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Over the years, U.S. media coverage of Africa has been excoriated for a 
dearth of news stories about the continent and for the impression that such 
reportage as does take place too often emphasizes negative news. But the 
media (although obviously playing a pivotal role in influencing U.S. 
perceptions of the rest of the world, including Africa) do not deserve all the 
blame for U.S. pessimism regarding the continent. Other constituencies
including governmental, academic, ethnic, and developmental groups-also 
influence U.S. views of Africa. Another factor is "channel surfing" on the 
part of American news consumers; when faced with yet another civil unrest 
or starvation story, many Americans soon want to go ori to something else. 
In this connection, Cable News Network (CNN) world affairs correspondent 
Ralph Begleiter describes the network's goal as "opening windows for 
Americans" and compares CNN coverage to a stage light: "During a crisis, 
CNN is there with an intense light for a short period of time . . . saturating 
the viewer with not only the issue but with the culture and ethnicity factors ; 
then the network is off to another issue ." 

A recent Washington Post/Kaiser Foundation poll concluded that most 
Americans generally continue to favor active U.S . involvement abroad, but 
fewer than one in five U.S. citizens cite a specific foreign-affairs issue as a 
top national concern. To date , there is no comprehensive survey of U.S. 
attitudes concerning Africa or about Africa reportage in the U.S. media. 
This issue of CSIS Africa Notes is therefore based on the perceptions of 
approximately 20 professionals from a variety of spheres, including 
academia, media, business , and nongovernmental organizations. Their 
observations, together with our own , have been merged with the findings of 
previous Nieman Foundation/ African-American Institute participants and 
Freedom Forum Media Studies Center experts to provide an analysis of U.S. 
coverage of Africa. 

Why Cover Africa? 
Africa has experienced momentous changes in recent years. Since 1990, 
dozens of African countries have turned to the ballot box in multiparty 
elections. Since 1994, sub-Saharan Africa has exported $65 billion in 
merchandise to the rest of the world and imported $71 billion. U.S. sales to 



2/ CSIS AFRICA NOTES 

sub-Saharan Africa during the period totaled $4.4 billion, 
for a market share of just over 6 percent. For the United 
States, this market has lots of room to grow. 

Despite these encouraging developments, front-page 
international news of Africa is presented through a 
triangular prism of coups, crises, and carnage. This 
prism affects decisions by policymakers, development 
agencies, and businesses. At the same time, the absence 
of comprehensive information, including coverage of 
incremental successes, becomes a serious impediment for 
those working on Africa-related issues. 

Balanced, comprehensive media coverage is essential 
to dispel the myth that Africa offers little in economic 
terms and to alert investors to the existence of a huge 
potential market. At a recent Houston conference 
concerning trade and investment in Africa, Ambassador 
David C. Miller Jr., president of the Corporate Council 
on Africa, said: "The growth of jobs and new enterprises 
in Africa will form the foundation for Africa's economic 
development. In simple terms, the Council believes that 
profitable U.S. commercial involvement in Africa will 
create jobs and begin the cycle of building an African 
market of approximately 600 million people. U.S . 
Department of Commerce statistics reveal that the U.S. 
trade with sub-Saharan Africa is already 22 percent 
larger than our trade with the states of the former Soviet 
Union." 

Factors Affecting Africa Coverage 
The Economic Squeeze. News from Africa 

"competes" directly in the U.S. media with news from 
the rest of the world for an average of 9 to 10 columns 
per day of foreign news space in major newspapers and 
22 minutes of major network nightly television news 
programming. This built-in scarcity of media space is 
exacerbated by the increased budget stringencies facing 
print and broadcast news organizations: 

• Some 3,100 newsroom jobs-over 5 percent of the 
journalistic labor force--have been eliminated in the 
United States over the past six years. In this cost- and 
staff-cutting atmosphere, topics of relatively low interest 
to readers-such as international news-often do not 
retain their position on an editor's list of priorities. 

• Because of downsizing, journalists often "parachute 
in" from London or Paris for a few days to cover a crisis, 
without the depth and understanding available to a locally 
based correspondent with years of on-the-ground 
experience. In the words of one journalist, Africa is 
usually treated as a smoldering fire. Only V/hen a flare-up 
occurs does a journalist arrive, take a "snapshot," and fly 
out. (Africa coverage may benefit, however, from a 
recent tendency on the part of the three major broadcast 
television networks to follow the lead of CNN, which 
currently has 29 affiliate broadcasters on the African 
continent, as well as 56 hotel affiliates. In addition, 
CNN's World Report provides a forum for reporters 
from over 30 African countries. As these affiliates 
develop, so will CNN'S ability to report Africa news in 
depth.) 

• Even the limited space currently devoted to foreign 
news is at risk. News is increasingly packaged in the 
shortest, most colorful way possible, making newspapers 
more like television headline services with shorter stories 
and more pictures. Articles relating to Africa, which 
often involve complicated themes and events that 
demand extensive background information and analysis, 
are in peril in the emerging "news brief" environment. A 
case in point is the loss of the Los Angeles Times 
"Weekly World Report," where space was dedicated to 
articles containing extensive background information. 

• The number of U.S. foreign correspondents 
employed by major newspapers has dropped from the all
time high of the mid-1980s. The New York Times and 
the Washington Post, for example, each have only two 
journalists assigned to cover the entire African continent, 
while other news organizations are closing their offices 
altogether and putting local employees on retainers in 
case a story is needed. Gone are the days of the 
legendary foreign correspondent who spent a lifetime in 
Africa and knew his or her beat intimately. Today, 
correspondents are routinely assigned to one of two 
hubs-Nairobi or Johannesburg, and occasionally 
Abidjan-for as little as three years. Unfortunately, due 
to the size of their assigned territories, only major stories 
or countries in crisis are covered. 

• Travel difficulties are obvious deterrents to 
comprehensive coverage. For example, the quickest 
route from Nairobi to Dakar is via Paris rather than 
directly across the continent. 

• Another impediment is the lack of reliable telephone 
systems and computer and satellite links. These 
problems can be overcome, as evidenced by the coverage 
from Somalia and Rwanda during the height of those 
humanitarian crises. The cost factor, however, remains 
prohibitive with regard to ongoing coverage from remote, 
undeveloped locations. 
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• South Africa, which has received comprehensive, in
depth, and sustained coverage over the past 20 years, is 
an exceptional case. Jerelyn Eddings, a U.S. News & 
World Report senior writer, says that "the late 1980s 
were great in terms of information on South Africa. 
There were so many people covering the elections that if 
they learned of a story outside of South Africa, they had 
the staff to cover it." 

• The number of U.S. magazines focusing on Africa 
grows ever smaller, with many publications closing or 
reorganizing during the last few years. One bright spot is 
Reed Kramer's pioneering specialty magazine Africa 
News, which has been transformed from a hard-copy to 
an Internet-based on-line news service (World Wide Web 
URL address http:/ /www.afnews.org/ans). 

Following the White House Pack. American 
media coverage of Africa tends to follow the U.S., and 
sometimes the UN, flag. The media often take as a cue 
the level of official U.S. involvement. When U.S. 
commitment is cut back, editors frequently interpret this 
action as a sign of reduced policy interest; coverage 
consequently declines. 

Journalists know that Vice President AI Gore, National 
Security Adviser Anthony Lake, U.S. Ambassador to the 
UN Madeleine Albright, the late Secretary of Commerce 
Ronald Brown, Secretary of Energy Hazel O'Leary, 
USAID Administrator Brian Atwood, and a number of 
assistant secretaries of state have traveled extensively in 
Africa; they say that still isn't enough. Until either 
President Clinton or Secretary of State Warren 
Christopher travels to the continent, they argue, Africa 
will remain on the margins of the foreign policy-and 
therefore the media-agenda. 

High-ranking U.S. government officials should 
continue to make themselves available to journalists to 
encourage an interest in Africa. Unfortunately, even 
when offered background briefings or on-the-record 
interviews, U.S. media organizations-driven by the 
competing stories of the day-may skip the opportunity. 
Nevertheless, officials need to keep in mind that decision 
makers can directly influence the quality of coverage. 
Gus Constantine of the Washington Times notes that 
U.S. administrations, whether Democratic or Republican, 
seem to have difficulty in explaining U.S. interests in 
Africa in terms of a coherent conceptual framework. He 
believes that many American journalists consequently find 
themselves "groping in a vacuum" in attempting to come 
to grips with the issues: "[T]he U.S. media seem at a loss 
to make sense of the continent. In contrast, the French, 
British, and Belgian governments do not have a problem 
explaining their position on events in Africa. As a result, 
the press knows exactly where they stand." 

Public and Journalistic Attitudes. Africa is often 
perceived by Americans as a monolithic entity rather than 
the second-largest continent, with more than 10 percent 
of the world's population and a fifth of its land area. This 
oversimplification fails to convey the vibrancy and 
diversity of sub-Saharan Africa's nearly 600 million 
people. Just as there cannot be a generic foreign policy 
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Somalia 1992: A Media Case Study 

Somalia in 1992 offered a rare example of a human 
disaster that was both physically accessible and, at 
least ostensibly, simple to understand. Getting to 
Somalia was never difficult. Nairobi's Wilson Airport 
is home to dozens of air charter companies whose 
main business is wildlife tourism. They made 
themselves available as well to visiting journalists for 
charter service to Somalia. A scheduled 
international flight from Europe to Nairobi, a 
comfortable room at the Hilton or Safari Hotel, and 
the next day a journalist could be on his way to 
Mogadishu. There, a host of Western relief groups 
were more than willing (especially in the early days) 
to provide journalists with information, introductions 
to English-speaking Somalis, and even room and 
board, in the hope of publicizing their own 
organizations' efforts. 

The visual imagery in Somalia during the worst 
part of the famine was acute and terrible; it was also 
concentrated in a relatively small area. Unlike 
southern Sudan, where one might have to travel for 
days to find a population center in the throes of 
famine, Mogadishu confronted visitors with it from 
the moment of arrival. On even the briefest of visits, 
camera operators and photographers could be 
assured of finding skeletal children, heavily armed 
"technicals," and buildings that had been reduced to 
rubble. Though grisly, these practical considerations 
weigh heavily on television news producers with 
limited travel budgets and concerns about audience 
share. 

Although many journalists have made 
commendable efforts to understand and convey the 
complex historical and societal dynamics underlying 
the Somali conflict, it was also possible to limit one's 
reporting to a "Children Starving as Warlords Block 
Relief Effort" type of story. Consequently, diverse 
publications with wide circulations (e.g., London's 
Daily Mirror and the Japanese edition of Playboy) 
sent reporters to Somalia in 1992. 

- Excerpted from "Some Observations on Somalia's Past 
and Future" by Thomas J. Callahan, 
CSIS Africa Notes no. 158, March 1994 

toward Africa, there cannot be a single description of 
Africa that encompasses the enormous political and 
cultural heterogeneity of the sub-Saharan region's nearly 
50 countries. 

The African kaleidoscope is so overwhelming that some 
journalists seem tempted to abandon the challenge of 
mastering the continent's complexities. They sometimes fall 
prey to "media fatigue" when reporting on issues that are 
often repetitive and require long-term solutions. 
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Witness Angola, where decades-long warfare has 
claimed some half-million lives (relative to a 1992 
population of some 10.6 million) and displaced millions 
of people. (See "Angola's Elusive Peace" by John 
Prendergast and David R. Smock, CS/S Africa Notes 
no. 182, March 1996.) Various reasons are offered for 
the relatively limited media coverage of Angola's plight. 
The lack of public concern about Angola, coupled with 
distance and cost factors, has given the media little 
incentive to cover the conflict. Jerelyn Eddings of U.S. 
News & World Report , reflecting on her time in 
southern Africa, says that during the Reagan years, 
"Jonas Savimbi was Africa's poster boy [for the United 
States] . When the war resumed after Savimbi refused to 
accept the election results, Savimbi fell out of favor with 
the administration and interest dropped off." Even 
though there has been occasional radio and print 
coverage, the absence of video images means that 
Angola no longer pierces the consciousness of the 
U.S. public. 

Some analysts contend that racial considerations 
influence decisions relating to coverage of Africa. New 
York Times columnist Anthony Lewis said it best in 
1990: "American attitudes toward Africa include a 
certain condescension, not untouched by racism. But 
Americans can also be concerned, as we showed when 
public feeling aroused Congress to override President 
Reagan's veto of the South African sanctions legislation." 

In April 1996, Assistant Secretary of State for African 
Affairs George Moose noted another example of 
American humanitarian zeal. After the Rwanda tragedy 
two years ago, his office was flooded with calls for 
increased U.S. involvement, not withdrawal. This 
sentiment was echoed in opinion polls. 

In times of humanitarian crisis, be it ethnic conflict in 
Bosnia, an earthquake in Japan, or famines in Ethiopia 
and Somalia, Americans often discard any desire for 
isolation and become activists. Any resulting 
interventions generate extensive media coverage, 
especially when the United States is directly involved. 
(On the other hand, the fact that no U.S. troops are in 
Angola helps discourage media coverage of that country, 
even though the current UN force in Angola-totaling 
6,600-is the largest UN peacekeeping force in the 
world.) 

It is not only what is covered in Africa that is of 
concern to many, but also how it is covered. As noted 
earlier, the cultural complexity of African issues 
sometimes drives journalists to oversimplification. The 
most frequently cited example is the use of the culturally 
loaded word "tribe." To many Westerners, "tribe" 
conjures up images of naked people throwing spears. 
Reed Kramer, an established Africa-focused journalist for 
23 years, follows up by stating that "Conflicts in Africa 
are invariably interpreted as tribal wars, whereas 
elsewhere in the world (Bosnia, for example) they are 
defined as ethnically based-never tribally based." Some 
African politicians assert that the notion of tribal strife is 
used all too often as an easy scapegoat by leaders 

pursuing political gains. Foreign journalists who are not 
familiar with the local language and culture, or who are in 
need of a descriptive shortcut, may fall into the trap of 
seeing all political problems as being "tribal" in nature. 

Is the glass half full or half empty for Africa? 
Journalists disagree on how to interpret the problems 
confronting the continent. In the op-ed pages of the 
March 26 Washington Post, Allister Sparks (a South 
African journalist who has written extensively for U.S. 
publications) distanced himself from Robert Kaplan's 
description of West Africa as "the symbol of worldwide 
demographic, environmental, and societal stress." 
Looking at Sierra Leone (one of Kaplan's examples in 
his February 1994 Atlantic Monthly doom and gloom 
article, 'The Coming Anarchy"), Sparks offered what he 
considers a more realistic assessment of that country in 
the wake of its recent elections, arguing that "Instead of 
seeing Sierra Leone as the rotten core of West Africa, 
[the United States] should now identify it as a pinpoint of 
light. . . . " Reed Kramer has noted that when there is a 
success on the democracy front, "there is an element of 
surprise and how exceptional [that] it happened in 
Africa .. .. " 

Africa's glass gets further emptied by gratuitous 
negative images in the press. Consider, for example, the 
photo of a gun-toting Liberian child that appeared on the 
front page of the April 17 New York Times without an 
adjacent story. How many people bothered to read the 
article on page 8, which incidentally carried no reference 
or explanation concerning this "young fighter" on the 
front page? 

What Could Be Done 
Media downsizing and the perception of minimal U.S. 
policy involvement in Africa, together with the general 
public's skepticism regarding foreign engagement, have 
all contributed to a diminishing media interest in Africa. 
Obviously, humanitarian crises such as Rwanda and 
Somalia, as well as the momentous political changes in 
South Africa, commanded exceptional media attention. 
Nevertheless, Africa in general warrants more caring 
coverage. Toward this end, we offer the following 
suggestions: 

• African governments should take responsibility for 
their actions. The media should not be criticized for 
honest reporting of social and political troubles. 
Crackdowns on the local press and the shunning of 
international press coverage only inflame negative 
perceptions and thereby inhibit the development of badly 
needed trade and investment links with the rest of the 
world. Indeed, the continent's governments should go 
out of their way to promote transparency, provide easy 
access, expedite visas, nurture technological capabilities 
for the transmission of news and information, and so 
forth. 

• African ambassadors need to take a more proactive 
stance in promoting not only their own country but the 
great diversity and wealth of the continent. They need to 
cultivate media representatives, make themselves 



available for interviews and background sessions, and 
answer questions in a candid and open way. An 
encouraging note is the current Africare/Ford Foundation 
Africa Diplomatic Outreach Program. Perhaps sessions 
on working effectively within the U.S. public affairs 
environment could be scheduled. 

• More consideration should be given by members of 
the media to covering trends, themes, and topics not only 
continentwide but also from a regional perspective to find 
possible commonality. In March 1996, Council on 
Foreign Relations Africa Fellow Salih Booker 
recommended that the media look at Africa through 
focus countries or through countries grouped together by 
economic, political, or environmental criteria. Two 
recent positive examples of contextual reporting on 
Africa are {1) the April 27 edition of the Washington 
Post's "What on Earth," a weekly map of "trends, people 
and events around the world," which depicted refugee 
flows in Africa and {2) the Washington Times's April 25 
"Regional Briefing," which focused on the role of radio 
across the continent. 

• The U.S. media should be encouraged to work with 
African journalists based in the United States. A mutual 
information exchange program exposing African 
journalists to our standards and practices might pay off 
handsomely in terms of future contacts and access. The 
idea of "twinning" U.S. and African journalists to develop 
American familiarity with Africa as well as African 
knowledge of U.S. media practices should be pursued. 
As for stimulating American interest in African issues and 
in particular creating a future generation of Africa
oriented journalists, we want to emphasize that early 
professional development creates a lifelong interest in 
Africa that will benefit both the continent and U.S. 
coverage. For example, one veteran foreign 
correspondent reflected that his long-standing focus on 
Africa was born out of a Ford Foundation Area Training 
Fellowship he received as a young journalist, which 
included a posting in Africa. 

• A side issue often mentioned by both journalists and 
experts on Africa is the question of whether a generalist 
is a better candidate for an assignment in Africa than an 
Africanist. The personality and background of someone 
who is sent on a foreign assignment will have obvious 
implications for the coverage that will be produced. We 
realize that each reporting or media outlet will make such 
selections based on individual merit. Our purpose in 
bringing up the matter is to highlight the importance of 
preparing journalists for assignments. 

• Although it is not for us to suggest particular news 
themes, we want to stress the importance of establishing 
a framework or point of approach for stories on Africa. 
Public attention is often drawn to a given country by way 
of one or more interesting personalities. Other than the 
focus on South Africa's President Nelson Mandela, there 
is too little personality-driven press coverage of the 
continent. Africa's power lies in its people, but human 
interest stories are often ignored. We have in mind such 
examples as the delegation of African women who 
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attended the UN-sponsored Fourth World Conference on 
Women held in Beijing in 1995 or the hundreds of 
people who lined up for hours in Kampala, Uganda to 
take a friend to be tested for AIDS. 

• No discussion of U.S. media coverage of Africa 
would be complete without mention of the need for 
constituency-building. There exists a potential diverse 
constituency for African issues that stretches beyond the 
African-American community to former Peace Corps 
volunteers, churches, internationally oriented businesses, 
and some institutions. These interest groups seek news 
about Africa for a variety of personal and professional 
reasons. We offer three examples: 

Until three years ago, the business community 
dealt with African issues on an individual basis. 
There was no organized business constituency 
focusing on the continent. The Corporate 
Council on Africa has taken on this role and 
enlisted approximately 90 U.S. companies. 
Trade missions and forums to host visiting 
African officials have proven beneficial. A trade 
mission to Ethiopia and Eritrea is scheduled for 
early May 1996. 

The Constituency for Africa seeks, as one of its 
goals, to improve the image and media treatment 
of Africa in the United States. This group has 
created a media task force that plans to obtain 
Africa news for distribution in the United States 
to encourage more balanced coverage of the 
continent. 

The African Correspondents Association {ACA) 
and the Freedom Forum now host a monthly 
Newsmaker Breakfast series. This cooperative 
effort raises the profile of the people who report 
on the continent and offers African officials and 
U.S. government representatives a place to 
address the media of both continents. The 
organizations welcome anyone interested in 
Africa. 

• We suggest that thought be given to establishing a 
roundtable discussion for budding American journalists 
and exposing them to African issues. Organizations such 
as the ACA might consider becoming the catalyst for 
such a venture. ACA members might establish 
partnerships with young journalists across the United 
States. These partnerships could also stretch toward 
Africa by teaming an American journalist with an African 
counterpart. With approximately 50,000 news 
employees in the United States, a 1 percent participation 
rate by American journalists could create a solid start to a 
mutual education and awareness program that would 
ultimately benefit not only the standard of journalism 
within Africa but also the quality of reporting on Africa 
within the United States. 
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In Sum 
The objective of this briefing paper is neither to condemn 
the U.S. media nor to create a set of artificial solutions. 
We offer this material for ongoing debate. Our ending 
question remains: "Is the glass half full or half empty?" 
For Africa's sake, we hope it will be half full. 
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