anzanian blogs provide
the untold stories

s internet connecHons
increasingly sweep the
African continent and
aditional news
sources continue to battle
repressive governments and
financial hardship, blogs have
taken on new meaning, They arc
not mere online personal diaries,
but rather, blogs are a
burgeoning grassroots platform
that can serve both new and
shifting  sudiences  with
respected and dependable news.
Tanzanian journalist anl
blogger Ansbert Ngurumo
spoke with the African Pre:
Network for the 2ist Century
{RAP 21) about how bhlogs fill
vacuurns in the African media
scene. The way he sees it, blogs
are redefinlng what it isto be 2
journalist in Africa.

RAP 21: When and why
did you start blogging and
what do you blog about?

Ansghert Ngurumo: 1
started blogging in March 2004.
My first article was on saving
liman lives by ohserving simple
cules of hygiene. N was
published on my weekly columin
Maswali  Magumu {Tough
Questions) in the Sunday edition
of Mwananchi newspaper an
March 30, 2004, I wanted to
keep a soft copy to ler more
people have access to it, because
al that utme Mwananchi
newspaper did not have a
webdite.

Four months earlier, I had
won an award in Switrerland, for
critically  analysing  how
Tanzania was becoming an
information society. And the
winning article, ‘An information
society withowt involveinent?,
had been published by the same
paper and column in September
2003, after I attended a training
with Highway Africa at Rhodes
University, South Africa, on
journalism and the lnformation
society. T later amended this
article and blugged it.

My  serous  Dlogging,

however, started in Jui. 2005
when T created o nev:,  elter-
locking Glog

Dwwrw ngurume.blogspe m]

known as Utakapoju.  {ujul
Neipo Ctakapsiua -~ Ling
knowledge beging wi  our
admission of pur igno- e In
the beginoing, I por oy

armicles plong with thog: they

writers that | thought were
worth keeping.

Most of my newspaper
articles — critical, opinionated
analyses of my society's socio-
economic and political issues —
are published on myv blog.

Generally, though, my blog
publishes everything than can
help to insrigate the inquisitive
mind of a reader. It mainly
carries  local  stories  for
Tanzanians, and some
important events . and issues
from elsewhers. inthe warld.

My choice: i la.nguage
Swahili, was' Mt to inspire
readers to beat ‘wyths about

g m Eny
ianguage. It is bettet‘”ﬁ:' do it
language known best to

Swahili 15 a growing langisge

throughout the world. It is
Tanzanis’s national language
through which any meaningful
communication to, and among,

Tanzanians can  he done
effectively,
RAP 21;: You have spoken

about the "poverty of the
media" in Afiica amidst a
larger discussion of tackling
socioeconoinic poverty
across the continent. What
role, or rather how much
impact, do blogs in Africa
have in regards to
emnpowering the media and
eradizaling poverty?
Ngurumo: If T were to
erpase Ol the notion of the

poverty of the media in Africa, I
would insist on two main points.
Firstly, most of the media in
Africa lack the financial muscle
that would help move issnes and

push  agendas  forward.
Journalists work harder and
longer hours — and sometimes
risk their lives — but most of
them do not have enough
financial security.

Secondly, media practiioners
have professicnalism but they
lagk rea] freedom and powets to
execute their duties without fear

have the integrity it takes to
shake corrupt systems that have
tainted the image of some of
them. The media can strive to
work hard, but they caunot go
further. They cannot dig deeper.
They are still in chains. The
starting point in tackling poverty
on the continent would be to
inchaip the media. Only when
they are free enough can they he
strong to champion a course
against poverty of olhers.

Blogs arc ome of the waws
journalists ond citizens in
general can [mee themselves fromy
the wole of draconian
zovernment laws, Ra  far,
governmmen's have been a proved
tailine  wen it oeomies Lo

ur 01’1 paoliticians . and,.

controlling blogs. They do not
recuire registration by
governments, and they do not
need experts in journalism. They
need passionate, informed
writers. Everyone can blog.
Better still, blogs can help one
publish the ‘un-publishable’ ~
that which is normally censored,
sifted and left out in ordingry
newspaper journalism, One can
also store any informabon to
make jt available for fitume use.
Unlike print works, blogs can be
aceessed online from anywhere.

Blogs have been very effective
tools in exposing corruption.
Tanzania is a case in point. Since
2007, widespread corruption by
high profile government officials
has been uncovered thanks to
the work of bloggers. The laws in
Tanzania prohibit reporters
from exposing certain
information thtough mass
media, But the same laws tannot
stop people from sharing the
same information on their blogs.

Stories that would never have
been written in newspapers are
heing blogged and circulated to
millions of people, empowering
the seciety with vital information
they had been craving for
decades. The young generation
— calling itself a dot.com
generation — is at the helm of
this inpovetive wse of new
media, To them, blogs are mare
uppesling than newspapers, and
thmough them, the youths have
more actively involved in
vic challenges of their
fr.than ever before, This
{tithe power of blogging.

RAF 21: Is hlogging the
new journaliam?

Ngurumo: Yes and no — it
depends on the schoo) of
thought ta which one belongs.
To conservative, traditionalist
thinkers, blogging is not
journalism at all because it lacks
the professional line that
distinguishes a trained journalist
from an ordinary person who
can read angd write,

But flexible and pragmatic
thinkers have a different
approach. To them, journalism
is 3 natwval art for every human
being. It is an expression of the
human urge to comtmmicate —
which is a natura] endowment.
BEvervone AN gather
nformation and share it with
others, although <ome people

are moTe given 1o it than others,
and some are trained to do it.

So, where is a line between
their journalism and hlogging
careers? In the corrent debates
about citizen journalism and
journalism for citizens, blogging
gives an interactive
charaeteristic to the practice that
makes journalism belong to the
people, not to professionals. We
may not have a common ground
on the issue, but 1o some of us,
blogging is a modern
development and simplification
of journalism.

RAFP 21: Do alot of people
in Tanzanla read blogs and
why do you think people
harp to them as a source for
news?

Ngurumo: Relatively, ves,
they do. Of course, 70
Jueptitative  research  has
established this fact. The general
view is that most people still read
newspapers more than they read
Blogs becanse not everyone has
access to the internet. But
Tanzania is one of the countries
with & growing digital industry,
and ihe cheapest Intermet
connection costs. More people
are beginning to access internet,
and therefore, are reading blogs.
A general mvth is that blogs have
deeper and more reliable
information because it 18
uncensored.

Newspapers Censor
themselves hefore they are
censored by authorities. Most of
the nformation found on blogs
comes from newsrooms where it
has been sifted and left out — not
because of its falsity but because
it is regarded too sensitive to
publish — it wonld Jead to the
government  pouncing  on
authors, editors, publishers and
printers or even closing down a
Tnedia outlet,

Besides, blogs publish faster
and eardier than newspapers,
Those who want to get news
eartier depend more on blogs.
S0, those who can access them,
whether by mobile phone or
uging their computers, would
rather read blpgs than buy
NEwWSPApETS.

RAP 21: What are your
hopes for the futare of the

African blogosphere?
Ngurumao: Africa's
information era looks

promising, The engine to drive
this revolution is the enthusiasm
already exhibited by the young
generation of bloggers. Of all
bloggers 1 know in Afrea, 97
percent are youths. Te them,
bloggirg is a generadonal
chillenge meant to prove right a
wwolen ihat yoong minds can
lead the informaticn society in
media innovation,



