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ameroon is a country of contradictions.
Beautiful but dirty. Rich in resources but poor in
wealth. Its people are intelligent but underedu-
cated. They are warm and kind but steeped in
corruption and violence. And its journalism is a
reflection of it all. Along with normal challenges

of competing for stories, meeting deadlines and selling products,
Cameroon’s media face obstacles that logically ought to put them
out of business. Advertising is a concept that remains largely
unexplored. Consequently, few newspapers and broadcast sta-
tions are profitable. Many do not even pay their staff.

With an educational system that lags behind norms of the
developed world, Cameroon produces young adults who are less lit-
erate, less interested in reading (and buying) newspapers, and less
able to communicate effectively in the written and spoken word.

News media reflect all of this. Stories are often sensational,
unattributed and poorly written, with abundant misspellings and
poor grammar.

Most Cameroonian journalists compose their stories long-
hand, before taking them to an Internet café, typing them under
pay-per-minute pressure and then e-mailing them to the head
office or downloading to a flash drive. Office computers, even
typewriters, are rare.

Correspondents for The Post, a leading English-language bi-
weekly based in Buea, in the Southwest Province, e-mail their
stories from cafés in Yaoundé, Douala or a half-dozen other
towns scattered across a country about the size of California.
Editors, using non-Internet-connected computer terminals,
process and lay out the stories, write headlines and cutlines, save
it all to memory sticks and send the package in the hands of an
editor to Cameroon’s single major printing press in Douala.

“We are at issue number 715,” says editor-in-chief Charly Ndi
Chia, who launched The Post in 1997. “That means this guy [courier]
has been to Douala 715 times. Sometimes [the couriers] get beaten.
They are eaten by mosquitoes standing in line for the press.” 

The printing house, Maison Catholique de la Communication
(MACACOS), is owned by the Roman Catholic Church. Virtually every
major newspaper is printed there, taking turns at the press according
to frequency of publication or simply according to who gets there first.

A traffic jam or weather delay can mean couriers spend the
night waiting their turns, sprawled on chairs in a smoke-filled
waiting area outside the pressroom. Their papers, if printed late,
might not make it to the kiosks for two or three days.

But it will take more than additional printing presses to pro-
pel Cameroonian journalism into profitability. The media must
offer something worth buying, and must function more like
businesses and less like outlets for political braying. Of more
than 20 titles offered in kiosks, only a few can be considered
serious publications. Some appear like desert flowers, flashing
onto the horizon following a shower of political or individual
cash patronage, and disappearing when the backing dries up.

Some newspapers have a good start. The French-language inde-
pendent dailies Mutations, Le Messager and La Nouvelle Expression
are respected, have some Internet capability, and cover a broad
range of topics — although heavily tilted toward partisan politics.
English-language papers including The Post, The Herald and The
Star Headlines, publishing less regularly and with fewer resources,
are nevertheless striving to improve. The government-owned, bi-
lingual, three-color Cameroon-Tribune is the fattest of Cameroon’s
news media, with 36 pages. Nourished by official advertising, it
is the most widely circulated among the country’s papers. 

But selling at the equivalent of 60 U.S. cents, newspapers cost
too much for most Cameroonians. Despite the country’s rich
resources — oil, timber, coffee, bananas, rubber, palm oil, gas
and cocoa — about half its 16 million citizens live below the
poverty line. Choosing to buy a newspaper can mean opting to
forego dinner or medicine. 

“We have a problem with readership,” said Pegue Manga Fidelis,
desk editor at The Post. “Poverty is gnawing deep. It’s not that
people don’t want to read. They don’t want to buy.” When a paper
does sell, it is passed around and ultimately read by 15 or 20 people.

Greasing Wheels and Palms
Corruption is the lubricant that gets things done in Cameroon, a
country rated at 2.2 (on a scale from zero, or highly corrupt, to
ten, or clean) on Transparency International’s (TI) 2005 corrup-
tion perception index. 

As I arrived in Yaoundé in September 2005, columnists were
commenting wryly that it was too bad the country had just lost
last place on TI’s most corrupt countries list, along with its
chances for taking a first place in World Cup soccer. You can’t
win them all, they shrugged.

Bribes, threats and violence supersede laws and logic in
achieving goals as basic as traveling from one town to another.
Police routinely stop cars, buses and taxis to demand money on
threat of delaying the trip for hours to “check documents.”
Banditry and armed robbery are so common that many people
simply do not travel at night. Unfinished buildings dot the land-
scape, ghostly reminders of deals gone bad, debts and contracts
unfulfilled. Government officials decry corruption in public
speeches while handing out franc-fattened envelopes to reporters
covering them.

“Corruption is stinking,” said Innocent Timbong, a veteran
journalist. “There is hardly an office where it does not exist.
Everybody is guilty, so no one can take action against the other …
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If you prosecuted corruption you would not find a single civil ser-
vant out of jail.”

Reporters struggle with a dawning awareness that such prac-
tices are wrong while trying to support their families on small or
even non-existent salaries. “Our take-home pay is not even
enough to take us home,” Ndi Chia notes sarcastically. “Corrupt
journalists are the product of a corrupt society.”

At a convocation of 200 journalism students at the
University of Buea, one future journalist asked if accepting a “gift
of appreciation” after writing an article was acceptable. After all,
he commented, there would be no possibility of influencing the
story after the fact. When I replied that it was still unacceptable
the auditorium burst into laughter, as if my response were absurd.

In accepting bribes and payoffs, journalists themselves perpet-
uate corruption, and they have a term for it: gombo. The word is
French for okra, a slippery plant that sticks to your fingers.

Celestin Lingo, president of the Union of Cameroon Journalists,
decried corruption in the media in a widely circulated essay, “La Charte
du Gombo.” It charges that government-owned television “functions
on gombo at all levels. It is the ‘tiger in our engine,’ ” he wrote.

A state television reporter in the Northwest Province com-
plained that when she took the initiative to cover an event and
then reported back to the studio with her story, her editor
demanded 5,000 francs (U.S. $10) from her to run it, having
assumed she was paid to do the coverage.

Ndi Chia says he can smell purchased stories, and won’t use
them. “I call the reporter and say, ‘I need balance.’ I keep the
story aside, and you’ll be faced by the person who paid you.”

But desk editor Pegue Manga Fidelis says reality often out-
weighs principle. “When a man is hungry and you tell him about
balancing a story, he will listen to you and go back to just what
he was doing. I don’t think a hungry man is interested in theo-
ries. He wants to get out of poverty and misery.”

It Starts At theTop
Cameroon’s president, Paul Biya, has been in office since 1982,
re-installed in elections allegedly marred by voter bribes, manip-
ulation of voter registrations, intimidation and thuggery. At the
same time, Cameroon has enjoyed relative peace, and its three
growing seasons ensure a plentiful food supply. Tight control on the
media through most of the Biya regime also helped mute complaints.

Some of the most notorious incidents of press repression
occurred in the 1990s, when arrests of one of Cameroon’s best
known publishers, Pius Njawe of Le Messager, drew international
outrage. Njawe spent ten months in Douala’s squalid Bell Central
Prison, charged with “spreading false information” after his
paper noted President Biya’s disappearance from the 1997 final
Cameroon Cup soccer match and asked, “Is President Biya Sick?”

Today the press is freer and bolder. While government offi-
cials spouted sycophantic congratulations on November 6, 2005,
the 23rd anniversary of Biya’s rule, newspaper columnists asked,
“What has Biya Done for Cameroon?’’ Eden Newspaper polled its
readers and published their assessments: “No Attention to
Teachers… No Legacy Except Perhaps Our Drinking Houses… We
Are 23 Years Backward … 23 Years of Broken Promises.” They are
strong words that might have resulted in jail time not long ago.

Journalists today are more likely to find harassment coming
from police or individuals than from the government itself. A
publisher might receive a visit from a tax official, accusing him of
irregular bookkeeping and threatening big fines. A reporter’s vehi-
cle might be stopped, and he might be manhandled on the pre-
tense of not carrying proper identification. In the early years of his
newspaper, Ndi Chia recalls, “it was very hard. Now, it’s just hard.”

Freedom House, in its annual assessment of press freedom in
the world, categorizes Cameroon’s press as “not free.” Reporters
Without Borders ranks the Cameroonian media 83rd among those
in 167 countries, eight places better than the previous year’s level.

Guibai Gatama, publisher of L’Oeil du Sahel, one of the only news-
papers in Cameroon’s three northern provinces, has a dozen legal
cases pending against him. He has not been arrested, but authori-
ties attack in other ways — through fines and orders to appear in dis-
tant courts with deliberately vague directions. “They do not give you
the time or date, then they fine you for not showing up,” Gatama says.

His newspaper has earned the ire of government officials by
challenging their attitude toward constituents. “Deputies tell
them, ‘I’ll do this for you if you elect me.’ But for two or three years
nothing has been done. Traditional chiefs are working with the gov-
ernment, taking from the people. They take and take again. The
people don’t want to ask the question, ‘What about your promise?’
Now, when people have problems, they call me.”
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Gatama has five lawyers working for him, using up the savings
he had hoped to invest in a new radio station, Sahel FM. He has
also had to defer dreams of launching other newspapers in the
north, even though getting to the press in Douala is a 1,000-mile
(1,600-kilometer) journey from the headquarters of L’Oeil du Sahel.

Journalists writing about popular unrest or political opposi-
tion are special targets. At the end of 2005, police took special
interest in the activities of Anglophone Cameroonians, the 20
percent minority living in two provinces once under British colo-
nial rule. The Anglophones claim to be denied representation in
government and discriminated against in the distribution of
public works and infrastructure projects. Secession calls from a
movement called the Southern Cameroon National Council (SCNC)
have resulted in government condemnation and crackdown.

Two journalists from the city of Kumba, Philip Njaru and
Innocent Yuh, were yanked from a bus in November while en
route to one of my seminars. The police accused them of working
for the SCNC, took away their cell phones and confiscated their
tape recorders as “SCNC transmitting devices.” Njaru was admit-
ted to a hospital for the battering he received around his head
and left ear.

Participants in the seminar learned of the arrests as we were
beginning our first session. At the end of the day, 20 of us drove
to the hospital, where we found police armed with assault rifles

stationed outside Njaru’s door. Two provincial government offi-
cials scurried to the scene to apologize for the “misunderstanding.”

We scrapped the next day’s planned program on writing and
reporting techniques, instead producing a press release and pro-
test letter based on the previous day’s events. The exercise repre-
sented one of the first joint activities undertaken by CAMASEJ,
the Cameroon Association of English Speaking Journalists, with
its Francophone counterpart, the Union des Journalistes du
Cameroun. It was an important step in achieving the unity and
cooperation the Fellowship set out to encourage.

Laugh It Off
Humor is one of the vehicles journalists use to critique society
and its ills. Satire is The Humorist’s lingua franca, and publisher
Eyabi Lambert Mfombep has stretched his neck far in using it to
expose issues ranging from the Biya government’s shortcomings
to public filth, AIDS, promiscuity, corruption and even Cameroon’s
beloved soccer team, the Indomitable Lions. Lambert has never
been jailed for publishing, but he has left town a couple of times
while a Humorist-inspired controversy cooled.

Joseph Nkumbe, who thought as a student he would become
a translator, discovered a passion for caricature while drawing
freelance political cartoons. Now it has become his life’s work.
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In spite of little pay, no equipment,
horrible housing, official harrassment
and frequent illness, Cameroon’s jour-
nalists continue to try to do the job.
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He finds fodder for his work as soon as he steps outside his
simple two-room apartment. “Cameroon is a country where
funny things happen every day,” Nkumbe says. “Our politicians
behave funnily. The difficulties that Cameroonians have in mas-
tering the two languages create a lot of fun. The difficulties that
Cameroonians encounter in moving from a purely traditional
society to a modern one create lots of fun. There are many
strange or mysterious events that happen on a daily basis around
us that really spice satirical newspapers.”

Caricature is a special language in Cameroon, easily understood
by even those who don’t read much, and marginally safer than prose
from official retribution. “It’s lots of fun, without the same risk as
others might have,” Nkumbe believes. “We can be more mischievous
in pictures than in words, although we do try to avoid trouble.”

Despite its jokes and irony, The Humorist is serious about its
purpose, “Instituting positive change in society,” says correspon-
dent Eugene Atabong Atem. “We target the educated and unedu-
cated, health, politics, culture. This form really cuts across society.
It is a wonderful way to reach Cameroonians who find it difficult
to read lengthy texts.”

“There is a lot of humor in Cameroon, sometimes very black,”
notes Opio Azore, who writes a weekly column called “Collector’s
Diary,” skewering especially the foibles of young men — drinking,
sex, unemployment and women.

But press freedom requires more than the ability to publish
feisty stories. It needs financial independence. Cameroon’s media
still depend largely on government advertising, which can be given
and taken away according to official whim.

Reporter Clovis Atatah has been trying for months to collect
payment from a ministry that advertised in The Post. Here is the
routine: He goes every Monday to the ministry and asks for the
person responsible for the payment. Someone at the front desk
calls someone in back and tells Atatah no one can talk with him.
He is not allowed to see the person in back. He goes away.

Ads are important not only for the revenue they theoretically
generate, but also for the prestige. Having an ad from Heineken or
the phone company on the front page helps secure the reputation
of the newspaper, he believes — even if the advertiser doesn’t pay.
Atatah claims it is inconceivable to demand payment up front. 

It’s a vicious cycle. “Until we talk of financial independence
there is no point in talking of getting rid of gombo, says Martin
Yembe, who edits an opposition party paper, Political Punch.

Given a stagnant economy and the media’s reluctance to seek
ads aggressively, that independence seems a distant dream. But many
Cameroonian journalists are determined to keep going, even at low
or no pay. Their upbeat outlook defies logical gravity. They stick with
it against all odds. “If I were not interested in journalism I might
have stayed in Germany. But then I would have abandoned my call-
ing,” says editor Pegue Manga, who clinched a fellowship in Europe.

In spite of little pay, no equipment, horrible housing, official
harassment and frequent illness, Cameroon’s journalists continue
to try to do the job. Anyone tempted to sneer at a bad headline
or poorly written lead should keep this in mind. That they keep
on trying is key. And they are improving.  “Journalists are living
in hell for the love of the job,” says Timbong. “It’s a calling.”

Such attitudes have thrust a few of Cameroon’s most tena-
cious journalists into the realm of heroes. Njawe is among them.

Having launched Le Messager in 1979 when he was 22, he became
the youngest publisher in the country. Since 1990, he has been
arrested on more than two dozen occasions. 

Njawe’s values can be detected in some of his children’s
names: Justice, Freedom, Mandela. And at 48 and presiding over
a profitable daily, he still wrestles with authorities. His struggle
now is to establish a radio station, Freedom FM. He has been
waiting so long for the authorizing paperwork that his equip-
ment has been damaged and must be replaced.

Nkemayang Paul Foanyi, publisher of The Star Headlines in
Limbe, is another fighter. Some weeks there isn’t enough money
to send an issue to press. But he is pursuing financial partners,
and publishes when he can. “Paul is a bulldog. He pushes,” says
Chris Mbunwe, president of the northwest chapter of CAMASEJ.

“My love for the profession inspires me to do what I’m
doing,” Nkemayang says. A trip to the United States opened his
eyes to Cameroon’s media shortcomings. “What I saw in the
U.S.A. and what we have in Cameroon is like day and night.…
Americans have the means. We don’t. They have an open society,
and we do not. They are developed, and we are not. You see all
the possibilities … we will catch up in the next generation.”

Progress is slow, despite numerous training opportunities and
the placement of  “more training” among the top desires of jour-
nalists responding to my “What would help you?” questionnaire. 

But Ndi Chia explained that seminars and workshops can be
busmen’s holidays for journalists. They are paid a per diem to go,
listen to speeches, and enjoy a free lunch and beer. “They come.
They sit there and talk. And when they go back, they return to type.”

Thus, on the first day of my seminars, I laid it on the line: No
per diem and no napping. And at the end of the session, partici-
pants had to commit to trying at least one new idea. 

The results of this exercise were among the most interesting
and gratifying of my Cameroon experience. Just two weeks after
one “promise” session, Eyabi Mfombep, publisher of The
Humorist, reported that his staff had solicited and secured nearly
a dozen new display ads for the next edition. Eden Newspaper
editor Norbert Wasso fulfilled his vow to “KISS,” Keep It Short
and Simple, by trimming every lede to a maximum 20 words.
Columnist Patience Toge bought a dictionary and installed it on
her desktop. Others promised to read the competition, to fact-
check, to learn new words, to refuse bribes. 

Mission Accomplished?
My stated goal in Cameroon was to promote cooperation between
Francophone and Anglophone journalists in building a free, fair,
professional and independent media.

What I actually accomplished is less clear and more complex.
It had much to do with working individually with journalists, 
visiting many newspaper offices and broadcast studios, and chal-
lenging reporters, editors, managers and publishers to pay close
attention to the basics of accuracy and integrity in order to estab-
lish credibility.

A former Knight Fellow gave me a pep talk before I left for Cam-
eroon: “If you help just one person, it will have been worthwhile.” 

That advice gave me great comfort, and I am quite sure that I
did help. Time will tell precisely how.
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