrests done by either the ACB or the 

police. 

For instance, after the change of government in 

June 2020, there was a flurry of arrests on corruption 

charges involving DPP politicians and some public 

servants and the media covered these, wave after 

wave. After the ‘arrest’ stories, what followed were 

the stories on court trials of the suspects.  
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According to the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung inves-

tigative journalism manual, investigative reporting 

mostly stems from a reporter’s initiative10. 

Real investigative stories – and corruption 

stories by and large fall in this category 

– must be original and based on the 

work of the journalist. But a greater 

chunk of corruption stories published 

in Malawian print media are event-

based or given to the journalists on a 

silver platter.

A good example of print media 

houses not being proactive in 

their coverage of corruption 

was noted in the run up to the 

2019 Tripartite Elections and 

the 2020 Fresh Presidential 

Elections. In his campaign 

speeches, the then Unit-

ed Transformation 

Movement (UTM) 

presidential can-

didate and later 

running mate for 

the Tonse Alliance 

presidential candidate, Saulos Chilima, made shock-

ing revelations of corrupt activities within the rank 

and file of the DPP, who were in collusion with 

some statutory corporation officials. 

The print media picked up Chilima’s 

revelations and published some of the 

notable stories on corruption in the 

country. One such story published 

by The Nation had the headline ‘SKC 

vindicated on Escom fraud’ (by Joseph 

Mwale). 

The story – about the 

Electricity Supply 

Corporation of Ma-

lawi (Escom) losing 

3.8 million litres of 

diesel to a syndicate 

involving transport-

ers, security guards 

and staff – came out 

after Chilima had already 

spilled the beans to the 

Presidential candidate 

Saulos Chilima
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public at a political rally in Blantyre, Malawi’s com-

mercial city. 

If it were the media houses sniffing out the rot at 

Escom on their own and laying bare the same, the 

revelations would have been quite earth shattering, 

but this was diluted by Chilima’s earlier political 

podium revelations. 

Actually, even the famous Cashgate – that grand 

scam in which public servants connived with politi-

cians and businesspersons to steal government funds 

through corrupt deals – was not exposed by the 

media: It was only after police had arrested a junior 

government accountant with stacks of cash in the 

boot of his car that the local media started publish-

ing stories on the scam.

The analysis of the stories published also reveals 

a lack of depth in the coverage of corruption. 

According to Stapenhurst (2000), a good investi-

gative story on corruption must strive to expose 

corrupt officials and office-holders; but this is 

not the case with a good number of corruption 

stories that appear in print. 

For instance, Malawi News, on March 21, 

2020, published a front-page story, ‘K100 

billion lost in 5 years’, by Rabecca Chimjeka, 

which merely analysed the fraud at Malawi’s 

Parliament, but did not name and shame the 

individuals involved. Weekend Nation on 

November 30, 2019 published a story, ‘AD-

MARC drains over K100 billion’, by Lucky 
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Mkandawire, which also did not trace the culprits 

behind such massive plunder of funds at ADMARC, 

a statutory corporation with mandate to oversee the 

development and marketing of agricultural produce. 

It is the same case with such stories as ‘Salima-Li-

longwe water project in a mess’ (by Malawi News’ 

Serah Makondesa), ‘Audit fails to trace K143 million 

proceeds’ (by The Nation’s Golden Matonga), ‘Un-

finished projects anger communities’ (by The Daily 

Times’ Sam Kalimira) and ‘K35 billion disap-

pears in public funds’ (by The Nation’s Enelles 

Nyale), among others. 

Such stories are a testimony of either 

incomplete or rushed investigations – an 

observation in line with Msowoya’s (2018) 

finding that much of investigative report-

ing in Malawi is not as extensive and 

thorough as it is supposed to be11.

It has also been noted that even in 

the corruption stories where suspects 

are named and shamed, the journalists 

stumbled on the names with little or no 

effort. A case in point here are stories 

such as ‘ACB on K1.4 billion Escom 

scam’ and ‘Lawyer Mbeta faces bribery 

trial’ both by The Nation’s Ntchindi Meki, published 

on April 13, 2020 and November 7, 2020, respective-

ly. 

In the former, the journalist got the names from 

an Escom memo, while in the latter, the name was a 

disclosure by ACB. Furthermore, much as Joy Ndo-

vi’s story – which names and shames corrupt culprits 

in soccer circles – earned him the Sports Journalist 

of the Year Award in the 2020 Misa-Malawi Annual 
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Malawian journalists covering 
corruption lack the verve to pursue 

a story to its ultimate conclusion 

Media Awards, it, too, was not the result of the jour-

nalist’s effort to trace the players behind the racket. 

Bearing the headline ‘Shocker! Flames players 

pocketed K270 million to fix matches at 2010 Angola 

Afcon’ and published by Weekend Nation on July 6, 

2019, the story was a mere announcement of the in-

vestigation findings released by Fifa, the world soccer 

governing body. 

The coverage on corruption by print media in 

Malawi also lacks follow-up stories. This is especially 

true with breaking stories involving arrests on cor-

ruption charges. Journalist and academician in the 

department of language and communication studies 

at University of Malawi’s The Polytechnic, Focus Ma-

ganga, is of the view that most Malawian journalists 

covering corruption lack the verve to pursue a story 

to its ultimate conclusion after breaking it. Magan-

ga says media scholars agree that follow-ups are 

needed because one story on its own may not cover 

all aspects of an event or controversy exhaustively, 

especially with corruption stories: 

We have had some corruption stories that were 

published but left the readers in suspense as they 

were not concluded; some information was not there. 

For example, the Zameer Karim story involving the 

fraudulent procurement of police food rations. After 

it broke out way back in 2015, no journalist has had 

the interest to dig deeper and uncover the full details. 

It appears our journalists were waiting for the police 

to re-arrest him on November 12, 2020 – five years 

later – to write another story on Karim in connection 

to the same food rations deal12. 

Maganga’s observations are in line with what 

Mbeke (2010), cited in Msowoya (2018), states: that 
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generally, what comes across is that most of the sto-

ries in the local media are often done in a hurry, with 

no adequate follow-up. 

Print media coverage must also improve in writing 

style if the stories are going to trigger the intended 

action. The Konrad Adenauer Stiftung investigative 

journalism manual points out that the most chal-

lenging task when writing an investigative story is to 

make it both comprehensive and clear. 

This, according to the manual, is largely because 

the material gathered during an investigation is 

generally longer and more complex than a typical 

hard-news story. Most corruption stories that appear 

in newspapers are presented like any other hard-

news story, and   are not compelling enough to move 

the responsible authorities to take action. 

There are, of course, exceptions. Credit should go 

to NPL’s Bobby Kabango for a compelling lead for 

his investigative story on corruption in the Malawi 

Police Service. Headlined ‘Police uniforms, boots for 

sale’ and published by Nation on Sunday on March 

15, 2020, the story’s lead reads thus:

On February 27, an alleged police impostor was 

conducting traffic in the middle of nowhere in Jali, 

Zomba, stopping motorcyclists who rode without 

crash helmets, duping them as they believed they 

were dealing with a genuine law enforcer in uni-

form. It is not known how Madalitso Nkhoma, 34, 

who was eventually nabbed, got the uniform, but do 

you know that it is possible for a civilian to buy a 

police uniform from the Police Quartermaster?

Such type of writing for corruption stories should 

be encouraged if the stories are going to be per-

suasive enough and elicit the desired impact. It is, 

therefore, small wonder that the same story earned 

Kabango the Investigative Journalist of the Year 

Award in the 2020 Misa-Malawi Annual Awards.

Lastly, there is too much use of file photos accom-

panying corruption stories in Malawi’s print media. 

This probably suggests that journalists need to up 

their game of taking photos while undercover. 

For instance, in the Weekend Nation’s story, 

‘Minister in land scam’ – published on February 1, 

2020, which is about a Cabinet minister buying land 

dubiously – one would have expected a picture of the 

controversial plot of land to accompany the story, but 

this was not the case; instead the newspaper used a 

file photo of the minister. 

It appears the only likely moment one is to see a 

corruption story accompanied with a fresh photo in 
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Malawian print media is when corrupt suspects are 

taken to court for trial.

Coverage challenges

Interviews conducted with Malawian journalists 

who regularly report on corruption revealed that 

their work faces myriad challenges and setbacks. 

The most common ones that popped up during the 

interviews are, among others, lack of training in cor-

ruption or investigative reporting, media house edi-

torial policy versus the need to sell advertising, lack 

of access to information, social media and, ironically, 

corruption within the newsrooms.

To begin with, lack of intensive and practical 

investigative reporting training has been noted to be 

a major factor that negatively affects media coverage 

on corruption in Malawi. Stapenhurst (2000) advis-

es that investigative journalists should be trained if 

they are to acquire research, analytical and commu-

nication skills which are vital if their work is to be 

effective. 

However, it is demoralising when, according to 

editor for The Daily Times, Rex Chikoko, training 

in investigative reporting has over the years become 

elitist. Chikoko says that telling the corruption story 

was supposed to be a simple concept, more especially 

in the era of social media, but as he observes, practi-

tioners in the country are denied the chance because 

reporting corruption is portrayed as a reserve for a 

particular cadre of journalists: 

Skills in catching the bad guys (needed for report-

ing corruption) should be imparted to all journalists 

as soon as they start their academic journey in jour-

nalism or when they join the newsroom. That way, 

we will not have the half-baked corruption stories 

we read in the papers from time to time13. 

However, currently there is an investigative jour-

nalism mentorship programme funded by DFiD 

through the Basel Institute for Governance of Swit-

zerland, and under an all-encompassing umbrella 

body, Tackling Serious and Organised Corruption 

(TSOC) Malawi. 

The programme – spearheaded by the Interna-

tional Centre for Asset Recovery (ICAR) – supports 

an investigative reporting skills project under the 

Continuing Journalism Education (CJE) initiative. 

This has a cohort of about 15 journalists who cover 

corruption and corruption-related stories in Mala-

wi. One of the programme coordinators, Gregory 
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Gondwe, says the overall aim is to improve standards 

of investigative reporting in Malawi: 

It started in 2018 and it is rolling on an annual 

basis until such a time when the programme would 

have achieved some of its objectives. It has embarked 

on training and workshop interventions to promote 

technical literacy and responsible information shar-

ing; vetting and mentoring a pool of reporters focus-

ing on investigative journalism; building strategic 

partnerships with regional investigative journalism 

outlets; and enhancing connections between jour-

nalism schools and media houses to tighten the gap 

between academia and industry journalists14.

Another challenge corruption coverage faces in 

Malawi is when a newspaper’s editorial interests clash 

with sales and advertising interests. On this, Chikoko 

is also of the view that there are some silent editorial 

policies pursued in the newsrooms that impinge on 

reporting corruption stories. 

According to him, the balancing between adver-

tising and editorial has been the biggest challenge as 

normally the commercial departments of the news-

papers stand in the way of the editorial department 

when investigating corruption. His observations 

could be one of the reasons the print media in Mala-

wi rarely publish stories on corporate corruption.

When reporting on corruption, access to informa-

tion is crucial. This is especially pertinent when do-

ing corruption investigations, because the objective is 

not just to gather information but, rather, evidence to 

back up allegations. 

It was only in 2020 that Malawi finally operation-

alised an access to information (ATI) law, and most 

journalists interviewed cited the absence of the law 

as an impediment to conducting comprehensive 

investigations into corrupt practices in the country. 

While reporting on corruption requires collabo-

ration and triangulating information, the journalists 

say it is frustrating to note that there is high-level 

collusion among public officers who conceal infor-

mation to shield each other. NPL’s investigative jour-

nalist Kabango decries the tendency by some public 

officials who do not have the courtesy to respond to 

questionnaires when journalists seek information:

In any investigative work you need solid evidence. 

Our case in Malawi is complicated because we 

cannot demand for a particular piece of information 

since we do not have the backing, in this case the 

ATI. Currently, I have two stories where officials 

have refused to respond to my questionnaire and I 
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Sources do not understand that 
investigations take time; after 

giving you a tip, they think you are 
delaying to publish the story

do not have the powers to force them to do that15. 

Of course, much as the Malawi government set 

September 30, 2020 as the date the ATI Act came 

into operation, some journalists are of the view that 

the operationalisation of the Act does not mean that 

it will be easier to get information. The journalists 

cite government’s decision to employ spokespersons 

for Cabinet ministers as one way of increasing the 

information gate-keeping process, which they say is, 

in a way, detrimental to the efforts of reporting on 

corruption. 

The emergence and popularity of social media 

has had countless effects on corruption reporting in 

particular and investigative journalism in general 

in Malawi. While some journalists are of the view 

that social media is a blessing in disguise, hailing it 

as a major source of corruption news tips, others are 

of the opinion that social media makes it difficult 

to pursue the corruption story when the ‘devil’ has 

already been alerted. 

A journalist, who does not want to be named, says 

the one advantage is that social media has become an 

easy source of news where whistleblowers share all 

sorts of stories – sometimes with compelling evi-

dence and this becomes the journalists’ starting point 

for investigation. He, however, says that the challenge 

is that investigative journalism demands exclusivity 

and should not just repeat what is already out there. 

He says impatient sources sometimes turn to social 

media and undermine their investigations: 

Sometimes some sources do not understand that 

investigations take time; after giving you a tip, they 

think you are delaying to publish the story as such 

they end up sharing it on social media … that is a 
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put off to us because we do not want to go for a story 

which is already out16. 

While the media have time and again been hailed 

sky-high for the role they play in curbing corruption, 

there appears to be widespread corruption in the 

newsrooms themselves. This poses a big challenge 

when it comes to publishing corruption stories in 

the Malawian print media. Some of the journalists 

interviewed decry the practice by editors who ‘kill’ 

corruption stories when they suspect that they (the 

editors) pocket bribes from alleged culprits men-

tioned in the stories. Even journalists have ‘killed’ a 

story after being offered a bribe:

Corruption in the newsroom is, arguably, the 

biggest enemy of investigative reporting in Malawi. 

Most stories die in infancy because of some corrupt 

editors and media house managers. On the other 

hand, because of low pay at their respective work-

places, some journalists decide to cash in on the 

stories by getting bribes and promising not to pursue 

the stories further. … In some instances, journalists 

have been branded as being jealous of the well-to-do 

in society whenever they expose corruption, so in 

trying not to be in confrontation with society, the 

journalists also opt to take bribes and abandon the 

stories17. 

Another journalist who also opts for anonymity 

has this to say: 

Corruption in the newsroom is pathetic! From last 

year to now, four of my stories have been spiked and 

(the editors) have been giving me baseless reasons on 

why they are failing to publish them18. 

The other challenge is lack of resources for con-

ducting the investigations. One journalist says they 

do not get enough support from their media houses 

when they go on investigative assignments, particu-

larly in far-flung places. He says investigative jour-

nalism requires special resources, such as powerful 

cameras, sound recorders and a car, if it is to be done 

thoroughly. But he says journalists do not have access 

to even basic things like decent accommodation, 

and that these scenarios put them at the risk of being 

bribed by those targeted in the investigation. 

Another journalist places the blame on media 

houses for not marketing corruption stories to insti-

tutions that can fund the investigations: 

This is one serious challenge because sometimes 

we have failed to pursue a corruption story on 

account of funding, especially those that require ex-

tensive travelling. I must add that the media house 
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In 2020 alone he exposed five 
prominent officials who were 

involved in corruption, but nothing 
happened to them 

I work for always makes an effort to provide some 

funds but due to hard economic times it has not 

been easy to get resources together for some stories 

– this is where partnerships with other like-minded 

organisations become key19. 

Another factor that negatively affects corruption 

reporting in the print media is the lack of successful 

prosecution of suspected corrupt culprits after being 

exposed in stories. According to Stapenhurst (2000), 

one of the tangible ways in which investigative jour-

nalism can serve to curb corruption is when corrupt 

bureaucrats or public office-holders are impeached, 

prosecuted or forced to resign after their misdeeds 

are exposed in public. 

But what is happening on the ground in Malawi 

regarding the impact of investigative stories is not 

encouraging. Most of the journalists interviewed ex-

press dissatisfaction at how some of their corruption 

stories have not had the desired impact. 

The journalists say there is no job satisfaction 

in exposing crimes when no action is taken. The 

journalists also express fear that the lack of successful 

prosecution puts them on a collision path with those 

they exposed. This, they say, threatens them and, 

in the long run, they do not see the importance of 

continuing to expose corrupt individuals or organi-

sations. For instance, Kabango says in 2020 alone he 

exposed five prominent officials who were involved 

in corruption, but nothing happened to them after 

the publication of the stories: 

Of course, two stories have seen some progress 

after the change of government following the booting 

out of the then ruling DPP and the ushering in of the 

Tonse Alliance government20. 
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As much as there is media freedom in Malawi, 

some commentators have observed that there is 

subtle political interference in the operations of 

media houses in the country.  They assert that media 

freedom in Malawi is just on paper and that no 

media house in the country can claim that it is free 

from political meddling. This affects reporting on 

corruption involving political parties or government 

ministries, departments and agencies. According to 

Maganga, the political meddling is either linked to 

the ownership of the media houses in the country or 

government’s abhorrence for media houses deemed 

to be critical of its corrupt dealings. 

Some stories on corruption have not seen the light 

of day because the journalists working on them were 

threatened with being sued or harmed and, in some 

cases, even killed. One journalist we interviewed said 

some stories also die because the media house fears 

litigation, especially those that focus on individuals. 

The journalist said it is easier to report about cor-

ruption focusing on institutions, but that when it 

comes to individuals there is some unmerited fear of 

lawsuits for defamation, even when there is evidence 

against the individual. 

Conclusion  

There is no denying that the newspapers 

published by the two notable Malawian 

print media houses, NPL and Times Group, 

play a critical role in the fight against corruption in 

the country. However, the analysis has revealed some 

gaps or weaknesses in the coverage of corruption, 

which include the stories being mostly reactive and 

not proactive, stories lacking depth, limited follow 

up after breaking the stories and poor writing style 

that fails to move the responsible authorities to take 

action. 

Moving forward, there is need to address the chal-

lenges Malawian journalists face in covering corrup-

tion. Prominent among them is the need for capacity 

building, particularly in investigative journalism, 

that would equip them with skills to dig deeper and 

uncover incidents of corruption. 
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Most investigative journalists in Malawi give 
one or the other reason for doing investigative 
journalism. “It helps to expose the malpractic-
es that are hidden in institutions,” some say.  “It 

builds a relationship of trust between the media and the public,” 
others say. Also, “It serves the community” and “exposes the evil 
acts of the powerful”. What all of these have in common, is the 
driving desire to expose wrongdoing.  

Yet, investigative journalists in Malawi have to face numerous 
challenges, including a lack of resources, threats to their safety, 
corruption in the newsroom itself, and an Access to Information 
Act that has yet to be implemented properly.  This article, based 
on a series of in-depth interviews with investigative journalists, 
amongst others, explores some of the challenges faced by jour-
nalists chasing the ‘long lead’ in the newsroom. 

It’s hard to keep 
the growing 
group of highly 
motivated, 
passionate and 
eager-to-learn 
investigative 
journalists 
in Malawi 
down, writes 
eMMAnuel 
Kondowe

Stumbling but not 
falling: Investigative 
journalism in Malawi
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Navigating a dangerous 
terrain 

Investigative journalism in Malawi can be dan-

gerous, and journalists have often been on the 

receiving end of verbal and physical attacks, 

death threats and threats to their families. 

In the past, So this is Democracy, published by the 

Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA), used 

to report various violations against journalists in 

Southern Africa. You would find a record of im-

prisonments, petrol bombings and beatings among 

many others. In Malawi physical attacks against 

journalists appear to have diminished, only resurfac-

ing during election years. Investigative journalists, 

however, continue to experience threats and intim-

idation as they go about their work of exposing the 

abuse of authority. 

Theresa Ndanga is currently heading MISA-Mala-

wi and is a past winner of the MISA-Malawi inves-

tigative journalist of the year award. She has some 

less-than-fond memories of the threats she endured 

during her time as an investigative journalist.  

“I have been physically attacked before, verbally 

and physically, at the State House where you would 

think that you will be protected. Eventually some 

people came to my rescue; but if they hadn’t then 

you would think that this would have escalated to 

something where you would actually suffer some 

injuries,” she recalls.

She also says that the biggest challenge to her as 

an investigative journalist were the threats she used 

to receive whenever she was investigating a story 

that impacted negatively on  individuals. She recalls 

receiving threatening calls and text messages, many 

of which were misogynistic attacks:

“I think the biggest one is the threats I used to get 

whenever I was investigating a story that touches on 

personalities. So usually I would get some anony-

mous calls and sometimes text messages that were 

threatening: ‘We will deal with you.’ Sometimes they 

would say, ‘We will dig into you, your personal life.’ 

For women like me they will try to find something 

This article is the result of in-depth interviews with 10 investigative journalists 
working in Malawi, as well as with two media managers, an academic, and one 

head of the board of a media institution.
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The feeling of having somebody 
threatening her, telling her they knew 

where she lived, that they knew 
where her daughter’s school was ...

that is to do with sex and so on just to threaten you,” 

she says. 

She explains that although many of the threats 

never materialised, the feeling of having somebody 

threatening her life and sometimes her family, telling 

her that they knew where she lived, that they knew 

where her daughter’s school was located, put a lot of 

pressure on her. 

One investigative newspaper reporter I talked 

to, who asked for anonymity and whom I will call 

Patrick, confirmed that he was also threatened. This 

happened when he exposed the underhand dealings 

of a certain politician. The journalist received threats 

of physical attack so serious preventive measures had 

to be taken to protect him. 

Surveillance of investigative journalists also oc-

curs. Ndanga said that there were times when  she 

used to see a certain car with tinted window follow-

ing her whenever she was going to work, going home 

for lunch and going back home after knocking off. 

At one point she was also advised to be careful with 

using her phone because there was a possibility that 

it was being monitored. 

Patrick also said he believes his phone calls have 

been monitored in the past. 

Maureen Kawelama works for Dzimwe Com-

munity Radio Station. She won an award in 2020 

under the MISA-Malawi mentorship programme. 

Participants in the programme produce investigative 

reports that are entered into a competition. Kawela-

ma emerged winner in last year’s programme and 

has great enthusiasm for investigative reporting. She 

does not, however, recall with fondness the treatment 

she was subjected to after her story was aired.
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The story revolved around the issue of some employees 

at Malawi’s power utility company ESCOM, who were be-

ing bribed to give preferential treatment to some customers. 

Kawelama explains the experience: “When I was doing my 

story on the alleged abuse of office at Monkey Bay Power 

Utility, it was one of the 2020 MISA-Malawi award-winning 

stories. After airing the story I was receiving threats from the 

ESCOM officials, and also the middleman mentioned in the 

story. I had indicated in my story that there was a middleman 

hired by some ESCOM staff stationed at Monkey Bay. His job 

was to get money from customers who were ready and willing 

to pay an extra fee, a non-official fee, to workers at Monkey Bay 

office in order to get preferential treatment to have their houses 

connected.” 

“So after airing the story, the middleman was calling me 

maybe in the night threatening me that he will kill me. I was 

even being attacked by thugs, but I thank God because the po-

lice was there in time and I was protected by them.”

Eric – another pseudonym – who is an editor in one of 

the newspapers circulating in Malawi, recalls the petrol 

bombing of the vehicle of one of their journalists some 

years back. The journalist was investigating the dubious 

awarding of a contract to a politically connected busi-

nessman following a bidding process.

Eric states: “I can’t remember exactly what it was, but it 
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was to do with some fraudulent transaction, and also 

how he was given tenders by government. He was 

one of the highest bidders. Originally we wanted to 

talk to government people who were handling issue 

ya ma bid [concerning bids]. But we still wanted to 

find out from him, on his part how this had been 

possible. What we detected was that there were some 

shady deals.” 

Eric said that when their reporter talked to the 

implicated businessman, he was threatened. The next 

day the journalist’s car was petrol-bombed.  Accord-

ing to Eric, “it was very clear that this was connected 

to the story that he was chasing. Such things, when 

they happen to reporters, they plant some kind of 

fear in you to say, ‘if I start a story, how will it end?’ 

And it’s not just you but also some family members. 

They may spare you, but they may target your family. 

It’s an issue that needs to be tackled as well.”

Does money make 
investigative journalism 
go round? 

Some people believe that ‘money makes the 

world go round’. Does it make the world of 

investigative journalism and reporting on 

corruption go round? Information gathered during 

interviews with media managers and some inves-

tigative journalists, points to the fact that a lack of 

financial muscle seems to be a major challenge for 

newsrooms.

Eric paints a clear picture of the challenges facing 

investigative journalism as far as the issue of money 

is concerned. As he points out, even the cost of travel 

can be prohibitive for newsrooms in Malawi.

“So if you are based in Lilongwe and you are 

searching for information and maybe you want to 

talk to a public relations manager in Mzuzu…the 

only thing he may do is to ask you to send a ques-

tionnaire. That is just a way of running away from 

the issues. The reporter knows he will not get a 

response.”

After a frustrating few days where emailing and 
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phoning has yielded nothing, the reporter convinces 

management that they need to go to Mzuzu. But in 

Mzuzu frustrations might continue and they might 

have either to return to Lilongwe or spend a few 

nights in Mzuzu. In either case the reporter is not 

assured that they will get the interviews or the infor-

mation they require. That is how expensive it can be. 

You need money.

The director of news and current affairs at ZBS, 

Gabriel Kamlomo, agrees that investigative journal-

ism is expensive.

“In our situation what we find very challenging is 

the fact that to be able to do successful investigative 

stories we must, as an institution, allow the time for 

that, because you will often have to attach one or two 

reporters to an assignment for a very long time. They 

need a lot of time, they need resources, they need to 

travel, they need to access places which ordinarily 

they would not be able to access,” Kamlomo explains.

While acknowledging that there is a challenge of 

cost to the institution, Kamlomo is convinced that 

both the financial and physical risks that go with in-

vestigative journalism are worth what a media house 

and journalists can gain. He says the financial risk is 

that it is not automatic that the reporters will come 

back with the story, so that becomes a cost that needs 

to be borne by the institution.

 “As an investigative reporter myself, I find that the 

investment is worthwhile, and essential. Close to 90% 

of the time when I have gone out to do an investiga-

tive story, I have come back successful; and what I 

have brought back has made a huge difference both 

for the institution and the public that we serve. For 

the institution it has made a difference in that our 

audiences have tended to trust what we say because 

of the depth of what we say after investigations,” he 

states categorically.

In terms of budgeting, Kamlomo says as much as 

ZBS values the importance of investigative jour-

nalism, they do not have a specific budget for it.  

That seems to be the case with most media houses. 

There is a story-by-story arrangement where if some-

one has a story idea and the editorial structure in the 

newsroom is convinced that it is a story worth pursu-

ing, then funding is requested from management 

to be able to pursue the story. At ZBS, most of these 

would be broadcast on Fridays in a special report. 

These are investigative pieces that are done over time 

and only broadcast when the editors are satisfied that 
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The first thing is financial support, 
because it might happen that you 
agree on a certain story and you 

want to travel to investigate

all the work has been done properly.

However, Kamlomo says both time and money can 

lead to an investigative news idea being dropped. “If I 

am convinced a particular story requires US$500 for 

a reporter to do it, and you can only access US$100 

or US$200, it means that story cannot be done. If I 

require for example four months for a reporter to 

dedicate to a particular story, and the institution feels 

that that’s way too much time to let a reporter out to 

do one story, that’s essentially saying we cannot do 

that story.” 

At one of the country’s dailies, the financial de-

cision whether to pursue an investigative piece is a 

high-level decision. The newspaper has an investi-

gative journalism desk which meets once a week to 

decide which investigative pieces can be worked on 

and by whom. The meetings are usually attended by 

editorial as well as administrative management, up to 

the level of CEO. Under the arrangement, a reporter 

cannot start working on an investigative story before 

getting approval from the investigative journalism 

desk. They have to present the story idea to the deci-

sion-making meeting and prove that it’s worth doing 

and that it will not be a waste of resources. 

Kawelama is one of those investigative journalists 

who worry about investigative journalism projects 

that run out of steam due to a lack of resources. This 

is particularly the case because community radios are 

usually very poorly resourced. That is why funding is 

on her priority list before she decides to investigate a 

story.

“The first thing is financial support, because some-

times it might happen that you agree on a certain 

story and you want to travel to investigate; then [the 
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station] may say no we don’t have money or there 

might be no transport. Sometimes it becomes very 

difficult to get financial support – you know, it’s a 

community radio station so we always struggle in 

terms of getting the financial support,” she explains.

Gatekeeping: “I want 
to tell you the truth…”

Gatekeeping is an important function ex-

ercised by editors and media managers in 

media organisations. But it is one that can 

be easily abused, as cases in Malawi show.

There are many reasons why investigative stories 

are spiked. Some of these reasons might be straight-

forward, such as the story costing too much money 

to pursue. But it could also be to protect advertising 

revenue, because of political influence in the news-

room, or even because editors are bribed. 

According to one investigative journalist, Alex-

ander (not his real name), who works for one of the 

country’s main newspapers, there can be frustrating 

moments. He is one of those journalists who feels the 

cause of investigative journalism has been sacrificed 

on the altar of money and power. He is convinced 

that not everyone working in the media works for 

the good of public interest.

“So you know, when we are talking about a syndi-

cate, there is big money involved, so there is always 

that temptation to betray the cause from within; 

somebody getting money because they want to kill 

a story or indeed they want to frustrate the story. So 

that’s our major, major, challenge,” Alexander states. 

He goes on to observe that “given the political 

economy of our media where there are some peo-

ple who are more people than others, it has really 

become difficult to touch certain individuals, even if 

they are in the wrong. I mean you can do a story, but 

it will never get published because they have their 

own ways. Either they support you businesswise or 

they have connections with senior officials of the 

company; so that again is a drawback when it comes 

to investigative journalism where I work,” he says.

Mary, (also not her real name), who works for one 

of the major newspapers, has experienced similar 

frustrations.

“Pamapezeka kuti I have written the story, investi-

gated. I have all the evidence and the story is pulled 

out at the last minute. Ukudziwa kuti story ija it’s 

going to be published koma because of ma advert 
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chiyanichiyani nthawi ya DPP [Democratic Progres-

sive Party] ija, the story was moved out. You know. 

These are the challenges we meet,” Mary says. [There 

are times when I have written a story, investigated it. 

I have all the evidence and the story is pulled out at 

the last minute. You know that the story is going to be 

published, but because of adverts this and that during 

the time of the DPP, the story was not published.]

Mary does not hesitate to advance what she is con-

vinced is one of the reasons that stories are spiked. “I 

had stories which were not published because editors 

got money from certain businessmen. 

It was bad, it is serious, I am telling you. Editors eat 

money in this country. Yah, I just want to tell you the 

truth. You can see that this could have been a good 

story, but the editor has managed to hide it inside 

because he has eaten money somewhere. It’s always 

there.”

The issue of receiving money from people who 

do not want their stories to be known –otherwise 

known as ‘brown envelope’ journalism – is some-

times not an issue of personal gain. Now and then 

media houses, like all businesses, find themselves 

in financial dire straits from which they need to 

pull themselves out of. They also desperately need 

advertisements which are the lifeblood of any me-

dia house. They may, as a result, contact financial 

institutions or advertisers on purely business terms, 

but the reality is that if that financial institution or 

advertiser finds itself facing accusations of 

corruption, what position will the 

media institution take on 

the story? Will 

they publish the 

story or choose to 

let sleeping dogs lie? 

As far as Eric is con-
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Sometimes they give the editors 
gifts and we realise the editors are 
no longer interested in the story or 

they may end up changing it

cerned, balancing editorial exposés with the financial 

needs of a media organisation is a big issue.

“When you present your ideas and it is shown that 

this story will land us in trouble, then the story dies 

at that level,” he says. “Sometimes we get pressure 

from the advertising section, because these industry 

captains, people go knocking on their doors to say 

‘could you give us advertising’. So the people from 

advertising will come back to ask how the story can 

be handled differently. We tell them that there is no 

any other way than going for the facts, but then the 

facts crucify people.”

Christopher (not his real name) is an investigative 

journalist with one of the newspapers in Malawi. He 

says that many editors are arrogant due to the power 

derived from their positions. This power allows them 

to decide not to use previously approved investigative 

pieces without providing any good reason. Obviously 

in this situation professionalism and ethics go out of 

the window. 

He also says that sometimes the reason for spiking 

a story can be sinister. “Sometimes they [the sourc-

es] can go directly to the editors and present their 

version. Maybe sometimes they can give the editors 

some gifts and we just realise that the editors are no 

longer interested in the story or they may end up 

changing the story,” he says.   These are similar to 

allegations made by Mary.

At Chirundu Community Radio killing stories is 

rarely an option because of the editorial arrangement 

that is in place that allows for transparency. The radio 

station established a WhatsApp forum for discussing 

news stories, and to gather input from others. The 

head of news edits or provides guidance for a redo of 
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any news item, but rarely throws out a story.

Innocent Manda, an investigative reporter at 

Chirundu, says “[The editor] has that authority to 

stop a story being aired if it is not well-balanced. If it 

has no credibility he will tell you that ‘no, this news 

is not newsworthy’, and he will advise you on what 

to do to make it newsworthy. The editor decides 

whether the news story should go on air or whether 

you should work on it.”

The situation at Chirundu is similar to the one that 

exists at Dzimwe Community Radio Station. Kawela-

ma says spiking stories does not happen because 

when she is developing a story she works with her 

colleagues. They work as a team. In that case news 

stories are the product of group collaboration.

When information is 
so near but so far…

Investigative journalists source their information 

in numerous ways, including from officials in 

institutions, through tips from private citizens 

and from members of the community, and even from 

traditional leaders (in the case of community radios). 

The challenges they encounter are similar, the most 

prominent being when government officials refuse 

to share information in the public interest, despite an 

Access to Information Act being in place.

Decentralisation and various government devel-

opment initiatives have freed up resources that have 

gone directly to councils. With that has emerged a 

huge appetite for the abuse of resources. Enter the 

investigative journalist who wants to do a story on 

suspected abuse. The journalist is met with a refusal 

to answer any questions. 

Manda explains that he met this exact kind of 

arrogance when he was following up an issue on the 

use of the Constituency Develop Fund (CDF). This 

is an allocation to each Member of Parliament for his 

or her constituency.  In the current case, part of the 

money under the fund was set aside to assist children 

from poor families to be able to pay school fees. One 

councillor complained to the council that the ward 

he represented had not received any funding to sup-

port those in need of school fees. When Manda tried 

to follow up on this issue he was given a runaround.  

“There is certain money from CDF whereby it is 

said it should help the poor, those in need in terms 

of fees. [The councillor] said that they didn’t even 

receive any communication from the community 
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saying they had been helped by the council in terms 

of fees. We wanted to make a certain programme on 

that, but unfortunately when we went to the council 

the accountant said ‘let me talk to my boss’ and then 

the DC did the same and said if I can ask these guys 

maybe I will give you the information… ” He said he 

kept on being pushed to and fro until he gave up.

Manda is convinced that his job of sourcing infor-

mation from officials will greatly benefit from a fully 

operationalised Access to Information Act which 

Malawi’s parliament passed on December 14, 2016 

and is now law as it was assented to by President 

Peter Mutharika in February 2017. 

While acknowledging that access to information 

legislation is an important development, Eric is, how-

ever, sceptical that a fully operationalised law would 

solve access to information problems, because of the 

provision that a holder of information has 14 days in 

which to comply with a request for information.

“When you ask for public information, the officer, 

the source of the information, can stay up to two 

weeks without giving you the information. There 

is a time lapse and that time lapse is not good for 

journalism,” argues Eric.  “So even though the Act 

is a good development, it has loopholes which need 

to be worked on so that the sources of information 

quickly provide the information that you are looking 

for. Otherwise, as it is now, journalists will still wait 

for a long time to get the information that they are 

looking for.”

Community radio has its own challenges 

with sources. “Once they hear ‘community 

radio’ they lose interest – some to the extent 

of switching off their phones,” Blessings Kaimira 

from Umoyo Community Radio complains. Manda 

adds that although the relationship between govern-

ment authorities and community radio journalists 

is generally a good one, the relationship often sours 

when journalists probe them for information. 

“Of course we have a very good relationship be-

tween the government sources and the community 

radio and I can say that even individually we have 

very good relationships; but when it comes to these 

kinds of issues, when we are doing investigative 

journalism, that is now when things become different 

because they don’t want to give you the information.”

Others have found that when sources refuse to give 

information to a reporter, they might decide to go 

and give the information directly to the editor – only 
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After realising that the things they 
are doing are now known, sources 

start giving false information

that it might not be the correct information. Kaimira 

at Umoyo Community Radio had such an experi-

ence. 

“Sometimes, sources after realising that the things 

they are doing are now known, they start giving false 

information,” Kaimira explains.

Kawelama laments the hurdles she faces when she 

wants to get information from some sources. She 

says sources do not want to release information and 

use all sorts of tricks like telling you to come after 

some time or saying they’re not ready when you call 

them.

Robert (not his real name) is an investigative 

journalist working at one of the daily papers in 

Malawi. He is of the view that one reason sources are 

lukewarm towards investigative journalists is that by 

the time they are interviewed, word will have gone 

around about what the journalists are looking for.

“It is not easy to get a response because people, say 

in an institution, usually know that you are investi-

gating an issue in order to publish a story – so word 

goes around and they usually all clamp down. In 

corruption stories this is usually because of networks 

that exist among those responsible for the acts. They 

tend to protect each other,” Robert explains.

Patrick says his decision on who he should get 

information from depends on the kind of issue of 

corruption he is investigating. He targets government 

officials and officials in NGOs for information on 

corruption stories in government. As regards issues 

of tender corruption, he gets his information from 

both losing and winning bidders.

“Whenever I am writing a story about government 

officials, the sources are government officials…But if 
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it deals with tendering, sometimes I do meet with the 

companies, those companies that have won or even 

those that are disappointed,” he explains.

Challenges and opportunities 
for investigative 
journalism training

Over the past 10 years or so there has 

been an explosion of journalism train-

ing courses in Malawi. A good number 

of institutions of higher education have established 

either a diploma in journalism or bachelor of arts 

degree in journalism. Dr Francis Chikunkhuzeni of 

the Polytechnic, one of the constituent colleges of the 

University of Malawi, says, based on his experience 

there are two modes of training or education for 

investigative journalism. There is the NGO or the 

private sector which at times will come up with tai-

lor-made courses on investigative journalism. These 

are periodic and happen when and where the de-

mand is.  The other stream is formalised training at 

institutions. Under this stream he cites the Polytech-

nic’s bachelor of arts in journalism which has one 

full module on investigative journalism. The module 

consists of 17 weeks of teaching and researching. He 

says at the Malawi Institute of Journalism, they have 

a 13-week module on investigative journalism. 

According to Chikunkhuzeni, the first challenge is 

that most students who enter college to study jour-

nalism have no prior experience of journalism prac-

tice as they come straight from secondary school. 

He argues that this poses a problem as the students 

cannot associate what they learn with any work expe-

rience, leading to a kind of disjointedness.

To illustrate his point, he gives the following exam-

ple. Investigative journalism requires that a jour-

nalist be courageous, be capable of taking risks and 

managing risks. He observes that even though these 

cannot be obtained in a classroom setting, when you 

have people who have actually been in the industry 

and know the risks involved in investigations, they 

find the module relevant, and are able to bring their 

experience to the classroom discussions.

Chikunkhuzeni identifies two other challenges. 

First is that of the compartmentalisation of investi-

gative journalism. This is where you have a module 

and students think that at the end of the module they 

have ‘learnt’ investigative journalism. He is con-

vinced that investigative journalism training should 
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not be seen as a once-off affair where one goes into 

a classroom, completes a module, and is considered 

a ‘complete product’. Rather it should be looked at as 

a process that continues throughout an individual’s 

professional career. 

Then there is the expectation that once students 

are educated and they have been awarded the 

bachelor’s degree, they are ready to go into the field. 

They are expected to touch the ground running. 

Chikunkhuzeni argues that this line of thinking is 

faulty because upon entering the world of work, 

university journalism graduates are confronted with 

a “rewarding and sanctioning system” for which they 

are completely unprepared. The truth of the matter 

is that the education environment is totally different 

from the work world.

Chikunkhuzeni also proposes experimenting with 

mainstreaming investigative journalism skills in 

journalism training and education.

Eric is of the view that training is one of the major 

challenges facing investigative journalism. He says 

there are skills that investigative journalists need.  

He, however, believes that for a journalist to be sent 

for investigative journalism training, they need to 

be up to the mark on basic issues to do with inves-

tigative journalism. “So we look at the cream that 

we have and send them for investigative journalism 

training because those are the people who can grasp 

the issues that investigative journalism training will 

give them,” he says.

Ndanga identifies two areas that need attention in 

the area of investigative journalism training, namely 

data journalism and digital sourcing. She is con-

vinced that data journalism will help journalists give 

direction to their stories, which is an aspect that is 

currently missing in investigative stories. 

On digital sourcing she believes it is a skill 

that will enable investigative journalists 

to glue together the various pieces of a 

broken story simply by using modern online tools 

to ensure that the evidence in investigative stories is 

really something that cannot be disputed.

Some investigative journalists acknowledge that if 

they are to operate effectively as journalists they need 

to be exposed to and participate in programmes that 

will ensure that they improve technically and profes-

sionally. For example, Sam Duncan from Nkhotakota 

Community Radio laments the fact that there is a 

lack of skills to carry out investigations for stories. 
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He notes that in most community broadcasting sta-

tions people employed there do not have journalism 

qualifications. He says this compounds the problem.

Wisdom Chimgwede, chairperson of the Media 

Council of Malawi, on challenges facing investigative 

journalism and reporting on corruption in Malawi, 

expressed dissatisfaction with the content of journal-

ism ethics in the journalism training programmes 

being offered by most journalism training institu-

tions in Malawi, which he believes are not adequately 

catering for investigative journalism.

“When you look back at the nature of the training 

being provided by most of these institutions, they 

are not as grounded in issues of journalism ethics. 

Most of them are really very theoretical,” Chimgwede 

observes.

He is particularly concerned with the impact of 

journalism ethics training on investigative journal-

ism because it is “not the everyday type of journal-

ism, it is not the journalism that can be practiced by 

every Jim and Jack. That has left Malawi with a hole 

that’s taking us a lot of trouble to fill”.

According to Chimgwede, one solution the Media 

Council will be exploring is linking up with the 

National Council for Higher Education to make 

sure that the curricula of journalism training insti-

tutions “is scrutinised for purposes of ensuring that 

they have included substantial material that is going 

to train journalists on ethics, and not ethics in just 

theory”. 

“Journalism is a practical subject; journalism must 

be practiced from the word go, from the training 

level all the way, so that these people are prepared to 

get onto the market,” he says.

But Chikunkhuzeni is one of those who remain 

optimistic about the future of investigative journal-

ism in Malawi. Although he laments the fact that 

even after studying investigative journalism, students 

shy away from writing and publishing investigative 

pieces, he says Malawi is a growing and open society, 

and there are many young journalists being trained 

who are looking for an opportunity to rise to the 

occasion. 
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I expected him to walk 

straight into my office 

as he returned from 

the assignment, but 

he went to his desk, 

shuffled some papers, 

opened and closed 

his drawers, before 

heading to the toilet ...

by GrAciAn 
tuKulA

The  day my story 
slipped away

I had just bumped into some documents that revealed 

fraudulent collusion between a trader and some officials at the 

Malawi Revenue Authority (MRA) and, as would any editor 

in those circumstances, I went to the following morning’s 

editorial meeting very excited. 

I shared highlights of the story with my team and sought to find out 

who among the reporters was ready to pursue it. The story sounded so 

juicy that it attracted interest from more than one person. Deciding on 

who should take it on was not the easiest of decisions, but we eventually 

agreed on who was best placed to chase it. 

I called the chosen one into my office and we discussed the approach 

to what was supposed to be an earth-shaking exposé. This is a story that 

I thought would be done in a matter of a few days. From day one, the 

reporter and I were in close contact as he kept me abreast of every step 

in the development of the story. There was clear progress and we were 
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both convinced that we would eventually come up 

with a good story.

Until the third day, of course. We were now about 

to confront the purported two main culprits in the 

story. Normally you want to confront such people 

when you have enough arsenal in your armoury 

and we were convinced we had reached that point. 

We agreed on what issues to look out for in our 

interviews with the two players – firstly the MRA 

officer and then the trader.

Unlike the previous two days, there was no contact 

with my reporter until lunch time and none soon 

after. I started to get worried. What could have 

happened? People whose cover is about to be blown 

are capable of doing anything to stop such exposure, 

I thought. My sense of consternation went up several 

notches when his number  could not be reached 

upon being tried several times.

My anxiety turned into massive relief when I 

saw the reporter walking into the newsroom. I 

expected him to walk straight into my office as he 

had done every time he returned from such an 
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What I heard next took me aback. 
Apparently, we had no story. His 

investigations had shown him that 
we had got it all wrong

assignment, but this time he went to his desk, 

shuffled some papers, opened and closed his drawers 

without taking anything out or putting anything in, 

before heading to the toilet. Only then was he ready 

to face me.

Contrary to my fears, he was not in any danger, 

certainly not physically. I am usually interested in 

the person more than the story and it was only after 

he told me that he was fine that I sought a progress 

report on the story. What I heard next took me 

aback. Apparently, we had no story, or so he tried to 

convince me. His investigations that day had shown 

him that we had got it all wrong and he sought to 

enlighten me on the facts.

Now, I did not spend all the energy and time on 

that story only to be told I had been misled. I asked 

for the documents I had given him at the beginning 

of the story and he told me that he had left them 

home the previous day. That did not make sense 

to me because I could not see how he could have 

effectively confronted the sources without those 

documents. Part of me was deflated, but I was mostly 

angry with him, with myself and with the whole 

story, I think.

I closed that day’s meeting with the instruction 

that we would resume the discussion the following 

morning after he had brought back the documents. 

Come the following morning, my reporter was 

nowhere to be seen and, as on the previous day, his 

number could not be reached. This time there was no 

emotion of concern over what could have happened 

to him. I started smelling a rat and I alerted my 

management colleagues. I was getting angry as I saw 

a potentially big story slipping away.
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My thoughts were interrupted by a telephone call 

from Limbe Police Station requesting me to report 

there immediately. Attempts to get a hint on why I 

was wanted there did not succeed and on my way 

to the station my mind wandered from one possible 

issue to another, but I could not recall any instance 

where I might have fallen foul of the law.

On arrival at the station I was ushered to the 

relevant office and what shocked me was the sight of 

my reporter in the company of three police officers 

and two other people, one of whom I later learnt, was 

the subject of the story we were chasing. It was clear 

from how he looked that my reporter had spent the 

night at the station and that made me curious.

What I heard in that room shocked me. The trader 

claimed that my reporter had the previous day 

demanded some money to kill the story and he had 

obliged with a token of K100,000 which was, at the 

time, almost 10 times its current value. He 

went on to say that later in the afternoon, 

my reporter called him, informing him 

that his boss was still pushing for the 

story despite his best efforts and there 

was a need to “sort him out” as well.

The trader went on to say the 

reporter claimed that “the boss” was a tough 

personality and would only “cooperate” with at 

least double the amount given to the reporter. The 

trader said that would not be a problem and asked 

the reporter to come to his house in the evening 

to collect the money. Unknown to the reporter, 

the trader had alerted the police who were there to 

witness my excited colleague receiving the cut on 
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behalf of his boss. He was immediately arrested and 

charged with extortion and soliciting a bribe.

I was summoned because I was the boss in 

question. The police wanted to establish whether 

I had indeed sent the reporter to demand my own 

share. Of course, my task was made a little easier 

because I learnt that before my arrival the reporter 

had made it clear that he did not want me there, and 

it was confirmed during the interrogation that I had 

no idea that money had exchanged hands, let alone 

making any financial demands.

I cite this long story to highlight the role and 

power of editors in fighting corruption in the 

newsroom and how that power can be limited by the 

people that they work with. Nobody knows what the 

reporter would have done with the money that got 

him arrested, but let us suppose it was really meant 

to come to me. The reporter could have been aware 

of the editor’s gatekeeping powers and that his efforts 

to kill the story could not have succeeded unless the 

editor complied.

If you flip that coin, the reporter could have 

done the story alright, but the lure of money could 

have put all his efforts to waste by the editor using 

whatever excuse to spike the story. In other words, a 

corrupt editor can frustrate a good reporter’s efforts 

just as much as a corrupt reporter can frustrate an 

editor committed to doing a professional job.

In the story above, we never got to publish our 

exposé because the documents that were used in the 

story were never recovered since the reporter was 

summarily dismissed and got his day in court. My 

source refused to take the risk again because “the 

system” had now been alerted. By paying K100,000 

the trader and his MRA accomplices succeeded in 

killing the story and could continue with their fraud 

because the police seemed more interested in my 

reporter’s crime than in the story behind it.

My point in short: The fight against corruption 

requires editors that are able to set the right standard 

for their teams and also detect strange antics by 

deviant members of their teams. As gatekeepers, 

editors have more to answer when their newsrooms 

fail to play their rightful role in exposing those that 

want to earn a living dishonestly. As that includes 

people that work under them, the best starting point 

is for the editors themselves to be corrupt-free.
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