Ethiop.j.lang.cult.com.mun.2024, 9(1): 121-151 Faculty of Humanities-Bahir Dar University
Open Access Licensed under Creative Commons: ISSN: 2518-2919

CCBY-NC-ND 4.0 DOI: 10.20372/ejlcc.v9i2.1895

Original Research

Examining journalists’ practice since March 2018 of
the political reform of Ethiopia

Buzayehu Musbak'*, Mekonnen Hailemariam?

1MAhstudent R.epartment of Journalism and Communication, Bahir Dar University,
Bahir Dar, Ethiopia

2 EDt%ngr)t?ent of Journalism and Communication, Bahir Dar University, Bahir Dar,
iopl

*Corresponding author: email address: bzumushack@gmail.com
Abstract

The study was carried out to determine how Ethiopia’s political reform direly
affected Amhara Media Corporation journalistic practices. The study explored
and analyzed the opportunities and challenges of political reform on television
through qualitative research. The data was mainly collected using in-depth
interviews and observation. The participants were selected purposefully. Samples
were selected from journalists, content editors, and management members. A
total of 18 key informants participated in the study. The data was analyzed
thematically. The findings indicate that in the first year of the reform, which
began in April 2018, some changes were made; however, the station plays a
limited role in addressing the needs of the community. Moreover, the reform
does not make the station free from government and political interference. It has
done better by expanding the institution and strengthening its manpower since
the change, but in content, it is following a pattern out of the journalism system.
The findings still indicate that the political system governs the practice of
journalism. We suggest that journalists should be the hallmarks of free media and
society. Journalists and the media should not be used as tools by their employers.
Broadcasts should refrain from waving towards the ruling party's ideologies.
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Introduction

In Africa, the mass media have evolved into instruments for furthering the
black race's subjugation. This essay examines how African culture can be
promoted by the media, instead of being disparaged by foreign shows (Weaver &
Willnat, 2012; Coronel, 2010; Prathipati & Guthala, 2015; Acholonu, 2011).
Today, however, African journalism continues to face a number of significant
challenges. Even though the state's authority, especially its direct control over the
media, may have been weakened by the new political order, numerous
governments throughout the continent have developed new strategies to stymie
their nascent media. Across the continent, new legal regimes are being
implemented to frustrate African journalists. African journalism has navigated
most of these challenges in pursuit of its normative roles, but the quality of
journalism in some emerging media outfits on the continent has been the subject
of much debate and criticism (Ogola, 2015).

The unstable conditions caused by official measures against the media and,
in certain countries, also against journalism education institutes, albeit in more
covert methods, present a serious problem for journalists in the Horn of Africa
(Skjerdal & Ngugi, 2007). Ethiopia, which has over 40 newspapers, is the most
diverse country in eastern Africa in terms of print media, whereas Kenya is the
most advanced in terms of media sophistication and journalism education
programs. Ethiopia is the most populous country in eastern Africa, and the media
sector is feeling the benefits of political changes and media deregulation after the
Marxist junta regime, although the number of newspapers is lower today than
before the 2005 national elections (Skjerdal & Ngugi, 2007; Dibu & Ahadu,
2020) state that since 1991, the Ethiopian People's Democratic Revolution Front
(EPDRF) has come to power, and media practices have been a little bit reformed.
Article 29 of the 1991 Ethiopian Constitution provides citizens with the right to
have opinions, thoughts, and free expressions. In 2017, Ethiopia ranked among
the most censored countries in the world and one of the worst journalists jailed in
sub-Saharan Africa. The ruling coalition governed with an iron fist, cracked
down on free speech, and regularly persecuted critical journalists and bloggers
(Wiseman, 2019). Since taking office in April 2018, Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
has led Ethiopia through significant reforms. The yearly census conducted by the
Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) revealed that there were no journalists
incarcerated for the first time in fourteen years. Additionally, the nation lifted its
restriction on media outlets compelled to operate in exile and blocked over 260
websites (Mumo, 2019).

One-and-a-half years after the start of the reforms, Ethiopian journalists face
a new set of challenges and growing pains, including ethnic division, lack of
professionalism, self-censorship, and a restrictive legal environment. Even if
most people still agree that the nation is headed in the right direction, the
honeymoon period is over, and Abiy's reform program is starting to show signs
of weakness that could reverse the gains won thus far (Wiseman, 2019). For
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emerging nations like Ethiopia, the media is a fundamental source of
information. In a big nation, broadcast media like television and radio are the
most crucial. People's daily lives are influenced by the information they receive
from the media. The low prestige of their profession, professional limitations, a
lack of common journalistic ideals, a lack of confidence, plotting with corrupt
elites, and outside factors including socioeconomic and political pressures are
only a few of the issues that journalists face on the job (Negeri, 2013; Skjerdal,
2010).

One of Ethiopia's regional state media outlets is the Amhara Mass Media
Agency (AMMA), now known as AMC (AMC). The regional administration
founded AMC in 1991 with the intention of disseminating fair information on
both local and national matters. It broadcasts content in five languages with the
intention of advancing democratization, sustainable peace, and development.
AMC distributes its news and programming throughout the region and the entire
nation via radio, television, newspapers, and internet channels (Initiative Africa,
2019).

In the meanwhile, following three years of unrest, Ethiopia saw political
transition in 2018. The fall of the pre-Abiy Ahmed administration was
significantly influenced by the emergence of social media, citizen journalism,
and television broadcasts. Prior to the new political reform's adoption, there was
a more general assertion that the democratic system, freedom of expression,
information, and the press, as well as human rights, were all significantly more
oppressed. Following the political reform in Ethiopia, freedom of expression,
freedom of the press, and preservation of human rights were given special
emphasis, and journalists and politicians incarcerated were released.

As a result, the post-2018 political transition has been entangled with many
hopes, along with dramatic and unexpected changes like the normalization of the
Horn of Africa, the rapprochement between Ethiopia and Eritrea, the release of
citizens arbitrarily detained by the previous system, and the acceptance of various
Ethiopian political parties and diaspora media labeled as terrorists (Dibu &
Ahadu, 2020; Ewunetie, 2019). This study tries to address three questions: Q1:
How does Amhara television enforce press freedom? Q2: To what extent does
Amhara television implement media censorship? Q3: What is Amhara
Television's experience with hosting ideas of diversity?

Conceptual framework
The conceptual framework provides a solid basis by grounding the
study in established media theory and contextualizing it within Ethiopia’s
political climate. However, the study focuses on media practice contexts
and links media practice with the Ethiopian media scenario.
Media practice

Mass media is the sole informant of people about current events and human
activities, natural phenomena and other items of public interest. It can also be
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considered a "watchdog" of democracy, society, national integration, personal
information of people, and the ideology of the country. As watchdogs, the news
media have a responsibility to help guard the public interest by ensuring the
accountability of powerful decision makers by highlighting cases of malfeasance,
misadministration, and corruption, thus strengthening the transparency and
effectiveness of governance (McQuail, 2005). Media as gatekeeper has been
widely used to describe the general process of selection in media work, whether
the micro-level editorial decisions about the choice of headline topics, images,
and specific stories, or the broader macro-level balance of voices, parties, and
interests that are represented as sources, authoritative spokespersons, or leaders
in news coverage (Shabir & Safdar, 2015; Soroka & McAdams, 2015;
Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). The surveillance or monitoring of the political system
consolidates journalistic control (Casero et al., 2014).

Media as a public domain consisted of a space for the development of shared
culture and ideas, located between the realm of ‘public authority’ (government)
and the private realm of ‘civil society’ which encapsulated commercial relations
and the domestic sphere. According to Magalhes (2012), public opinion is
primarily influenced by factors that give some discourses more weight and
influence than others. A society of privatized and dispersed individuals is being
produced by the media, making it challenging for them to develop a critical and
logical viewpoint that could challenge the status quo (Habermas, 1989;
Livingstone, 1994).

Media and political reform in Ethiopia

Ethiopia's political change was largely brought about by the country's official
media and social media platforms. Politicians, activists, and those who refused
using the conventional media found a home on the social media site. During
national political demonstrations against the Ethiopian People's Revolutionary
Democratic Front government, social media platforms have been used as an
alternate information source (Fekede, 2019).

Ethiopian journalists face a set of challenges and growing pains, including
ethnic division, lack of professionalism, self-censorship, and a restrictive legal
environment. After the reform, Abiy loosens the controls on the media, unblocks
260 critical websites and television channels, and releases dozens of journalists
from prison (Wimmer et al., 2016; Comstock & Scharrer, 2008; Bhuiyan, 2011;
Wiseman, 2019; Gessese, 2019). One and a half years after the start of the
reforms, Ethiopian journalists are facing a set of challenges and growing pains,
including ethnic division, lack of professionalism, self-censorship, and a
restrictive legal environment. ,(Fekede, 2019; Gessese, 2019; Dibu, & Ahadu,
2020)

Methods

An exploratory qualitative research design was used to investigate the effects
of the country's current political reforms on the journalistic practice of Amhara
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television. It can be used to better comprehend a subject, determine how or why a
certain phenomenon is happening, and forecast future events. Human beings
construct an individual and personal view of the world based on their specific
interactions with their environments. Because of this, a lot of what people—
including researchers—consider to be reality is actually just a collection of their
own perceptions, conclusions, and opinions (Cropley, 2019). A qualitative
method concerned with the quality of information gains an understanding of the
underlying reasons and motivations for actions and establishes how people
interpret and describe their experiences and the world around them. Methods
provide insight into the setting of a problem and generate ideas (MacDonald &
Headlam, 2015). The reason for choosing a qualitative research approach is that
qualitative data were used to obtain detailed information about the situation and
to provide extensive explanations of the research questions raised in the study
area (Creswell, 2003). Furthermore, because qualitative methods are typically so
adaptable, they allow greater freedom and adaptation of the researcher-study
participant interaction.

Purposive sampling was the method used to choose participants. According to
Abate (2018), Pandey and Mishra (2015), the fundamental premise of purpose
sampling is that by exercising sound judgment regarding the purpose of an
investigation, researchers can strategically select adequate cases for a study and
analyze the information effectively; this is picking cases that are typical of a
problem in focus.

The study case was chosen on purpose because the researcher is familiar with
the study area, having worked there for a long time. In addition, the researcher
uses purposive sampling to select interviewees. In this study, journalists and
content editors who work on Amhara TV are included as part of the interview
and group discussion; some of the management members are also included in the
interview. To collect valuable and credible data, the researchers carefully select
professionals from Amhara television based on seniority and proximity.
According to these requirements, the researchers purposefully selected
participants, that is, reporters from the newsroom and program department
(eight), editors (two from all departments), members of the media management
team (two), and practitioners from the two departments for the focus group
discussion (six), due to their seniority and proximity to the case. A total of 18
participants are included in the study.

Results and Discussion

The political agenda guided journalism practice

The practice of Amhara television journalism has been highly influenced by
the political situation in Ethiopia. Study participants confirmed that the medium
was influenced by national and regional circumstances that prohibited freedom of
journalism practice. Thus, Amhara television is influenced by the political
agenda set by the Ethiopian government. The media tend to be the mouthpieces
of the political agenda of the government. In terms of journalism practice
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concepts, practitioners had different levels of awareness and understanding based
on their year of experience. To better understand their perspectives, the
participants were asked how journalism was practiced in Amhara television
before and after the reform. The study participants explained the concepts in
terms of moral and ethical journalistic perspectives in terms of responsibility,
accountability, independence, and harm minimization roles. Some of the
awareness and understandings given by study participants are as follows:

In terms of freedom of expression of the media, | did not see any difference
before and after the change. We are moving in the usual way. Before the
change, Amhara television was under intense pressure to address issues that
could not be resolved. It is still picking up. In fact, after two or three years of
the change, | think the television station has stopped criticizing the
government (12, June 18, 2021). National and regional circumstances often
dominate the media. And it did not pose its agenda. We often rely on
government issues instead of publics. The political situation in the country has
had a profound effect on us and has helped shape our agendas. We often cover
political agendas. The media is always following politics. We are not working
on a report that will have an impact on the planning policy. In fact, we seem
to be the spokespersons for the politician (I3, June 18, 2021). In our media,
political issues get more attention than any other issues. The 15 June case,
citizen displacement in Benishangul-Gumuz and Oromia, and public protests
to avoid the former regime: all have controlled the media since the change.
Almost all of these reports are covered by government and party intervention.
The journalist does not have the right to investigate matters and report the
facts in his own way. We do not publish in-depth reports on why so many
political issues have occurred and what to expect next. The journalist is
working as a spokesperson for the party (14, June 10, 2021).

As the participant responds sometimes they talk to the victims when Amharas
are attacked. Citizens speak out against intimidation. But the media are afraid to
hold the responsible party accountable. Even if Amhara television tries to act
right, no government official is accountable for his/her actions. Journalists are
also forced to give up on the issue that makes officials responsible. The
participants emphasize that when they produce political matters it is an obligation
to follow the politicians’ rules, not the media editorial. Thus, the Amhara
television journalism practice at least did not obey the editorial guidelines.

We have previously reported on issues that contradict the ruling party. Since

March 2010, we have been holding discussions on various issues that will

challenge the government for the next three to four months. We make reports

based on political issues that can bring the country together (I5, June 14,

2021). When we look at the operation of Amhara television, as the institution

is owned by the government, we look at government policies, procedures,

plans, and needs. After this political change, before we produce the news or
program, the information will be edited and reviewed by the editorial board.
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At this point, | do not believe that we are practicing journalism properly. We
have to move on to the public question, but our focus is more on the activities
of the government and the ruling party. By just quoting the word "change,"
they say that the proposed plan is a stumbling block to change; this idea is
said to be out of date and will not be reported. As a result, it is difficult to say
that we are practicing journalism properly. We did not properly raise
community agendas (FGD1, June 24, 2021). Before the change, Amhara TV
was in need of regional leadership and fought a fierce battle with the then
government, raising relevant ideas. It was also the leading media outlet in the
country. But after the change, the change leaders want to be supported, not
criticized. They have taken away the freedom of the media that they use to
promote their own ideas. They make the station do the propaganda work for
their own sake. We could not repeat our journalistic struggles of the previous
years. Sometime before and after the change, the way we sought the truth has
been reversed by the change today. | think for this reason our followers are

leaving us (16, June 18, 2021).

In terms of the above concept, most of the participants have relatively similar
responses. The statements given above by practitioners and editors explain that
there is not a great difference in journalism practices since the country’s political
reform. According to the participants, In fact, before the political change, the
Ambhara television was doing better. It was a media that stood for people and
truth, rather than for politicians and their political agendas. Public concern of the
media decreased after the reform. Journalists' gatekeeping and agenda setting
were influenced by political scenarios that challenged the media and the citizens
in general.

The participants also explained that it was a media outlet that resisted
government interference. According to the participants, Amhara television had
made a significant contribution to the country's political transformation.
Participants also noted that in some months after the reform, the media was given
the opportunity to operate freely, but after some time things changed.

As the participants explain, this is mainly due to the fact that the state and
federal governments have started using the Television to promote their own
agenda. Participants say that the journalist was not only worked on the principle
of journalism, but also pursued to fulfill the political interests of the government.
On the other hand, the management members did not agree with those
statements. A management member who was asked the same question responded
as follows.

Before the change, Amhara TV started to broadcast for 18 hours a day. At the

time, the people of the Amhara region raised serious concerns about good

governance. We wondered how to handle this question and how to answer it.

Then we began to work harder on our programs, such as

‘yeketemochmedirek’ and ‘anidleanind’. At the ‘yeketemochmedirek’, we

were able to get people and leadership to meet face-to-face and discuss.

Before 2008, leaders and people were far apart, and so-called leaders were

127



Ethiop.j.lang.cult.commun., 9(2), Dec. 2024 Buzayehu & Mekonnen

unquestionable. At our ‘anidleanind’ program, we also raised the public
awareness that leaders must be held accountable (17, June; 14, 2021).When
the Wolkait issue was raised in various parts of the region, Amhara television
aired a public question. We boldly raised the issue of constitutional reform
and the need for a federal system reform. As a result, for example, the ruling
party changed its name and form. And before that, Amhara TV was a major
contributor to the change. Now we are covering the atrocities and killings that
are happening in the area. But we could not do some of it on the spot. There
are times when we try to cover it with the phone. When we first report the
issues, we will measure the impact. It is because the media has to be the voice
of the people. If we do not address the issue, we will not be a voice for the

citizens (18, June; 13, 2021)

Participants claim that Amhara television is a channel that is heading in the
same direction before and after the reform. In the past, Amhara television used to
convey public grievances through programs such as Yeketemoch Mederek and
‘anidleanind’, and he explained that they are still doing the same thing.
Yeketemoch Mederek is a radio and television program produced based on the
forum held between city administrators and citizens. The forum is organized and
presided over by journalists in the media. In the forum, issues related to lack of
good governance and infrastructure development problems were most frequently
raised.

Researchers observe that those programs are currently discontinued. In
addition to the questions raised by the public, reports that the journalists used to
work from their own ideas have now been significantly reduced. Also, the
researchers noted that after the political reform of the country the focus on social
and economic issues has shifted to politics, and even those issues were not being
properly reported.

Most of the explanations given by the interviewees in terms of the practice of
Ambhara television journalism before and after the political reform indicated that
nothing changed and that the television station is following the same pattern as it
did in previous years. Lack of conditions to follow the principles of journalism
also hindered their work. The media, in turn, should be aware of their authority
and social responsibility, and they must do their best to serve the community and
answer the crucial questions of the people. Finally, there are differences in
understanding Amhara TV journalism practices between journalists and media
managers. The journalists reflect on what is really going on in the field.
However, the media managers still sided with the political concerns of the elites.

Factors Influencing Journalism Practice in Amhara Television
Internal factors

The journalists make some of the decisions in collaboration with coworkers
and management, but they also make these decisions alone, using their
experience, education, and sense of journalistic norms as a guide. At times,
reporters will face an ethical situation wherein their choice of what to cover and
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how to cover it will conflict with the desires of people inside and outside the
organization.

The participants were explained about the main internal and external factors
that influence the journalism practice in Amhara television, some are listed
below.

When you want to do something special, you will be forced to stay ordinary.

For example, we need to be balanced in dealing with grievances. But

sometimes there are those who find it difficult to be balanced or to include all

ideas. And it can also be difficult to get the idea out and get people to discuss
it. I think Amhara television's lack of consistent media approach is a challenge
for the station (12, June; 18, 2021). We choose the issues to make news or
programs. But in the end, there are processes that go through the management
members. The topic must be reviewed at an editorial meeting. It keeps us
dependent on the managements demand. That is not the right way to practice

journalism (13, June; 18, 2021).

If the media, which is the voice of the people, is not free and independent, it
will deviate from the purpose for which it was established. According to the
participants, the biggest internal problem at Amhara TV is the interference of the
managers. The journalist lost his freedom to do his job according to his
professional ethics. It is difficult for them to report because they are the
management members who make decisions about reports. Even if the system
does not allow it, they follow orders from above in order not to lose their jobs.
As a journalistic profession, this practice is not correct. Leaders can follow the
editorial policy of the media and give leadership, but their responsibility does not
lead them to decide the work of the journalist. As a result, by not implementing
this, the journalists said that it is an obstacle for them to do their professional
duties flawlessly.

Journalists are the practitioners of news gathering and editing. The quality of
news gathering and editing depends on their professional ability. In the era of
financial media, many journalists have the problem of insufficient professional
ability (Wang, 2019). They do not pay attention to improving their professional
ability. Some people try to find the number of news hits in their work but do not
pay attention to the authenticity of the news.

One of the problems with journalists in Amhara television is the lack of

capacity. The lack of professionalism is one of the problems. | think there is a

gap in learning new things, as well as in trying to gain knowledge through

training and in dealing with current issues. The problem is that our institution
has little interest in training and education. Furthermore, the lack of
knowledge between the journalist and the editor is also a challenge for better
reporting. In our media, we follow a traditional journalist practice. Among the
external challenges, as our media is state-owned the intervention of ruling
party politicians exists. There are many who oppose freedom. The legitimacy
of a journalist's reporting will depend on the current state of affairs in the
government (14, June 10, 2021).
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Before an article is created, an idea or story pitch is delegated by the
newsroom and whether it has any importance to their audience is considered. The
participants noted that the journalist's inability to improve his knowledge was
another problem. Failure to keep up with the demands of modern journalism can
itself hinder the success of the practice. Developing self-knowledge through
reading or regular training will help the journalist to carry out his or her work
smoothly. With the current shift in journalism, where online media outlets
dominate readership, journalists are influenced by many factors when creating
news content for the public and content that will engage their audience.
Journalists are academically trained to keep personal biases out of the newsroom
and facilitate the news objectively. There are many internal and external
influences that affect a journalist’s view on what content should be reported. On
the other hand, practitioners mentioned that the interference of the content
editors' management and board members is another problem for them. When the
journalist makes activities to prepare reports, they will not be able to gather
information as they intended and will not be able to do on their own way.

There is editing in journalism. Our reports will be reviewed from the

beginning of the planning. We talk to the editor about how to do it. The idea

of the editor is influential. They also determine what ideas should be included
and what not. Sometimes the news you make is influenced and you do not
have the freedom to practice journalism the way you want it. In particular,
there is interference from the board members and government officials of our
organization. Occasionally, you will need the approval of these individuals to
cover a topic. (FGD: 2, June; 24, 2021). In journalism, the role of the editor is
to control the work being done. We mentored reporters to not produce reports
that can cause ethnic cleansing. Although the editor is the last person to
decide occasionally, people at the leadership level also interfere with the
relevance of the news coverage and challenge professional liberties of the
editor. If the news is passed without these people seeing it and if it is not good
for them, it will not be transmitted again. Or they reduce the idea and re-

edited it then they allow us to transmit it. So, the editor is completely free (16,

June; 18, 2021).

Editors should pay attention to empathy, think about the audience of the news,
dig out the news information they like and are interested in, and then better meet
the needs of the audience. Participants noted that the failure of Amhara television
content editors to adhere to the principles of journalism is creating a gap in their
work. As mentioned above, content editors need to pay attention to emotion,
think of news audiences, dig into the news they want, and better meet the needs
of the viewer. However, they are unfairly interfering with the work of a
journalist. According to the research participants, this issue is preventing them
from doing their work freely and independently.

The current political structure and alignment pose a major challenge to

journalism. When a political issue is reported, it is often associated with one

political party or ideology. The report itself can either support or oppose it.
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This is one of the temptations. The presence of social networks is also a treat.
In 2012 and 2013, in particular, our journalists feared reprisals from social
networks. The proliferation and pervasiveness of ideas on social networks
jeopardize journalism. To address this, we have provided leadership training,
especially on media freedom and access to information. But the political
agenda does not give us enough opportunity to do so (18, June 13, 2021).

The government and the media have symbiotic relationships, but in Ethiopia,
it is more than that government officials influence the media. Public official
pressures, amateurism and burden of living cost are main factor influencing
journalists to act unethically (Chekol, 2018). It is widely recognized that
governments hold information not for themselves, but rather on behalf of the
public, and that, as a result, public bodies must provide access to that
information. This recognition is reflected in the widespread adoption of access to
information laws by countries around the world, as well as the numerous
authoritative international agreements and statements on the issue.

External factors

The participants stated that they had to deal with a variety of problems, both
internal and external, in the course of their reporting. Primarily, the public's view
of the media as government advocate has made it difficult for them to access
information that could be used as a source of information. The reason given for
this is the one mentioned earlier that the media is being used as a propaganda tool
for the ruling party, rather than raising the voice of the people and being the
voice of the voiceless citizens.

As the participants explained, the reluctance of political leaders and party
officials to provide the required information to journalists hampers the work.
Although they know that they will be held responsible for not answering their
guestions, they will simply ignore it. Researchers have also repeatedly observed
this.

The lack of access to information from outside sources and the lack of consent

are also a problem for the journalist. Government officials refused to provide

information. Individuals are afraid to be interviewed. Whatever your idea,
there are a number of factors that can affect your reporting, both inside and
outside the organization (13, June 18, 2021). Amhara TV has its own identity
in the field of journalism. The television station deals with the most serious
issues. As a result, people do not want to provide information on violent
issues. The biggest challenge for our journalists is access to information. The
low level of accountability has been a challenge, especially when officials in
government structures have been told not to provide information (17, 14 June

2021). There is a situation where the community does not see Amhara

television separately from the government and the ruling party. That, in turn,

prevents him/her from giving information clearly. When we come to the

internal influence, there are already some common practices (12, June 18,

2021)
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For a time, there was a one-on-one confrontation program between political
officials and journalists, which held the officials accountable for their actions and
took responsibility for the destruction. But now they are no longer. There are
occasionally investigative journalism activities that are not effective because they
are not consistent.

In turn, the FDRE constitution explicitly provides that everyone has the right
to seek and receive information. The freedom of mass media and access to
information proclamation number 590/2008 gives effect to this constitutional
guarantee. According to this proclamation, the public and also journalists have
the right to receive information from anywhere from any who. Officials who are
required to provide information must also comply with this provision. However,
the participants stated that their inability to do so and their lack of accountability
and responsibility were a problem for the journalism profession.

Balance and objectivity before and after the reform
The uniquely influential role of television and radio in electoral politics was
recognized from the beginning of the radio age. In the sense of providing equal
time, radio and television broadcast stations must provide an equivalent
opportunity to anyone who requests it. This means that if a station gives a given
amount of time to a candidate in prime time, it must do the same for another
candidate who requests it, at the same price if applicable. For every functioning
democracy, the existence of opposition is vital. They have the right to use the
medium and be treated accordingly. Ethiopian media representation of opposition
parties depends mainly on who owns the media (Ayana, 2020). If the media is
owned by the government, opposition parties are represented as enemy. Privately
owned media, however, represent opposition parties as more than partners. The
participants explained how Amhara television accommodates or balances
different ideologies and points of view. They answer as follows:
In terms of idea diversity, our site tries to accommodate the views of different
parties. But knowingly or unknowingly, more than 90 percent of the ruling
party's work and ideas are circulating just because the management decides to
do so. Even if they are involved, sometimes it is difficult to say that political
parties are adequately accommodated. We have created opportunities for
individuals to express themselves on economic and political issues. However,
the majority are those who express and support the ruling party's interests. We
do not present people who criticize government policy. It is not because we
cannot get one, it is because we don’t allow them to speak. (I1, May 8, 2021).
There are gaps in Amhara television in terms of accommodating different
opinions and views at the individual and institutional levels. Individuals and
parties have often complained that we did not provide fair coverage and that
the institution is the voice of the ruling party. In particular, our media did not
provide coverage when an opposite political parties joint statement on the
damage done to the public. At the same time, people who are actively
involved on social media will not be interested when we invite them. Their
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failure to take advantage of this opportunity has hampered the work of the

media. When the media itself facilitates the situation, people are reluctant to

participate because they portray it as only a government voice (12, June 18,

2021).

From the above texts, the researcher noted that the Amhara television mainly
treated the opposition parties and individuals as if they had no a right to use the
media. The media do less positively cover the protesters, condemning their
actions, and misreporting their voices. The justification Ballinger gave for such
negative treatment of protesters was that protests by their nature challenge the
dominant political system. This is because protests are usually held for social and
political changes. Thus, in order to culminate such threats, the media, which is
owned by the government, acts as one protector of the interests of the
government.

According to the participant's testimony, before and after the reform, the
Ambhara television eye towards opposition parties and individuals did not change
significantly due to the reform. Before the reform, the oppositions were seen as
neutral; similarly after the reform, the majority of its report considered them as
neutral. From this information, the researcher understood that the Amhara
television never saw a considerable difference in its tone for oppositions due to
the new reform (Bent, 2018).

According to the point of view of other participants, Amhara TV only
broadcasts pluralism during the election season.

In the current election season, the parties' questions to get air time on Amhara

television are being accepted. But | cannot say that they were given a fair

chance on Amhara television before the election campaign and the support
rally started. As our site is funded by the government, much of the time is
devoted to the ruling party and the government. Opposition parties did not
have time. From the journalist's work plan to the production, it depends on the
needs of the government (l4, June 10, 2021). We are not providing
opportunities for parties and individuals to present their options on good
governance or development issues. Even after the change, we have eliminated
all programs that the public can challenge and demand leadership, instead of
treating ideas that are outside the realm of government. Questions to ask and
differences of opinion are limited by said change is fraught with many
challenges. Only in the previous election was this given a chance. But for the
time being, no air time is provided to accommodate variations in the system.
Pluralism and diversity of thinking are not broadcast on Amhara TV as it was
before the change (15, June 14, 2021). The challenges to diversify ideas have
increased since the change. Due to the political views of the individual who
wanted to express his views on our media, the programs that were on air were
stopped. This shows that neither the government nor the media leadership has
opened Ambhara television to diversity. It is a one-sided media. We always
reflect only the interests of the government and the party in power, and
nothing has changed despite the change (FGD 2, June 24, 2021).
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Reform in the media has a double goal. One is to make the media vibrant and
professional. The second is those in which the media are organized in a way that
can ethically and professionally practice their duty; they can play a decisive role
in the nation-building process. To achieve this, the media must treat everyone
equally. As long as it is a national or state based media, it must accommodate
idea diversity. According to the participant, Amhara television is serving as the
propaganda machine of the government. It is operating in the interest of the
ruling elite. As a result, we have come to realize that viewers have lost faith in
the media. They do not dare to express themselves freely because they think that
Ambhara television is a media institution that works only for the leaders of the
ruling party. It is noted that there was a north-south dichotomy in the press; some
of the private presses were serving as a mouthpiece for certain opposition
political parties, while the government press was also serving as a conduit to the
government propaganda (Seifu, 2008).

According to the participants, individuals and institutions opposed to the
regime have access to the media during the election season and when the
opposition shares ideas with the government. This practice restricts freedom of
expression and prevents the public or the audience from having different ideas
from different parties. Citizens who support or oppose the government will be
forced to listen only to the propaganda of the ruling party. Konvitz (2003) also
endorses the importance of the free press and notes that freedom of press is vital
to a " free government and to a society that values differences of points of view,
intellectual and artistic ferment, originality, the cultivation of a critical faculty,
and an open mind on the part of its citizens™ (p. 145).

There are also additional manifestations that Amhara television was not
giving equal chances to different parties. According to the participants and the
researcher, Amhara TV has previously banned some musicians and their work
from airing because of their political ideology. The works of Tewodros Kassahun
(Teddy Afro) and Fasil Demoz, who are well known in Ethiopia by criticizing the
government through their music, have been banned from broadcasting on
television. However, following the recent political reform in the country, their
music has gained the opportunity to be aired.

Sometime after the change, the program of those who criticized the
government and complained about the current political process was suspended.
For example, a program which involves journalist and activist Temesgen
Desalegn was not edited in an appropriate way. That has caused a great deal of
controversy among viewers. In addition to these, members of the Amhara
National Movement (ANM) and the Amhara Democratic People's Movement
(ADD), who have been asked for airtime to share their views with the public,
have repeatedly complained that their request has been rejected (Hailegiorgis,
2023). This is an indication that Amhara television does not pay enough attention
to dissidents.
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On the contrary, there are participants in the study who say that after the
political transition, Amhara television has begun to create opportunities for
parties and individuals with different views and opinions to express their views.

Ambhara Television is a multifaceted broadcaster. After the change, political

issues dominated news coverage. And | think that Amhara TV has provided

an opportunity for individuals and groups to express their views on various
issues. Since the change of government, various points of view have been
widely covered in our reports. | have invited many thoughtful people to my
program. In fact, invited guests are required to argue. But people do not want
to participate in the idea because of their assumption that the media belong to
the government and that it is the mouth of the government. The door is open
for political parties to express their views. But they do not take advantage of
the opportunity (FGD 3, June 24, 2021). Amhara television has been very
supportive of pluralism. We want our site to accommodate a diversity of
ideas. We think our society also learns to respect other people’s ideas as it
practices diversity. Our purpose is not to reflect the views of one party.

Previous suspicions were that the media was a servant of the ruling party.

However, we have limited our relations with the ruling party since 2008. We

have enacted a law that says that our journalists should not be members of any

political party. This is done to ensure that the journalist does not discriminate
against the party in which he is registered. This makes us the first in the
country. We are also ready to make political parties use our site at any time.

We can say that we are trying to treat everyone equally on our television

(FGD4, June 24, 2021).

Based on those explanations, even though Amhara television has gaps in
implementing idea pluralism before the change, there have been improvements
since the political reform. Management members who participated in the study
attribute that efforts are being made to give parties and individuals with different
political views better access to the media and to express their views to the public
(Kasoma, 1997; Kruger, 2004).

The legal limitations it allows concern "the honor and reputation of
individuals" and "propaganda for war". However, according to the respondent’s
explanation, this is not entirely practice in Amhara TV.

According to our media, in the early years of reform there was freedom. We

were discussing all the issues that could not be touched on. This later

changed. We were brought back as party advocates. Amhara TV, especially in
recent times, has been able to report on strong ideas with the interest of the

Prosperity Party. Reports are being reviewed to support the change, not in

terms of identifying the gaps in society. This has to do with the limits of the

journalist's activities. The limitation is not only in space, but also in thought.

There were times when even on-air programs were discontinued. Due to

interference from the media, the journalist was unable to work freely (12, June

18, 2021). Before the change, Amhara TV had more freedom. Our work

focused on social change, and as our motto states, we were striving for
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societal change. It was also one of the first media outlets in the country to

raise intangible political issues. It has been a major media outlet since 2008

until the change. After the change, I couldn’t say that we have the freedom to

perform. Now we are not even able to report what we are supposed to do. As a

result, the audience boldly told us that we were not providing accurate

information. Efforts to respect the profession are good, but after the change,
especially in political matters, our institution has not taken the opportunity to
lead the government as it has in the past. We are under the control of the

prosperity party (13, June 18, 2021).

From the above points, the researchers understands that, prior to the political
reform in the country, the media could freely cover most of the subjects
independently. The Amhara television has done a great job in terms of
independence and has gained popularity before the change. Amhara television
also plays a vital role and was instrumental in bringing about the change. The
participants noted that Amhara television was a partner of the community by
boldly asking and interviewing government officials about their wrong doing. In
addition, they attribute that before the change takes place the Amhara television
also called on the concerned parties to respond to the issue of border enforcement
and ethnic-based issues, which has been the question of the people of Amhara for
years. Participants reported that most journalists working for the government and
media outlets close to the government did not plan for themselves, but only on
suggestions from the 'governing body' or on topics that the government wanted.

Art. 29 (2) (b) of the Ethiopian Constitution states: 'Freedom of the press shall
specifically include the following elements... access to information of public
interest’. Art. 8 (1) of Procl. No. 34/1992 further states: 'Any press and its agents
shall, without prejudice to the rights regulated by other laws, have the right to
seek, obtain, and report news and information from any government source of
news and information." One of the participants said that since the reform,
journalists do not have a right to gather information from government officials.

The freedom of the media has undergone a relative change. Today, as in the

past, professionals in the private media are not being persecuted and

imprisoned. But there are still unresolved issues with professional freedom
and access to information. It is difficult for the media to answer the questions
of identity, ethnicity, and issues that must be addressed by the government.

Journalists working privately or in the state media could not ask questions and

receive answers from top government officials (14, June 10, 2021).

There have been numerous cases of journalists arrested for criticizing
government policies, harassment of the opposition, and abuse of power or
corruption by government officials or particular government actions. Some were
held for stories that may have been untrue or were speculative or difficult to
substantiate. Fearing this, the Amhara television journalists did not dare to report
freely in the face of orders from the authorities. Even if they do the reporting
work, they will not be able to get airtime for broadcasting.
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To fulfill its constitutional responsibilities and its treaty obligations under the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), in this regard,
laws regulating the exercise of freedom of expression must be clearly and
explicitly framed with respect to what is permitted and what is criminalized.
Some participants, on the other hand, believe that there have been relative
improvements in press freedom since the political transition.

Of course, there are improvements. But we have a long way to go in terms of

international media. Violations of the right to freedom of movement were

particularly prevalent. The media was moving freely. All of that is gradually
being curtailed. The change is not like the first few months. There are gaps,
especially in terms of information. (FGD 5, June 24, 2021). With the change
of government, freedom of expression began to take hold. But because of the
problems that remain in the country with the emergence of a skeptical society,
our reporters are losing volunteers who are willing for interviews. Scholars'
interviews will also cut short to suit the program, which will make them

skeptical. They always complain about it. For example, when we talk to a

senior government official, we may not be able to get answers for some

guestions, and they even force us to leave the agenda (FGD 6, June 24, 2021).

We have provided press freedom in our institution both before and after the

change. Especially after the change, we have created an opportunity for our

journalists to freely express their thoughts and opinions. The fact that the

AMC is led by journalists and professionals from top to bottom gives us this

opportunity. We suppressed the pressure, threats, and grievances of our

journalists. That is, to avoid being too strict with themselves (FGD 3, June 24,

2021)

According to the participants, even though after the change there was still a
slight glimmer of freedom the government has direct control over the news
outlet. The freedom of the press and the development of a well-informed society
where the right to information is respected are closely connected to the
enjoyment of the full range of human rights civil, political, social, economic, and
cultural. That is why freedom of the press is so essential. Based on the above
explanation, the researcher realized that in the early months of the political
change, the journalist had better freedom to report on the Amhara television, but
there is still leadership intervention.

As Amhara television is part of the state-run media, when there are important
and sensitive political issues, journalists will report it on the orders of the top
leadership. For example, the Wolkait issue, the Sudan border dispute, the
genocide of innocent Amharas in the Benishangul-Gumz and Oromia regions and
other issues were not made public as they were supposed to report. This will
happen at the behest of the political leaders.

Challenges of hate speech and misinformation in Amhara television
According to the European Institute of Peace 2021, fake news,
misinformation, and hate speech have thrived in the Ethiopian media ecosystem,
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and particularly online. This is strongly correlated with significant, tragic, real-
world consequences, exacerbated preexisting tensions, and contributed to
violence and conflict. To date, Ethiopia's response to combating the spread of
fake news, misinformation, and hate speech has been, by necessity, heavy
handed, with the go-to response to escalation being to turn off the Internet for the
entire country.

As stressed earlier, most ethno-religious conflicts are politically motivated,
and, coincidently, politics happens to be the bridge that brings fake news and
hate speech together. Furthermore, no political game can be devoid of
propaganda, which characteristically embodies deliberate and strategic
manipulation of untruth and hateful comments such as name calling (Malaolu,
2012).

Fake news and hate speech can be used to cause political instability in society.
Some of the respondents states that after the political reform there is a hate
speech in the Amhara television in some circumstances:

I think the ways in which we have gone about criticizing the late regime,

especially after the change, have led us to classify one party. | think we have

linked the ruling government to one nation and made the nation itself
exploiters and thieves. This opened the door for the indigenous community to
be skeptical (12, June 18, 2021). | believe hate speech is very common. In all
our reports on the eve of the political transition, we have used all the
information that could have tainted tplf. This information may be good for the
benefit of the region, but it is unethical in terms of journalistic ethics. We hate
the tplf because it opposes the interests of our region and offends our people.

We should report this in a balanced and appropriate way. But hate speeches

have still been made and are being made on Amhara TV. (15, June 14, 2021)

History has shown that the media can incite people to violence. Hitler used the
media to create an entire worldview of hatred for Jews and other minority groups.
Rwanda’s radio RTLM urged listeners to pick up machetes and take to the streets
to kill what they called ‘cockroaches'. From the points of the participants, the
researcher noted that during the pre-revolutionary period and in the post-political
reform, reports were made on Ambhara television, blaming some individuals and
parties. According to the study participants, just because of the EPRDF, which
governed the country for the past three decades, came from the Tigray region,
many of the region's indigenous people were criminalized in bulk.

As the participant mentioned, hate speech has been heard on various news and
programs on Amhara television since the departure of the previous EPRDF
administration. At the time being, even though it is a wrong doing, it is common
for hate speech to be disseminated in Amhara television otherwise.
Professionally, media companies are expected to aspire to calm the dispute
between people; however, different interests are observed through their framing.
In the Amhara television, the news and program framing emphasized on blaming
the late ruling party members without including their respond to balance. One of
the participants said:
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After the change, hate speeches and false information were reported on

Ambhara TV. The institution serves primarily the people of Amhara. However,

we did not give professional advice about how to co-exist with Tigray,

Oromia, and other peoples and how to deal with bad threats and hate speech

from others. Instead, we blame others for the country’s political instability.

The journalist does not practice his profession. Political issues are covered

according to the wishes of the party. In particular, we were involved in a

competition with the Tigray media. The interest-based work of the TV station

was not done after the change. In fact, we are having an unbalanced time (14,

June 10, 2021).

Accuses TPLF for the instabilities and conflicts in Ethiopia and Amhara, in
particular, propaganda and bias are rife in Amhara television coverage, says the
participant. These ethno-political conflicts are among the news beats the media
report that challenge the journalist's professional detachment. Similar to the
federalism structure of the country, the media are highly ethnocentric. Most of
the journalists and editors the researcher asked view hate speech as growing and
a major problem for Amhara TV. Shortly after the conflict in Tigray began in
November 2020, the Government, recognizing the risks of fake news and
misinformation, launched a State of Emergency Fact Check Social Media
Account. But it works only for social media, so other national and regional media
were free to do whatever they wanted regarding TPLF. Hateful expressions are
mostly motivated and carried out on grounds of race, prejudice, and national,
tribal, or faith-based discrimination, in addition to sexual alignment. However,
the media sometimes take sides. Media professionals frequently use the Rwanda
case to demonstrate the negative consequence of biased and partisan journalism.
It signifies the role that the media can play for the needy societies. Ambhara
television can present alternative mechanisms available that can dry the conflict
and focus on constructing win-win strategies.

As the station follows the development and peace journalism frame, it could
tries to hide events related to destruction, death, and causalities and exposes
cultural or structural violence like hate speech, words of war, social injustice that
may have a connection with the norms and cultures of a society. This makes the
station more responsible for the political stability of the country. As the
respondents mention on the issue, bearing in mind the negative effects of fake
news and hate speech, coupled with their potential to unleash chaos and violence
which may affect the security and welfare of individuals and states alike. Amhara
television must take the right path to realize its own vision through peace
journalism.

On the other hand, there are those who say that Amhara TV is a media
institution that does not spread hate speech or false information.

Following the change, Amhara TV did not broadcast fake news. No

individual, institution, or group has been falsely accused (FGD 2, June 24,

2021). The reputation of Amhara television is that it will not rise by hate

speech and false reports. Amhara TV has a better experience in assessing the

139



Ethiop.j.lang.cult.commun., 9(2), Dec. 2024 Buzayehu & Mekonnen

impact of broadcast. The Amhara people have gone through various hardships
in the country. Our media had the opportunity to incite hatred and fabricate
false accusations more than any other regional media outlet. But because of
professionals and leaders who stand for the truth and the principle of
journalism, reports that deviate from professional ethics are by no means
acceptable. We will only focus on the facts because the results of the reports

are well-evaluated. Therefore, Amhara TV focuses on solutions (13, June 18,

2021).

Having a culturally and ethnically diverse society, conflict is expected in
Ethiopia. The unfair allocation of resources, ethnically motivated politics, and
wrongly narrated historical relationships remain the cause of different ethnically
motivated conflicts (Mulatu, 2019). Under Proclamation no. 1185 In February
2020, the Ethiopian parliament passed a proclamation aimed at countering hate
speech and defines ‘hate speech’ as any speech that deliberately promotes hatred,
discrimination, or attack against a person or group based on protected status. It is
because it has become necessary to prevent and suppress by law the deliberate
dissemination of hate speech and disinformation.

Ethiopia has been undergoing a massive legal reform project since April 2018.
Different state and private media use their institution as a tool to fight with the
then leading party of the country. In contrast, Amhara television, they refrained
from such activities, the participants said. The respondents attribute that the fact
that the media is run by people who know the profession very well and are
knowledgeable about the profession has prevented the institution from engaging
in unethical activities.

Challenges of media censorship in Amhara TV
As journalism is supposed to be a public service, it should be guided by a
code of ethics. Otherwise, journalists face a variety of conflicts of interest
including their own self-interest, as well as the interest of their relatives that
affect their integrity, independence, and credibility (Kruger, 2004). Censorship
has been used to monitor public morals, to control public awareness, and to
silence opposition. Self-censorship is a type of free speech restriction or 'opinion
expression inhibition' (Hayes et al., 2005) that is not carried out by official actors,
but applied by a person or entity responsible for producing a piece of creative
expression, to prevent any perceived negative reaction to that expression. The
response to media censorship in Amhara television is as follows:
The censorship comes from three parties. The first is that the journalist
himself distances himself from the idea of reporting, the second is the media
character and practice, and the third is related to the source of the information.
Top-down reporting plans within the site are restricted. It can only be poured
into the opening. Second, if the reporter is repeatedly rejected by the editor, he
will refrain from reporting on various issues. The interference of the
government bodies and the growth of social networks will also lead to

140



Ethiop.j.lang.cult.commun., 9(2), Dec. 2024 Journalism Practice

censorship. The unwillingness of our reporting sources is creating censorship

in itself (FGD5, June 24, 2021).

This obviously showed that the editors and management members had worked
for the interests of their parties, as most of them take their responsibility out of
the professional aspects and this could force the reporters to censor themselves
and break out of any of the challenges. Self-censorship is widely regarded as a
threat to media freedom and has been described as 'the most corrosive and
insidious form of censorship' for journalists (Cronau, 1995).

The way journalists are transmitting information is quite different due to self-
censorship, and the interviewees related the practice of self-censorship with
largely political atmospheres of Ethiopia. They believe that freedom of
expression is not properly implemented, and they referred to measures taken by
the government in the past years. Many media institution leaders and journalists
were jailed due to their reporting and attitudes so; journalists of AMC censor
themselves to far from such penalty as the researcher understood from the above
data facts.

Editors are often said to be the ultimate accountants for news or programs.

But in our practice, there is interference from management and administration.

When the reporter and the editor need to talk and plan, the management and

other politicians will interfere in various ways and claim that this idea does

not keep pace with the times, does not support the change, and this is not the

case for the Amhara people (FGD 3, June 24, 2021).

The respondents explained that the AMC management members are ordering
the content editors to censor themselves for the sake of their job security and
survival. In the minds of practitioners, there is also the question of warranty on
their daily news production. They doubt that no one takes responsibility for their
news due to this reason, they frustrate not to practice peace and development
journalism with its guiding principles and they are forced to censor themselves
even the ground facts and the real societal stories.

The political environment also appears to have an impact on journalists'
perception of self-censorship. In Amhara television, as elsewhere, self-censorship
is usually associated with societies that have strong tendencies to exert state
control over the media. Based on the respondents answer the Amhara television
has been criticised for fostering self-censorship in newsrooms. The critique in
this regard is particularly aimed at the public broadcaster, which has been
accused of being a tool for the ruling party. This is perhaps only to be expected
given that official outlets are customarily framed as mouthpieces for the
authorities rather than public service media channels proper.

Other informants affirm that the self-censorship practices are not an
exceptional activity but belong to the daily routines of news production.

There is censorship from the beginning, not directly but indirectly. Even if the

government said that media freedom has been guaranteed, in Amhara

television it has been censorship, and it has been implemented in a number of
ways (14, June 10, 2021). To collect, organize, and deliver information to the
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audience, the needs of the reporter, the editor, the management, and the

institution create problems. Many facts remain hidden as the ruling party

refuses to provide anti-government reports to the public. Since our media is
state-based, Facts that do not benefit the region do not come out. These issues

hinder the delivery of accurate information to the audience (15, June 14, 2021)

The practitioner was emphatic: “As a state media, they cannot say a lot of
terrible things about the government. There are many gaps. They cannot also be
extremely critical of the government.'" The self-censorship practices that the
journalists refer to are almost always seen in relation to the government or
government offices. Although the informant mentions the 'ruling party’, it is the
‘government’ that stands out as the authority that provokes self-censorship.

Self-censorship also comes to the fore with issues concerning ethnicity. These
are sensitive questions in Ethiopia with its history of ethnic conflicts.

There is a conflict of interest in our reporting process. The first is our tribe. |

went to the meeting and made a report. Hearing that Amhara had been killed

and displaced from the village forced me to focus on my work to prevent this.

The other is money. If a journalist earns inappropriate money when he or she

goes out to report, there will be no accountability, they just cover up the fact

(14, June 10, 2021). Our media serves the people of the Amhara region. The

people of Amhara are currently the most oppressed people in the country. |

and the other journalist are more interested in the tribe from which we came.

Therefore, we do reports to support and promote regional interests. That

action creates a conflict of interest (13, June 18, 2021)

Self-censorship is particularly prevalent in sensitive political stories, especially
regarding ethnicity. The now political chaos is a case in point. According to the
informants, the media management, which usually keeps out of the daily news
production, got directly involved in the news-making process. The state media
system, by its very structure, overrides the dominant ethical norms of the
professional community. It is therefore regarded as useless to strive for more
professional standards as long as the government has a firm grip over the media
organization. This view is explained by the Amhara television reporter:

The government has promised freedom to the media after the political change,

but the reality is different. The officials will contact our bosses, not us

directly. Fearing this, we self-censor. You cannot write against the ruling
party. You do not criticize the government policy. As a result, when it comes
to sensitive areas like political issues, we are not providing complete

information to the audience (11, 8 May 2021).

The government has promised media freedom after the political change, but
the reality is different, said the participant. In a country that claims to follow a
free media system, such government interference not only violates the freedom of
the press, but also deprives the public of access to accurate information.
According to the informant, the journalist began to censor himself out of fear. It
is very difficult to be a voice for the people in this way. The freedom of the press
in Amhara television is still not safe.
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Unlike official censorship, self-censorship is considered more ‘insidious'
because of its invisibility (Cronau, 1995), which would make audiences none the
wiser about withheld or manipulated information. Dictatorships and struggling
democracies disguise media censorship as a tool for maintaining law and order;
their real motive, however, is to maintain public ignorance. In addition to the
government's censorship of the media, there were also allegations that the
journalist's ethnicity, religion, and identity were factors in his or her work as a
journalist.

As a journalist, we must leave our identities behind wherever we go. We must

forget about religion, race, and the environment. We need to be careful that

we do not discriminate in any way. We need to forget ourselves. Even if there
is a conflict of interest in the current reality of journalism, I think we should
be careful (FGD 4, June 24, 2021). Conflicts of interest confront the
journalist. Sometimes | see reports based on the interests of the journalist. It
takes precedence over your community or ethnic group. We have also seen
conflicts of interest in the environment and in the interests of individuals

affect our reporting (12, June 18, 2021).

Based on the above explanation, just like there are journalists who censor
themselves by just thinking that the government will be angry with them and
refrain from covering certain topics, there are also Journalists who are active in
discriminating on the basis of race, religion, and political affiliation. In general,
blind support, blind opposition, and fear are major problems. This has put the
media environment and the profession of journalism at risk. The state-run media,
which are directly or indirectly funded by the government, are run by
government appointees, and they report only on what the government wants.
Precensorship is forbidden in any form, which means that you cannot prevent it
from happening again. The media is free to do as they please, but will be held
accountable for their actions if they engage in hate speech or incitement to war.

Impacts of political reform in Amhara television

Different political changes have occurred in Ethiopia at different times. These
changes were largely due to the ongoing social, economic, and political problems
in the country and were aimed at a better life. Since taking office, Prime Minister
Abiy Ahimed has taken a number of steps, including the entry of political parties
with different political views, the signing of a peace agreement with Eritrea, the
launch of institutional reforms in institutions such as the Electoral Board and the
Supreme Court, and various restrictions on human rights are considered to be
major steps in the change. Journalism, which has been plagued by political,
repressive, and income-related problems, has not been able to recover from
previous government pressures.

In the current context of the country, it is difficult for a journalist or the media
to follow the ethics of journalism as the audience is a victim of political
extremism. The Amhara television played a great role for the ongoing political
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reform says the participant, but the reform does not make the station free from
government interference.

We have been contributing to the change as a voice of the people, reaching

places that we have not been before. After the change, there is a dynamic and

unpredictable pressure, especially when it comes to controlling the work. We
are busy here and there due to the political instability in the country. Amhara

TV is not living up to its original purpose. Because of the circumstances of

our nation, the journalist is not talking to his own experts and making reports

that can change the society. Even the so-called Leadership of Change got the
right to produce contents by themselves. We live in a time when information
is often hidden and untrue. Even our leaders are supportive of the change and

the problems created by the change are being suppressed (FGD 5, June 24,

2021).

From 2010 until the removal of the previous EPRDF administration in March
2010, Amhara television has done a great job of holding government officials
accountable and echoing basic public demands. According to the Journalists
covered the protests and demonstrations at various times places. For example, in
August 2010 Amhara TV reported on protests in Bahir Dar, Gondar, and other
towns in the region, and it did its part to end the oppression of the people and to
establish a new democratic system in the country. In the first year of the political
reform there was a fundamental change in Amhara television. There was perhaps
a removal of fear mechanisms in the newsroom.

But after a year things have been changed. The situation in the press in the
country is deeply disturbing. The reason for this is that the media landscape is as
polarized as never before and that parts of the media are being blamed for
playing a pivotal role in the turbulence that has erupted in various parts of the
country since 2019 (Skjerdal & Moges, 2020). The suspicion of many people is
that the media are being exploited to propagate an ethnic agenda.

Furthermore, as the participant explained the AMC's individuals, instead of
focusing on the mistakes and gaps of the transition period, who claim to be part
of the political transition, have focused on blaming the previous government. As
a result, the wrongdoings of the regime have not been made public on Amhara
television. This has provoked public outrage. There have been repeated
complaints that Amhara television could not be a voice for attacks on Amhara
natives within and outside the region.

Amhara TV has done better in terms of expanding the institution and
strengthening its manpower since the change, but on the content it is following a
pattern out of the journalism system, said another participant.

After the change, we were able to have branches in different parts of the

country. However, in terms of content, we are not guided by the agenda. The

media has a power to make a change in government policy, but after the
change Amhara TV got twisted in his arm and started doing propaganda work.

Journalism is not doing as well as it should. (FGD 6, June 24, 2021)
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AMC opened its own branch in Addis Ababa, from where ‘correspondents’
will report back to Bahir Dar and the rest of the Amhara region about national
issues. The Addis Ababa branch of AMC views itself as a conduit for Amhara
perspectives in the capital city, and invites persons of their ethnicity, particularly
politicians and other elites, to comment on important issues and to present
alternative solutions and reflections (Skjerdal & Moges, 2019). AMC has also
opened additional branches in Gondar, Debre Markos, and other parts of the
region. It is well-known that capacity building contributes significantly to the
growth of the media. However, the media did not use the proliferation of
branches to raise basic questions of the people of the region, said the participant.
It makes the audience go away, said other participants.

Before the change, Amhara television was the main media in the country. But

after the change, the leaders want only to support the reform; they did not tend

to criticize it. They make the station do a propaganda work for their own sake.

We could not repeat our journalistic struggles as we have done in recent years.

After the change, the way we sought the truth has been reversed by the change

today. | think by this reason our followers are leave us (11, May 8, 2021). Due

to the change, Amhara television could not control its own way. The change

and its consequences are forcing our media to shift its procedure. Either it did

not carry its own editorial policy and do the job in a professional way, or it

did not speak for society. It is in a confused situation (16, June 18, 2021).

The main purpose of the media is to educate, inform, and entertain audience.
There is no point in having a media without a viewer. In particular, non-profit
television stations such as the Amhara television, their primary function should
be the voice for voiceless citizen. Participants said it was difficult to do so due to
the intervention of politicians and leaders. It is important that the leaders of the
station and the region, who do not understand that losing the audience is a bad
temptation for the media, refrain from their actions and allow the media to
operate freely. It is also important to create an environment in which both
journalists and editors can work without interference for the sake of the audience.

Conclusions

The study sought to critically investigate how the political reforms of the
country changed the journalistic practice of Amhara television. The findings
indicate that Amhara television serves as a propaganda machine for the
government. It is operating in accordance with the interests of the ruling elite. It
is a hard fact that Amhara TV is doing its best to please the people at the power.
It could be said that the first year of the reform, which started in April 2018, saw
some changes in Amhara television. The study shows that the station is playing a
limited role in addressing the needs of its audience, since the scope and focus
areas, both in terms of issues and place, are limited enough to bring some
unattended differences to its audience.

Ambhara TV played a great role in the ongoing political reform. But the reform
does not free the station from government interference. It has done better in terms
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of expanding the institution and strengthening its manpower since the change, but
on the content side, it is following a pattern outside the journalism profession.
Self-censorship has also been highly associated with Amhara television; the
reporters are often reported to have put constraints on themselves for fear of legal
or political reactions as well.

In terms of hate speech, Amhara television has been involved in hate speech
since the departure of the previous EPRDF administration. Based on the
understanding of Amhara television journalists, at the time being, even though it
is a wrong thing, it is common for hate speech to be disseminated in Amhara
television otherwise. On the other hand, before the reform, Amhara television
mainly threatened the opposition parties and individuals as if they did not have a
right to use the media. However, after the political transition, Amhara television
has begun to create opportunities for parties and individuals with different views
and opinions to express their views.

In general, Amhara television journalists have faced a variety of problems,
both internal and external, in the course of their reporting over the years.
Therefore, the political system governs the practice of journalism. Primarily, the
public's view of the media as government advocates has made it difficult for
them to access information that could be used as a source of information. The
reason given for this is the one mentioned earlier: the media is being used as a
propaganda tool for the ruling party rather than raising the voice of the people
and being the voice of the voiceless citizens.

It is recommended that a journalist be loyal to the profession. They shouldn’t
be the material of their employers. Instead of waving towards or against the
ruling party's ideologies, Amhara TV should have a clear ideology. To solve the
problems in the media environment, extremist politics must be able to come to
the fore and be corrected. To create a free and accurate media environment,
government-funded media like Amhara Television should be allowed to maintain
their editorial independence. Professionals, journalists, editors, and media owners
must meet on their own initiative; they create a platform for criticism.

Declarations
Conflict of interest

The authors declare that there is no conflict of interest at this level.
Data Availability

The data can be obtained from the main author up on reasonable request.
Funding

The main author received funding from Bahir Dar University.
Acknowledgement

146



Ethiop.j.lang.cult.commun., 9(2), Dec. 2024 Journalism Practice

The authors appreciate the Faculty of Humanities at Bahir Dar University
for providing financial support for the current study.

Declaration of consent

The authors obtained oral consent from the participants and Amhara
Media Corporation has granted access to the data.

REFERENCES

Abate, Z., A. (2018). Understanding the Local Media Environment and
International Media as Source for Local News: Five Ethiopian Newspapers in
Focus. University of Oslo.

Acholonu, R. (2011). Mass media and cultural imperialism: the African
experience. Godfrey Okoye University.

Arowolo, S.0. (2017). Understanding Framing Theory.
DOI:10.13140/RG.2.2.25800.52482

Bent, N. B. (2018).Overview of the Ethiopian Media Landscape.

Bhuiyan, S. I., (2011) Social Media and Its Effectiveness in the Political Reform
Movement in Egypt, Middle East Media Educator, 1(1), 14-20.

Chekol, M.A. (2018). An Investigation of Ethiopian Journalists’ Ethical Practices
with Respect to Their Own Editorial Policies: Broadcast Media Journalists in
Focus. Online Journal of Communication and Media Technologies, 8(1). 1-
25. https://doi.org/10.29333/0jcmt/2360

Comstock, G. A., & Scharrer, E. (2008).The Psychology of Media and Politics.
Paris: Elsevier.

Curran, J. 2000. “Rethinking Media and Democracy. In Mass Media and Society.

Coronel, S. (2010).The role of the Media in Deepening Democracy AUDC, 6(2).
31-52

Mumo, M. (2019).https://cpj.org/reports/

Cronau, P. (1995). Self-censorship: the most insidious gag. Pacific Journalism
Review, 2(1), 11-15.

Cropley, A. J. (2019). Qualitative research methods: A practice-oriented
introduction for students of psychology and education. doi:
10.13140/RG.2.1.3095.6888

Davis, A. (2007). Investigating journalist influences on political issue agendas at
Westminster. Political Communication, 24. 181-199.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584600701313033

Denhart, R. B., Denhart, J. V. & Balanc, T. (2013). Public Administration: An
Action
Orientation. Wadsworth Publishing.

Dibu, W. & Ahadu, E. (2020). Post 2018 political reforms in Ethiopia: its
achievements and challenges. 11(1).439-451.

Easton, D. (1974b). the Political System: An Inquiry into the State of Political
Science. Routledge.

147


http://dx.doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.25800.52482
https://doi.org/10.29333/ojcmt/2360
https://cpj.org/reports/

Ethiop.j.lang.cult.commun., 9(2), Dec. 2024 Buzayehu & Mekonnen

Entman, R. M. (2007). Framing bias: Media in the distribution of power. Journal
of Communication, 57, 163-173. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-
2466.2006.00336.x

Esser, F. (2013).Mediatization as a challenge: media logic versus political logic.
In H. Kriesi, D. Bochsler, J. Matthes, S. Lavenex, M. Bihlmann& F. Esser
(Eds.), Democracy in the Age of Globalization and Mediatization (pp. 155-
176). Palgrave Macmillan

European Institute of Peace. (2021). Fake news misinformation and hate speech
in Ethiopia: A vulnerability assessment.

Ewunetie, D. (2019). Comparative Analysis of Press Freedom Practice before
and after the “Reform”: Case Study on Addis Zemen
Newspaper. http://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/18840

Fairhurst, G. & Sarrt, R. (1996).The art of Framing. Jossey-Bass.

Federal Negarit Gazette of the federal democratic republic of Ethiopia, 23th
March, 2020

Fekede, A. (2019). The Role of Social Media in the Ongoing Political Reform
Process in African; the Case of
Ethiopia. http://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/24537

Graber, D. (2005). Political communication faces the 21st century. Journal of
Communication 55. 479-507.

Gunther, R. & Mughan, A. (2000).Democracy and the Media. Cambridge
University Press.

Habermas, J. (1989). The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere.

Hallin, D. & Mancini, P. (2004).Comparing Media Systems. Cambridge
University Press.

Hayes, A. F., Glynn, C. J., & Shanahan, J. (2005). Willingness to Self-Censor: A
Construct and Measurement Tool for Public Opinion Research. International
Journal of Public Opinion Research, 299-323.

Infante, D., Rancer, A., & Womack, D. (1997). Building communication theory
(3rd ed.). Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland.

Initiative Africa (2019) Gender Audit of Ethiopian Broadcast Media Houses
Conducted.

John, H., Richard, K., & Mark, R. (1993). Will Political Reform Bring About
Improved Economic Management in Sub-Saharan Africa? dsbulletin, 24(1).

Kabashi, S. (2004). The Role of Public Opinion in Political Life. Prizren.

Kasoma, F. P., (1997).The independent press and politics in Africa. International
Communication Gazette, 59(4): 295-310.

King, G., Jennifer, P., & Margaret, E., R. (2013). “How Censorship in China
Allows Government Criticism but Silences Collective Expression.” American
Political Science Review, 107 (2). 326-343.

Konvitz, M. R. (2003). Religion, speech, press, assembly: Fundamental liberties
of a free people. Transaction Publishers.

Kruger, F. (2004). Black, White and Gray, Ethics in South African Journalism.

148


http://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/18840
http://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/24537

Ethiop.j.lang.cult.commun., 9(2), Dec. 2024 Journalism Practice

Light, J. (2017). How media consolidation threatens democracy: 857 channels
(and nothing on). https://billmoyers.com/story/

Littlejohn, S.,and Foss, K. A., (2009).Encyclopedia of communication theory.
Sage.

Livingstone, S., & Lunt, P. (1994).The mass media, democracy and the public
sphere. In Talk on Television: Audience participation and public debate (9-
35). Routledge.

Malaolu, P. O. (2012). Media representation and democracy in Africa: ‘Why
there are no skyscrapers in Nigeria’ — A critical analysis of UK news media’s
representation of Nigeria’s democracy, 1997-2007. University of Sterling.

Magalhdes, S.1I., Cerqueira, C. & Bernardo, M. (2012) 'Media and the
permeability of Public Sphere to Gender' in Nunes da Costa, M. Democracia,
Mass Media e EsferaPublica. Democracy, Mass Media and Public Sphere,
Vila Nova de Famalicdo: Edi¢cdesHUmus, pp. 35-52.

Marc, C.S. (2014).Challenging Media Landscapes Confernce: Mediacity.

MacDonald, S. and Headlam, N. (2015). Research Methods Handbook -
Introductory guide to research methods for social research. Centre for Local
Economy Strategies. http://www.saaiks.net/

Marko, A., Juha, K., & Esa, V. (2014). Strong and Weak Forms of Mediatization
Theory A Critical Review. Nordicom Review, 35. 111-123

Matsaganis, M. D., & Payne, J.G. (2005).Agenda setting in a Culture of Fear.
The Lasting Effects of September 11 on American Politics and Journalism.
American Behavioral Scientist, 49(3), 379-392.

McQuail, D. (2005). Mass Communication Theory. Sage Publications.

McQuail, D & Deuze, M. (2020). McQuail’s Media and Mass Communication
Theory. https://uk.sagepub.com/

Menychle, M. A. (2019).The Relations between the Media and Political System
in Ethiopia’s Revolutionary Democracy from May 1991-April 2018. ERJSSH.
6(2).22-39.

Meshesha, M. (2014). Media and Politics in Ethiopia: A Critical Analysis. Ethiopian Journal
of Social and Language Studies. 1(2), 74-95.

Meyer, T. (2002). Media Democracy: How the Media Colonize Politics. Polity.

Mulatu, A. M. (December 2019).Rapid Assessment of Ethiopian Media during
the Transition Period.

Negesse, G. (2019). Print Media and the Political Reform in Ethiopia, Journal of
social science research, 14. 2321-1091 Bahir Dar University Institute of
Technology DOI: https://doi.org/10.24297/jssr.v14i0.8466

Ogola, G. O. (2015). African journalism: A journey of failures and triumphs.
African Journalism Studies, 36(1), 93-102.
https://doi.org/10.1080/23743670.2015.1008175

Pandey, P. & Mishra, M. (2015).Research Methodology: tools and techniques.
Bridge Center.

Pate, U. A. (2018, Sept. 7). Fake news, hate speech and Nigeria’s democratic
sustenance. PowerPoint slides of a presentation at a colloquium to mark the

149


https://billmoyers.com/story/
http://www.saaiks.net/
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/author/denis-mcquail
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/author/deuze-mark
https://uk.sagepub.com/
https://doi.org/10.24297/jssr.v14i0.8466
https://doi.org/10.1080/23743670.2015.1008175

Ethiop.j.lang.cult.commun., 9(2), Dec. 2024 Buzayehu & Mekonnen

Press Week of the Nigerian Union of Journalists, Plateau State Chapter, Jos,
pp. 6-7, 9-10, 13.

Prathipati, S., Samana, V. K., and Kidav, J. U. (2015). Manchester Code
Generator with PT logic running at 4GHz for DSRC applications. 2015
International Conference on Control Communication &amp; Computing India
https://doi.org/10.1109/iccc.2015.7432960

Price, M. (2002). The Enabling Environment for Free and Independent Media:
Contribution to Transparent and Accountable Governance. USAID Office of
Democracy and Governance Occasional Papers Series

Rogers, E.M., & Dearing, J.W. (1988). Agenda-setting research: Where has it
been, where is it going? Communication Yearbook, 11, 555-594.

Seifu, G. (2018). Self-regulation of the private press in Ethiopia: prospects and
challenges. http://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/4610

Shoemaker, P. J. & Vos, T. (2009).Gatekeeping theory. Routledge.

Skjerdal, T. S. (2012). The three alternative journalisms of Africa. International
Communication Gazette. 74(7). https://doi.org/10.1177/1748048512458

Skjerdal, T. S. (2010). How reliable are journalists in exile? British Journalism
Review, 21(3), 46-51. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956474810383773

Skjerdal, T. & Moges, M. A. (2020).The ethnicification of the Ethiopian media.
A research report. Fojo Media Institute and International Media Support.

Skjerdal, T. S., & Ngugi, C. M. (2007). Institutional and governmental
challenges for journalism education in East Africa. Ecquid Novi: African
Journalism Studies, 28(1-2), 176-190.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02560054.2007.9653365

Soroka, S. & McAdams, S. (2015). News, politics, and negativity. Political
Communication, 32, 1-22.

Strombaéck, J. (2008). “Four Phases of Mediatization: An Analysis of the
Mediatization of
Politics.” International Journal of Press/Politics. 13 (3): 228-246.
d0i:10.1177/1940161208319097.

Strémback, J. (2005). In search of a standard: Four models of democracy and
their normative implications for journalism. Journalism Studies, 6(3), 331345.

Tettey, W.J. (2001). The Media and Demaocratization in Africa: Contributions,
Constraints and Concerns of the Private Press. Media, Culture & Society, 3(1),
5-31.

Van, A., Peter, K., Brants, P., Van, P. Claes, D. V., Michiel, N., & Arjen, V. D.
(2008). The fourth estate as super power? An empirical study on perceptions
of media power in Belgium and the Netherlands. Journalism Studies 9: 494—
511.

Voltmer, K. (2006). “The Mass Media and the Dynamics of Political
Communication in Processes of Democratization.”In Mass Media and
Political Communication in New Democracies, edited by K. VVoltmer, 1-20.
Routledge.

150


https://doi.org/10.1109/iccc.2015.7432960
http://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/4610
https://doi.org/10.1177/1748048512458559
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956474810383773
https://doi.org/10.1080/02560054.2007.9653365

Ethiop.j.lang.cult.commun., 9(2), Dec. 2024 Journalism Practice

Wang, S. (2019). Analysis on the Art Skills of Editing Radio and TV News in the
Era of Financial Media. Insight - News Media.2 (1).22-25.
doi:10.18282/inm.v2i1.317

Weaver, D. H., Willnat, L. (2012). The Global Journalist in the 21st Century.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003070740

Wimmer, J., Wallner, C., Winter, R., & Oelsner, K. (2016). Misunderstanding
Political Participation: Digital Practices, New Forms of Participation and the
Renewal of Democracy. Routledge.

Wiseman, J. (2019). Troubled transition: cracks appear in Ethiopia’s media
reform project. https://ipi.media/

151


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003070740

