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Francis Wache Focus : Media and Political conflicts - CRAC Organises Workshop on Media and Political Conflicts

Politicians, journalists, trade unionists and members of the civils society met last Friday at Nsimeyong, Yaounde, at a workshop on the theme “Media and Political Conflicts in Cameroon.”

The workshop, organised by the Club de Recherche et d’Action Culturelle, CRAC, in collaboration with Panos Paris, was intended to enable participants explore ways ands means of haw journalists could eschew inflaming conflictual political situations by crusading for peace. 

Opening the workshop, the Minister of Communication, Prof. Jacques Fame Ndongo, called on the media to endeavour to relentlessly play the role of presenting events, analysing them and sensitising the public. The Cameroonian media, he said, should do everything to avoid exacerbating tensions. However, he admitted that for a democratic nation, debate was necessary because, through debates, one arrives at judicious choices. 

His Ministry, he continued, was concerned in ensuring that the media, whether public or private, whether majority or the opposition, becomes a “media for peace.” It is in this light, he said, that the Ministry of Communication had, from 1997 to 1999, together with CRAC, organised seminars on “Informing for More Tolerance and Democracy.”

Conflict or confrontation, according to Prof. Fame Ndongo, is not necessarily, per se, negative so long as it is rational, objective and methodical, since, he went on to get a synthesis you must, willy-nilly, have a thesis and an antithesis. 

Citing the case of Radio Mille Collines in Rwanda, Fame Ndongo regretted the fact that journalist used that medium to preach violence and hatred and this contributed significantly to the bloodbath and the mayhem that ensued in that country. He hoped that the media in Cameroon should never be tempted to play such a nefarious role. Rather, he exhorted the Cameroon media to champion the cardinal virtues of peace and social cohesion. 

Talking to the Post, Prof. Jacques Fame Ndongo said that journalists could promote peace and social cohesion by strictly and scrupulously adhering to their code of ethics, by not taking sides, by presenting balanced reports and commentaries. “The media, don’t forget, is supposed to be the educator of the people,” he said. 

“As witnesses, the media should be neutral, objective and impartial,” Fame Ndongo said. “After all”, he concluded, “peace is not only salutary for warring camps but, more important, beneficial for the journalists themselves.”

Prof. Laurent Charles Boyomo Assala, who coordinated discussions at the workshop, admitted that it was legitimate for politicians to confront ideas in their quest to conquer and exercise power but unequivocally, condemned any resorting to violence to achieve this. 

According to Prof. Boyomo, the media in Cameroon has played an extremely negative role, particularly in the turbulent 90s. to buttress his point, he cited newspapers, which published incendiary articles that could have unleashed ethnic blood-letting. Some of these articles included The Bamileke Question in Cameroon; If the Betis were to Form Their Own State; The East Is the Forgotten Province In Cameroon; The Bassas As Exiles In Their own Country…
Prof. Boyomo admonished journalist to cultivate skills and acquire the knowledge that could enable them perform their profession in such a manner as to positively influence the behaviour of politicians in confronting ideas and ideologies and not trigger – through professional recklessness – physical violence which, tragically, leads, sometimes, to death. 

Tading the cue from Prof. Boyomo, Mr. Thomas Ouatedem, in charge of the Media Observatory in the Ministry of Communication, said that the media should act as “mediator of conflicts” between those who have power and tenaciously cling to it and those who are bent on wrestling to conquer it. He felt that political tensions could be attenuated if there was what he called a “minimum consensus” from the actors, for example, “a respect for each other, so that, when issues are debated, there should be no reason for such debates to degenerate in to diatribes, insults and invectives.”

On way of curbing media excesses in fanning ethnic or political conflicts, it was agreed, would be to set up a body that could mete out punitive and deterrent sanctions against defaulting media organs. 

Hon. Evariste Fopoussi SDF Member of parliament for Koung-Khi, stressed that, so long as the media remained polarised as pro-government or pro-opposition, the, they will continue to report events in a lopsided manner and, in this way, spawn conflict and confrontation. 

After citing the case of the government media which reported that, in 1990, the people who died during the launching of the SDF were trampled upon and not shot and the case of a politician who went on CRTV to state that, if the SDF won, they were going to slaughter Army Generals and Betis, Fopoussi wondered how such reports could be allowed on public media. He also referred to Radio Centre, which, in 1992, preached ethnic hatred. 

Fopoussi said that, in order to prevent conflicts and violence, it was necessary to “install true democracy, operate a state of law, protect the liberty and independence of the press. “According to Fopoussi, between the politician and  the press existed a marriage with differences and, that, as long as these partners continued to promote dialogue in solving problems bedevilling our country, it was unlikely that the marriage could become “an incestuous one.”

At the end of the workshop, participants agreed that it was crucial for the media, politicians ant the civil society to come together on a regular basis to brainstorm on how political  conflicts in Cameroon could be peacefully resolved. They lauded the initiative taken by CRAC and Panos Paris and suggested that more of such workshops should be organised in the near future. 

Participants unanimously agreed that, for journalists to move from their position of “journalists of peace, they needed to continually and prove, beyond reasonable doubt, that they are unquestionable professionals imbued with the qualities of integrity, objectivity, impartiality and, above all, that, in all circumstances, they are votaries of the TRUTH. 

It was also resolved that it was incumbent on both politicians and journalists, in their different spheres, to promote peace and reconciliation by assisting in instilling and inculcating the culture of tolerance, moderation, dialogue, concertation an consensus. 

A visibly satisfied Mr. David Ndachi tagne, the President of CRAC, to told Tthe post at the end of the workshop, that the workshop, was part of Panos Paris’programme on Media for Peace in Central Africa “The key questions I wanted us to tackle at the workshop are: Does the media in Cameroon spark conflicts between groups and politicians ? And, secondly, can the media contribute towards settling such conflicts ? I must confess that the two questions were satisfactorily handled,” he said. 

Mr. David Ndachi Tagne also disclosed that his Club has been collaborating with Institut Panos Paris for ever a decade. 

Asked to comment on the outcome of the workshop, Ndachi Tagne said : “I am convinced that if suggestions made at this workshop are implemented, we might not totally eradicate political conflicts but we will, surely, go a long way in curbing them. What we have done today is, to me, a significant step.
