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BATSWANA SUPPORT PRESS FREEDOM AND CRITICAL SPEECH

I ntroduction

Botswana has been known for its tolerance of freedbspeech and independence of the media. Tswana
traditional society was based on freedom of spadwre individuals could state their views withoeaif.
This freedom of speech, which was coincident wide foress, was encapsulated in the maxim
“Mmual ebe o bua la gagwe’ (every person has the right to his or her owmai). However, in the last
few months there seem to be increasing indicatiogsoaving intolerance of free speech, such asipalit
parties (both Botswana Demaocratic Party (BDP) aatbBana National Front (BNF)) clamping down on
free-speaking members, and government coming da@nahdn critical voices in the press. The BDP has
institutionalized its parliamentary caucus such ifsadecisions are binding on its Members of
Parliament, irrespective of how their constitueadeel on the matter. Although he was later paedon
the recall of Pono Moatlhodi, following what washthed “undisciplined behaviour” and utterances that
“brought the party name into disrepute,” showeddéermination of the BDP to silence critical thbtig
Botsalo Ntuane, a vibrant BDP backbencher, wasfal®ed to retract statements he made regarding
stringent liquor regulations. Kabo Morwaeng’s paldondemnation of suggestions that Central
Committee elections should not be held in an edactear also drew the wrath of the party. And kagk

of tolerance of opposing views is not only charaste of the ruling party. The BNF has likewise
expelled a number of its members for holding déferviews from those of the leadership. For insan

it has, amongst others, expelled its Member ofigadnt for Lobatse, Nehemiah Modubule for holding a
different view with the party leadership on whetteehold a party conference or congress in 2008. H
was for the latter as it would have the mandatddot a new leadership.

There have also been instances where Radio BotsavehBotswana Televion (Btv) programmes such as
Masa-a-sele andMatlhoaphage were not aired by government owned media becdggewere alleged to

be critical of government. The Media PractitionBil§ which will give the government greater cawitr

over the media, sailed through Parliament o 8cember 2008 without debate. The Bill stipulales

no journalist resident in Botswana may work in ¢bentry unless he or she has been registered and
accredited by a government-appointed executive atesn To this end there has been tension between
the government and media houses such that the @oesgil intimated it would take government to

court if it were to be assented into law.

The media, especially the private media, is widebarded as a watchdog of democratic politics. In
Botswana, the media has largely played this r&ecently, hardly a week passes by without the f@iva
media exposing scandals implicating senior govemrogicials, including some cabinet ministers.
Activists believe that increased use of the medraexpand the range of considerations citizenglian
bear in making political judgments. However, tliwgrnment has shown its capacity to withdraw



advertising in those media houses that have béiratof government, as has happened with the
Midweek Sun and the Botswana Guardian. These dmikken as early warning signs of an intolerant
government. In addition, protection of individfildedoms, such as people’s freedom to state tieirsv
without any fear, is also a cornerstone of demagcrd&ut while individual freedoms are guaranteethie
constitution of the country, their enjoyment idl stot automatic

Given these concerns, how do ordinary Batswanaatealit freedom of speech and of the press?
Batswana overwhelmingly express support for medéiadividual freedoms. This suggests that
freedom of expression — both personal and collectiis regarded by the Batswana as an essential
attribute of a functioning democracy. Despite rt@g®vernment attempts to suppress the media and
individual freedoms, Batswana have remained firth@ir commitment to these freedoms. These
findings were revealed by the recent Afrobaromstevey of a representative sample of 1200 adult
Batswana conducted in October 2008 by faculty fteenDepartments of Political and Administrative
Studies, Sociology and Statistics at the UniversitBotswana.

Curtailment of Media Independence

An independent media is essential to promote gewnent transparency and accountability, which are
central tenets of a democratic systefm investigative media is especially critical farrbing the

problem of corruption. A free media has thus aboted to Botswana being regarded as one of thé mos
democratic and least corrupt countries in Africa.

In order to solicit the views of Batswana on thiestion, respondents were asked which of the fatigw
statements is closest to their view;

Statement 1. Government should be able to shut down newspapersthat print storiesit doesnot like.
Statement 2: The news media should be freeto publish any story that they see fit without fear of
being shut down.

e The results show that 80 per cent of Batswananeays media should report stories as they see
fit, against only 16 per cent who say the goverrirsbould close newspapers that report stories it
does not like. This indicates that Batswana arersitted to having independent and critical
reporting in the press.

« When viewed over time, we see that in 2005, abtytefcent of Batswana said the news media
should be free to publish any story that they geeThis figure has thus gone up by about 9
percentage points between 2005 and 2008. Thaseg$igonfirm that a large majority of
Batswana support the view that the media are aoritapt means for making sure that their
leaders are held accountable.

With respect to whether the media should be ingastie and report on corruption as well as governtme
mistakes, the survey again asked respondents tsetmetween two statements:

Statement 1: The news media should constantly investigate and report on corruption and the
mistakes made by the gover nment.
Statement 2: Too much reporting on negative events, like corruption, only harmsthe country.

About three quarters (75 percent) of BatswanaIsatythey ‘agree’ or ‘agree very strongly’ tlilae
media should be investigative, while just 23 pettlimk free reporting is detrimental to the coyntr
This question was not asked in 2005.



Freedom of Expression

Botswana has gained international accolades fowall itspeople to speak their minds without fear.
For instance, in its World Country Ratings on podit and civil rights, Freedom House has classified
Botswana as ‘free’. Except in very few cases win@re-citizens have been declared prohibited
immigrants, Botswana has no record of arrestirigesis for holding different political views.

How consistent are the assessments of Batswana¢hea with those of the international community?
The Afrobarometer survey sought to solicit the \devy Batswana about individual rights to free
expression by asking them to choose which of theviing statements is closest to their view:

Statement 1. Government should not allow the expression of palitical viewsthat are fundamentally
different from the views of the majority.

Statement 2: People should be able to speak their minds about politics free of gover nment
influence, no matter how unpopular their views may be.

* Once again, an overwhelming majority (86 per cehBatswana say they ‘agree’ or ‘agree very
strongly’ or that people should be able to speaklfrabout politics.

» This reflects a small (i.e., within the margin ahgpling error) increase in the level of tolerance
for diverse views since 2005, when 82 percent ldhakdettered free expression. Nonetheless, in
combination with the increasing support for medéeflom noted above, this suggests a possible
trend toward growing support for openness acras®dard.

Batswana clearly want freedom of speech. To wkizne do they feel they actually have it? Is the
country indeed “free” as Freedom House ratings ssitfg To what extent do people see overt political
discussion and debate as involving personal riB&&xplore this issue, we asked respondents: #n th
country, how often do people have to be carefulluht they say about politics?” Two thirds (67 per
cent) said they ‘never’ or only ‘rarely’ have to t&reful when airing their political views. Thisosts
that Batswana enjoy considerable space to expnessstlves openly and without fear of negative
consequences.

Figure 1: Support for Media and I ndividual Freedoms (% of those who Agree/Strongly Agree)
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These demands for critical media freedom to ingasti and report on government mistakes and freedom
of expression are important in holding governmemis leaders accountable to citizens. And thesesvie
are confirmed by Batswana irrespective of wherg tive, or even of party affiliation. As Figure 2

shows, with regard to all three questions we fhrat tnore than three quarters of Batswana in bdiarur
and rural areas support these expressive freedoms.

Figure 2: Support for Press and Individual Freedoms by Location
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Equally important is that support for expressiveettom is shown by a large majority of Batswana
irrespective of party affiliation. Although thoskser to the BDP show slightly lower support thiaose
who link themselves to opposition parties, ovep@tcent support these freedoms across all paases,
shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Support for Press and Individual Freedoms by Party support

100 ; 92 g5 89

5 "o T

70 - BCP
60

50 m BDP
40 -

30 BNF
20 -

10 |

0

Media Should Be Free Media Should Be People Should Be Able
to Publish Any Story Allowed To Investigate To Speak Their Minds
Corruption & Govt
Mistakes




It is however, interesting to note that for thoH#éiated with the three political parties, the dand for
accountability and support for critical media hasawerage gone up by more than 6 percentage points
between 2005 and 2008.

Conclusion

No country can call itself a democracy unless @rgntees freedom of expression. Botswana has been
renowned for its democratic media independenceopgrdness. It has been one of the few countries in
Africa that has, until recently, allowed the mettiaoperate relatively freely. As the governmemss
poised, however, to curtail some of the freedormspekch and press that Batswana have enjoyed, the
findings presented here suggest that such actionswun counter to the will of the people.

The Survey

Face-to-face interviews were conducted in one oflamguages (English or Setswana) with a nationally
representative probability sample_of 126Lilt Batswana selected from across all 26 distincOctober
2008. In the first stage of sampling, 1&&hsus enumerator areas (EAs) were randomly edl&om a
frame of all EAs that was stratified by districtbaurban-rural differences. The probability of s&tat

was proportionate to population size based on th&t necent 2001 populatia@nsus. This ensures that
every eligible adult has an equal and known chahteing selected. In the second stage, eight
households were randomly selected within each elemumeration area. In the third and final stage
one Motswana citizen over the age of 18 was ranglgaglected from a list of all household members to
be interviewed. The realized sample was then weibhy population of EAnd number of adults in the
selected househotd ensure that it matched current population edts1 The final sample size of 1,200
supports estimates to the national populationladllts that is accurate to within a margin obewf

plus or minus three percentage points at a configléavel of 95 percent. Estimates of sub-group® ha
larger margins of error.

Fieldwork for this survey was conducted under thielgnce of faculty of the Department of Politicatla
Administrative Studies, Sociology and Statisticthat University of Botswana

ThisBriefing Paper was prepared by Dr M. Lekorwe at the Department of Padlitical and
Administrative Studies, Sociology and Statistics at the University of Botswana
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