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This collection highlights some of the best in African inves-

tigative journalism. The talks were presented at the  2009 

African Investigative Journalism Conference, jointly or-

ganised by the Journalism Department of the South African 

University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) and the Forum for 

African Investigative Reporters (FAIR). 

Wits University  had been organising its Power Reporting 

Conference since 2005. In the same year FAIR began  bring-

ing the cream of the crop of Africa’s investigative journal-

ists to Johannesburg for its annual FAIR Investigative 

Journalism Summit. The two events benefited from each 

other:  FAIR’s journalists from Wits’ international lectur-

ers and world-class trainers, and Wits’ from an  ever bigger 

African perspective and participation.

It was logical that in 2009 FAIR and Wits  formed a part-

nership and, with funding from the Open Society Institute, 

established an Africa-wide investigative journalism event: 

Power Reporting: the African Investigative Journalism 

Conference,. This event is also the African arm of the Global 

Investigative Journalism Network.

At the event, international speakers and trainers, world 

famous and aspiring investigative journalists, African 

investigative war reporters, undercover reporters and cor-

ruption investigators, came together  to lecture, present and 

learn from each other. It was held  at Wits University from 

26 – 28 October 2009. More than 210 people attended, the 

largest ever investigative journalism conference in Africa,  

with participants from more than 15 African countries. 

International speakers came from the US and the UK

Financial support came from the Open Society Institute, 

the French Embassy and the German Konrad Adenauer 

Stiftung.  

The conference was organised around a number of 

themes. Sport, in the run up to the World Cup in South 

Africa in 2010, was prominent. We featured Andrew 

Jennings, renowned for his FIFA corruption investigations. 

(Unfortunately his presentation at the conference was 

audiovisual and we could not capture it for this publica-

tion. Please check the content of Jennings’ investigations 

at www.transparencyinsport.org.) In this report you’ll find 

the presentation by Olukayode Thomas, Africa’s key inves-

tigative soccer journalist, and an outline of the investiga-

tion Eric Mwamba did on the trafficking of young football-

ers from Africa to Europe. 

The second day of the conference featured financial 

journalism, a choice relevant to the then recent global 

financial meltdown. We asked the question why financial 

journalists across the world generally hadn’t seen the crisis 

coming. US-based financial investigative journalist Danny 

Schechter spoke about the failure of US financial journal-

ism in this regard. Sierra Leonean investigative reporter 

Sorious Samura, who now works from the UK, presented 

findings from his investigative documentary ‘Addicted to 

Aid’, concluding that development aid has turned Africa 

into a ‘continent of beggars’.

Day three featured the struggle for justice.  Raphael 

Rowe and lawyer Jim Nichol from the UK presented their 

investigations into wrongful convictions in that country, 

with Raphael Rowe describing how he chose investigative 

journalism as a career after he had won the battle against 

his own wrongful conviction. The Wits’ Justice Project, that 

is investigating wrongful convictions in South Africa, fol-

lowed up with a workshop. Ugandan investigative human 

rights reporter Frank Nyakairu presented an overview 

of his findings in the lawless war zones in Central Africa, 

and presented a toolkit on how to investigate war crimes 

and report them as violations of international treaties and 

conventions, in conjunction with such institutions as the 

International Criminal Court.

The programme included a number of courses. The 

Computer-Assisted Reporting classes presented by inter-

national trainers Brant Houston of the GIJN and Elena 

Egawhary introduced journalists to the skills of finding 

and analysing data. Business and finance journalism 

courses were given by some of the best financial journal-

ism brains available in South Africa: Caroline Southey, Rob 

Rose, Stuart Theobald and Bruce Whitfield.

The conference’s section on journalism support struc-

I. Introduction

Football, finance, and crime
Power reporting 2009: the African Investigative Journalism conference
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tures included a panel on Transnational Investigations, 

which was shared between David Kaplan from the 

International Consortium on Investigative Journalists, ICIJ, 

(US), and Charles Rukuni, FAIR’s project manager, who 

announced the 2010 FAIR Transnational Investigation into 

extralegal development in Africa. Freedom of Information 

challenges were discussed in various sessions.   The impact 

of online media was discussed by Rex Chikoko from Malawi, 

who highlighted pitfalls with regard to journalism quality 

as well as the advantages of a technolgy that enables quick, 

cheap and uncensored distribution of information. (After 

Chikoko’s outline, we include in this report a piece on the 

same subject by former FAIR Board member Sage Gayala. 

It was not presented at the conference, but it caused much 

debate later and we include it here for interests’ sake.)

The conference also offered sessions on ‘beat’ expertise, 

for example on law and labour issues. The multi-award win-

ning Mail & Guardian team presented their experiences in 

investigating South Africa’s notorious arms deal: the series 

of articles that was published as a result had received the 

Taco Kuiper Award for investigative journalism earlier in 

2009.

During the conference FAIR launched its inaugural 

African investigative journalism awards. First and sec-

ond prize were won by Emmanuel Mayah (Nigeria), for 

his exposé of a West African tobacco smuggling ring, and 

Fatuma Noor (Kenya), for her harrowing account of time 

spent undercover in a Somali warlord brothel. The special 

Editors’ Courage Award went to Theophilus Abbah, editor 

of the Daily Trust in Nigeria, for his unflinching determina-

tion in publishing a story on political dynasties in face of 

considerable pressure.  Like the Mail & Guardian presen-

tation on their award winning arms deal series, the FAIR 

award winning pieces are also included in this dossier.

We wish you good reading.

Johannesburg, 2010

Margaret Renn, University of the Witwatersrand

 Evelyn Groenink, Forum for African Investigative 

Reporters 

As a sports journalist for the Nigerian publication Next, 
Olukayode Thomas spearheads investigations into the billion 
dollar soccer industry in Africa. He has delved into match fixing, 
age cheating, and the master-servant relationship between 
powerful sports officials and some supports reporters. A CNN 
African Sports Journalist of the Year, he has also exposed the 
low pay of Nigerian footballers in his own country and others. 

If you follow sports professionally, you can’t just ask ‘who 

scored the goal.’ Organisations like the International 

Olympic Committee, the Federation of International 

Football Associations (FIFA), and the National Federations 

or Associations run annual budgets which dwarf the budg-

ets of some countries. Sports journalists need to beam their 

searchlight on all aspects of sports, from who scored the 

goals to the administration, finance, marketing, bidding 

process, and officiating among other aspects.

Sports administrators – or mal-administrators, rather 

– know that people are crazy about sports, especially 

football, and their soccer teams. In Nigeria, football is the 

opium of the people. Corrupt officials know this and they 

are using it to milk the nation for billions of Naira, feeding 

on the people’s passion. I will give two examples of such 

administrators.

Until last year, Amos Adamu was director general of 

sports in Nigeria. He is a member of the Confederation of 

African Football, CAF; of FIFA, and he is also the president 

 II. Investigating soccer 

It’s not just who scored the goal:
the billion dollar business that kills the game

olukayode thomas
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of WAFU, the West African body. For about two decades, 

Adamu ruled Nigerian sports the way his mentors and 

friends Joao Havelange, Sepp Blatter, and Jack Warner 

rule football at a global level. From real estate to the hotel 

business, Adamu’s hand is in every pie. His event manag-

ing company, Balmoral, managed by his son Ezekiel, is 

about the best in Nigeria; his house in Parkview Estate, 

one of the most expensive residential areas in Nigeria, 

is fit for princes and princesses. All these fortunes were 

built on the sweat of athletes who were denied allowances 

and training grants. Of course he also got kickbacks from 

contracts, and so on. The way I wrote about him was so 

critical that Adamu sued me for five hundred million 

Naira in 2007. The case was dismissed by the court in 

March 2009.

In good company with Adamu is Oyuiki Obaseki, the 

chairman of the Nigeria Premier League (NPL). Obaseki’s 

road to prominence was tarred with his crusade to save the 

Nigerian league from the grip of Adamu and his cohorts. I 

myself, initially, was one of the reporters who saw Obaseki 

as the saviour of football and I also queued behind him in 

the battle to free our League. But no sooner had Obaseki 

gained control of the Nigeria Premier League Board that 

he started running a one man show. And then the money 

issues became prominent again. A staff member of the NPL 

board gave me their budget for 2009/10. It showed that, out 

of one billion Naira, 80% will be spent on administration, 

while merely 20% will go to the clubs.

Dictators and games 
Apart from the sports administrators, government in 

Nigeria also uses football to buy legitimacy. An example is 

the General Sani Abacha government. Abacha became head 

of state shortly after General Ibrahim Babangida annulled 

the freest and the fairest elections in the history of Nigeria. 

To validate that good election, pro- democracy groups held 

political rallies almost on a weekly basis all over Nigeria. 

But government noticed that, whenever there is a football 

match, Nigerians don’t heed the call of pro-democracy 

activists. So, Abacha started investing in football with the 

sole aim of building a political hegemony. With all the soc-

cer matches, people’s attention was drawn away from the 

pro-democracy movement.

With friends like Jack Warner at FIFA, Abacha bid 

and won the right to host the 1995 U-20 World Youth 

Championship. The championship was moved away from 

Nigeria again because we had an outbreak of cholera at the 

time, but this goes just to show how the dictators’ iron fist 

rule, from 1993-1998, when he died, was largely sustained 

by football. One could go on and on with stories of politi-

cians who rode on the back of football to win elections in 

Nigeria.

Reporters must discern that these leaders are only inter-

ested in using sports to manipulate citizens. That they are 

not interested in providing the needed facilities for sports 

development, but only in themselves. Reporters will actu-

ally be criminal if they ignore such reports.

Then we must investigate the athletes themselves, too. 

In Nigeria, there is mass poverty. Most of the athletes don’t 

see sport as an objective in itself. To them it is a means to 

make money and become famous. So they do a lot of things 

that are immoral. They falsify their age, they take perform-

ance enhancing drugs, they do a lot of unethical things. 

These athletes are supposed to be role models, the young 

ones look up to them. So if they misbehave, if they show 

that the way to become famous is to use drugs, the youth 

may follow their example. It is therefore also our duty as 

journalists to report on these cheating stars.

What we as journalists also should realise is that what 

happens on the field is, to a large extent, determined by 

what happens off it. Recently, a football club in Nigeria, 

Zamfara United, who were on the verge of being relegated, 

defeated Kaduna United 9-0. Interestingly, this was the 

exact number of goals they needed to escape relegation.

Only lazy and unimaginative reporters will just report 

these goals and go to sleep. This is most probably fraud and 

a reporter needs to go after it. If reporters shy away from 

this cardinal duty and just report the goals, -hey there were 

nine!-, very soon they will not even have the goals to report. 

They would have destroyed the game.

Media on the payroll
But the sad truth is that Nigerian journalists are often not 

even reporting who scored the goals. They don’t even do 

basic reporting because they are on the payroll of some 

clubs or structures. This started with the former director 

general, Adamu, whom I talked about. When he became 

the director of sports developments, he appointed many 

sports journalists into committees and sub-committees at 

occasions when Nigeria was hosting games or participating 

in championships. When Nigeria hosted the Abuja 2003 All 

Africa Games, a large chunk of the senior staff were jour-

nalists. At the end of the games, Adamu created a club of 

sports journalists who today are millionaires.

With these guys as role models, most sports reporters 

now dream of serving on a committee or as public relations 

officer to sports administrators –sports administrators 

who have learned how to bribe journalists with contracts 

or appointments. In the current FIFA U-17 World Youth 

Championship, about 27 out of 30 sports editors in Nigeria 

are serving on the Local Organizing Committee in one 

capacity or the other.

Because the media have abdicated their fundamental 

role of reporting beyond the goals, sports is virtually dead in 
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Nigeria today. A country with so much talent and resources 

is struggling to qualify for the South Africa 2010 World Cup. 

Sport is dead at all levels, but officials are thriving. In this 

kind of society, only an unpatriotic reporter will stop at just 

reporting who scored the goals.

Read Olukayode Thomas’ reports at http://234next.com

As part of the FAIR Transnational Investigation team in 2008, 
Eric Mwamba investigated the smuggling rings that traffic 
young African soccer players. He found that families often 
invest their life savings in a young son’s ‘football career’, only to 
have an unscrupulous agent disappear with the money. In many 
cases, youngsters who had hoped to become soccer stars like 
Didier Drogba, end up living on the streets in foreign African or 
European towns. In his presentation at the African investigative 
journalism conference, Mwamba outlined how he uncovered 
the practice of ‘soccer hopefuls’ traffic, the exposure of which 
provoked headlines and public debate in West Africa and 
elsewhere up to now.

In early 2008, all Ivorian media, without exception, were 

preoccupied with one subject only: the delay of, and other 

tribulations around, the presidential election. This was su-

premely boring to many citizens and residents in the coun-

try, and I was no exception, even if I was a journalist myself. 

I found my mind wandering to things that were happening 

in the streets in Abidjan, where I lived. Something I noticed 

was the recent proliferation of training centers –often no 

bigger than wooden sheds-, that were springing up next to 

fields where youngsters were playing soccer. These ‘train-

ing centers’ often had grand names, like ‘football academy,’ 

or ‘football plantation’ a name indicating a parallel with 

the abundant cocoa and coffee plantations in Ivory Coast. 

‘Here we grow footballers’, the signs on the buildings and 

sheds seemed to say. And indeed, many youngsters were 

soon to flood to these ‘academies’, most of which had been 

erected in poor neighbourhoods of Abidjan. They clearly 

presented many a young boy from a poor background with 

a glimmer of hope for a better future. All around Ivory 

Coast, poor boys dream of being Didier Drogba. 

My focus on such phenomena in poor, unassuming 

neighbourhoods, was out of step with that of most of my col-

leagues, who, in Ivorian and generally in African tradition, 

usually feel that news is made by powerful people and that 

a professional journalist spends his time reporting on the 

circles of political power. Fortunately for me, my interest in 

what was happening out there on the streets, far away from 

the presidential palace, was encouraged by my organiza-

tion, FAIR, the Forum for African Investigative Reporters. 

In line with the principles and best practice of investigative 

journalism, FAIR had helped me to stay true to my instinc-

tive feeling that journalism was not just about interviewing 

this or that minister or candidate, but that it was rather, and 

more often, about injustices and hidden truths that were 

out there, on all level of society, including – or especially – 

the poorest levels. 

I started asking myself how many young people were 

affected by the phenomenon of football training centers. 

They were clearly so many that they could not possibly all 

become professional soccer players. But in Ivory Coast, that 

is exactly what all poor boys dream of. Some youngsters 

lives were most probably going to be ruined as a result of 

false hope. Even if it was only about a few ruined lives, I 

knew that there was a story here that could hopefully help 

others not to pin their hopes on such an illusion.

Three hundred academies in one town
The first investigative step I took was to count the ‘football 

training’ centres. I jotted them down from own observa-

tion, I asked friends to look around in their areas, I collect-

ed pamphlets and adverts. I found that it was reasonable to 

estimate that there were 300 such centres, each catering for 

The traffic in young footballers in West Africa
eric mwamba
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about 20 -30 young boys. That is a lot of ‘Didier Drogba’s’, in 

a city of 5 million inhabitants. 

The question then became whether the phenomenon 

was good or bad. Were these football centres providing 

some much-needed sports education for Ivory Coasts’ poor 

youngsters, even if they were not all going to be ‘Drogba’s’? If 

there was a benefit, maybe society could be galvanized into 

bringing some structure or support to the phenomenon, 

so that youngsters all over the country could benefit. A the 

same time, I knew that if I didn’t find such a benefit –if the 

‘academies’ turned out to be scamming operations, I would 

have to question government and sports officials why they 

were allowing such scams to happen. I would have to press 

on until those responsible would commit to stopping the 

scammers before they would make even more victims.

I now needed to find out as much as I could about these 

centres. Were they legally established or not, how did they 

operate, who were their local and international partners, 

who are the boys they ‘educate’? Do they adhere to any 

rules and are these rules known to the ‘students’ and their 

families? How many people do they employ? What are 

the experiences of the students and their families? Have 

some maybe dropped out of regular high school in order 

to chance it at the football academy? Have some students 

been disappointed in their high hopes? But if that was the 

case, why hadn’t we heard of any complaints? Lastly, and 

most importantly, were there any young finalists of the 

centres who had moved on to a football career in Europe?

Before confronting anybody in particular, or asking 

questions from people who might see a nosy journalist as 

a threat, I needed to inform myself as best as I could from 

existing expertise and open documentary sources. There 

were not many background documents dealing with this 

new phenomenon, but a report on successful African foot-

ballers in Europe came in handy, as did a study on interna-

tional transfers of soccer player. At least now I knew how 

transfers of, and contracts with, soccer players were sup-

posed to work –so I could compare that with what the foot-

ball training centres in Ivory Coast did. A United Nations 

report on international child trafficking helped me under-

stand how these smugglers work. And lastly, much needed 

expertise came from the Paris-based organization Football 

Solidaire, that tries to help stranded young African soccer-

hopefuls in Belgium and France.

Then came the human sources. I made contact with a 

number of youngsters at various centres, and established 

conversations with them and their families. These conver-

sations virtually always started in an ‘undercover’ manner. 

No ‘future soccer star’ or his relatives would agree to speak 

to the press openly. All families, it seemed, were convinced 

that their young footballers were an important treasure, 

indeed like the country’s cocoa and coffee resources, and 

all hoped to make money from the ‘cultivation’ of this 

resource. They were, consequently, highly protective of it. 

Like the powerful interests that rule in the cocoa and coffee 

market, those involved in the ‘football plantations’ saw my 

outside prying as a threat. 

“I know that the centres take a lot of money, but 
please do not spoil their business”
Even later, when friendly conversations were established 

and people I spoke to were prepared to open up a bit more, 

not one of the boys or their relatives were prepared to even 

consider that they were being defrauded. All of them still 

hoped that a ‘soccer agent’ would contract the boy in ques-

tion and send him to Europe. Even in cases where the indi-

vidual concerned had already made a failed attempt before, 

I found that they were ready and willing to try again. One 

parent told me:”I know that the centers take a lot of money, 

but please do not spoil their business.” 

Official circles in Ivory Coast also maintained, largely, a 

stony silence. The business of ‘growing young footballers’ 

was clearly also seen as a fragile plantation, worthy of the 

utmost protection and secrecy. Even small soccer agents, 

who go through life proclaiming the rewards of an inter-

national football career, could not gives us and reports or 

statistics about trainings that had been conducted success-

fully or transfers that had actually taken place. The Ivorian 

Football Federation could not tell us how many soccer 

training centres existed, how many had established official 

links with the national body, or how many actual working 

soccer players had been produced by the centres. Reports 

on a case of 38 young boys from Ivory Coast, who had been 

traveling with forged passports and had been intercepted 

by police in Mali, in November 2008, never reached Ivorian 

authorities: the government of Ivory Coast has no record 

of this case. Even more astonishingly, the Ivorian office of 

the Organization for International Migration, OIM, said, 

when asked, that it had no record of the case –even though 

they had been instrumental in helping to repatriate the 

boys at the time. I only came to know of the case thanks to 

a cook at the Catholic Child Welfare Bureau, whom I had 

befriended.

At the OIM, the secretary, a young woman, had initially 

mistaken me for a recruitment agent of young footballers, 

and had eagerly offered to introduce me to a young boy of 

her acquaintance. She was disappointed and immediately 

suspicious when I told her I was a journalist.

My lengthy efforts to establish relationships of trust 

with the different groups of people involved with the ‘foot-

ball academies’ paid off. The only way I did pull it off, was 

to keep my identity as a journalist hidden at least in the ini-

tial phase,. Sometimes –in the case of malafide agents and 

trainers- I had to keep to being undercover throughout. 
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With most boys and their families, I was able to confide my 

true identity to them after a while. I find it is easier when 

one has already shown that one has the public interest at 

heart. People will have realized that you’re not a bad per-

son, and, therefore, that even if you are a journalist, you are 

probably not an ‘evil’ one.

The day my investigation was published in Le Jour Plus, 

the paper sold double its usual circulation in Abidjan: 15000 

instead of the usual between 7000 and 8000 copies. People 

spoke about it at cafés and kiosks. The Ivorian Football 

Federation organized a meeting of all the stakeholders 

in the football sector to discuss the matter. International 

media have also started to investigate the issue of soccer 

traffic.

In the end, I feel good about having done a story that, at 

the very least, had more impact than any one of the myriads 

of articles about the delayed presidential elections in Ivory 

Coast. 

Read Eric Mwamba’s soccer traffic report in ‘A better 

life elsewhere’, FAIR’s Transnational Investigation 2008, 

on http://www.fairreporters.org/portal/fairnew/UserFiles/

SysDocs/bb_content/1063/FAIR_2008_proof4.pdf

 III. Investigating finance 

Plunder: the crime of our time and the need for financial 
investigative journalism

How Wall Streets reporters ignored the global meltdown
Danny schechter

Danny Schechter wrote ‘Plunder: the crime of our time’ at the 
very beginning of the recent global meltdown. He was one of 
the few who saw what was happening when the American and 
European banking systems were blindly going down the drain. In 
his book, Danny Schechter delves further into the economic crash 
in terms of the criminal aspect of those who were involved in it, 
and into the failure of financial journalists in the US and worldwide. 
If ever there was a case for investigative journalism in the public 
interest, the global meltdown was surely it. But it wasn’t there. 

Whenever you talk about economics and finance, people 

generally head for the door. They don’t like to talk about 

it, they don’t want to hear about it, because they think it 

sounds too complicated. But that’s just people. The real 

tragedy is that it seems to be too complicated even to many 

of those who specialize in it.

We come from a situation where there has been a great 

deal of denial about what led up to the financial collapse. 

When it first started, the thinking was it was only about 

the stock market. In my view, the long period of denial that 

we experienced really amounts to a condemnation of our 

media institutions in their neglect to report on this crisis, 

and more particularly their neglect in warning the public 

about it. What they should have done was investigate what 

went on in a society that was built on credit debt, and then 

show how it happened, and then name the people respon-

sible for the problems. 

We are not just talking about complicated stock market 

issues. We are talking about a massive amount of money 

that is missing, has been ripped off, has been scammed, 

has disappeared. An amount that would have been enough 

money to meet all of the United Nations’ millennium goals 

for development. Enough money to begin to abolish pov-

erty in the world. The UN and the IMF have estimated that 

200 million people are being affected by this. That people 

who were living on $2 a day on some countries are now 

living on $1 a day thanks to the irresponsibility and the 

unregulated practices of major investment companies and 

banking systems.

In the US, this crisis began to peak just as Barack Obama 

was running for president, in the last six months of his 

campaign. Since most of the journalists were covering this 

campaign, they were not covering what was actually hap-

pening in our economy. But it wasn’t just Obama. There is 

a general challenge to journalists here and that is that they 

don’t see what is not presented to them. They don’t see what 

is missing, what is not in the news, or not yet. Their frame of 

mind, their idea of what is news, is often from the top down. 

It’s not from the bottom up. It doesn’t really cover the strug-
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gles of ordinary people and the lives of ordinary people.

What had happened in the run up to the meltdown was 

that the financial system in America had changed. Our 

country had gone from a country that was driven by pro-

duction, by factories making things, things like automo-

biles and steel products to an economy that simply bought 

things. That is a problematic situation already. But nobody 

picked this up, nobody saw this as a problematic trend.

The process was called financialisation. Power in the 

economy had moved from the manufacturing and indus-

trial sectors into the financial sector. This sector, which had 

been a small, relatively small sector, now became a domi-

nant centre. A powerful financial and credit complex. The 

country began to be driven by credit and debit and people 

began to have to borrow money in order to maintain their 

lifestyles. Credit cards went from something that only a few 

people could afford to being a necessity. Credit became a 

noose around the neck of many people as they got deeper 

and deeper into debt.

“You had your credit card and your life was struc-
tured around the shopping mall”
 Whilst that was happening, the profits of the financial sec-

tor increased dramatically. The power of labour and of un-

ions decreased, jobs were outsourced to China, India, and 

so on. This globalisation trend began to drive our economy. 

Power began to be concentrated more and more in the key 

financial players. All this happened without very much 

scrutiny by the media.

Most Americans are pretty oblivious. It seemed like 

things were going very well. You had credit cards, you 

could manage your finances and your life was structured 

around the shopping mall. Where the factory was once the 

icon of the economy, now the mall became the icon. This is 

where you were spending money, buying things, consum-

ing things. Wall Street became more and more the driver of 

our economy and the reality of this was not something that 

really penetrated too deeply into our consciousness. 

Just like the people generally, journalists, too, thought 

everything was fine. The people who covered Wall Street 

in the media thought exactly the same as the people who 

worked in Wall Street. They all thought all was well, that the 

free market would deliver all the goods, that nothing could 

ever stop the march of progress. And with this, the people 

working in the financial system, on Wall Street, were getting 

higher salaries, bonuses and other economic incentives. 

Not just did they not see the problems, but the media 

also increasingly became a promotional arm of all of this. 

There was an ideological buy-in on the part of many jour-

nalists, who had no critical reference or framework outside 

of the system. In many schools and colleges, suddenly what 

had been people studying liberal arts or poetry, now want-

ed to study business and get an MBA if at all possible. That 

was the road to upward mobility, that was the thinking. So 

many of the best and brightest so to speak began to move 

in that direction. As people in business and finance jour-

nalism began covering this field in a promotional way, as 

opposed to a critical way, deeper questions were avoided. 

Part of the reason for that is also that more and more money 

from financial institutions and big corporations began to 

trickle into the media itself. And you don’t bite the hand 

that feeds you. 

As a result, business news became like football news. 

Which is the scare, what’s the score today? Who won and 

who lost? Has the market gone up, has the market gone 

down? Very little analysis, very little questioning of the 

whole system and its social impacts. 

It wasn’t seen as a problem, for example, that the coun-

try had become increasingly inequal. A country where 1 

per cent of the population now controlled 70 per cent of the 

resources. There are a lot of statistics about this, but nobody 

cared. We now had real unemployment too, statistical 

unemployment of about 10 per cent, real unemployment of 

about 20 per cent and effective unemployment –in the case 

of minorities- of 40 per cent. Nobody looked at this a mas-

sive downward mobility, nobody asked what it meant.

Most tragically, nobody looked at how millions of peo-

ple were now living on credit, many of whom were never 

going to be able to pay their debts. There were loans called 

‘Ninja’, which stands for No Income, No Jobs, No Asset, No 

problem. You don’t have any money, but that’s no problem, 

we will lend it to you anyway. We will tell you that you can 

safely buy this home because real estate only goes up. We 

will give you a loan, flip it, and sell it for more than you 

bought it. Everybody wins, it’s a win win situation. If you 

don’t believe me ask your cousin Herbie, because he bought 

a home through us. To many ordinary people it sounded 

like a very convincing narrative. And again, journalists 

were not picking up that all around them ordinary people 

were taking on debts that they could not possibly ever pay 

off.

The real estate industry then added to this. It discovered 

sub prime lending. Sub prime lending was for people who 

couldn’t afford prime rates.. If they paid a little bit more 

in fees they would be able to qualify for these particular 

mortgages. Many people got into these mortgages that they 

could not afford with the assurance that they would be able 

to afford it eventually. Again, this was not picked up even by 

people who should have known that it was going to become 

a problem.

Of course when you buy a new home, what do you need. 

You must have a new laser TV. You must have a freezer 

and a drier and your washing machine and everything 

else and you could buy that on credit too. So people’s debt 
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went up even more dramatically. We went from a country 

with a savings rate to a country with a zero savings rate. 

Everyone’s money was now locked up in debt. Government 

policies encouraged debt. Our government stimulated an 

economic bubble in housing in particular. President Bush 

said that ours was an ‘ownership society’, and that everyone 

should own their own home. We stopped building apart-

ment blocks and public housing and tried to steer people 

into expensive new constructions. The housing industry 

went through the roof. And the banks kept lending money.

Financial aids
Behind these mortgages were four of the biggest banks in 

America. City Bank, JP Morgan Chase, Bank of America, 

Wachovia or Wells Fargo. The four of them together gave 

out US$ 100 billion in loans. They would lend money to you 

and you would get the mortgage and they would buy it back 

and sell it on Wall Street. Wall Street would bundle them up 

and create new products, called ‘structured investments’ 

and they would then sell them overseas to other banks, and 

other financial institutions. Banks in South Africa bought 

these sub prime loans, Kazakhstan, China, Germany. 

Everywhere around the world. But they were bad loans. 

Toxic loans. The debtor would never be able to pay them 

back. It has been likened to giving the world a case of fi-

nancial aids. As a consequence, many of these banks would 

later have to write off billions. US$ 40 billion was written off 

at Swiss UBS alone.

What had started in America as a financial problem 

suddenly became a world wide financial problem, almost 

like a slow motion crisis. And still it wasn’t reported very 

much. Most of the business reporting is about how ‘the 

Dow went to 10,000’. ‘The so-and-so is out at such-and-such 

a bank’. I went to this university, the Rochester Institute of 

Technology and there were 1500 students there to see my 

film ‘In Debt We Trust’. Afterwards I asked the question 

how many of them were in debt themselves. Not one hand 

went up. Then I asked how many of them knew somebody 

who was in debt. Every hand went up. Then slowly people 

began. One guy says: I’m US$ 10,000 in debt. The guy in the 

back says: US$ 10,000 that’s nothing. I’m up to US$ 20,000. 

Then another person says: US$ 20,000 what, are you kid-

ding, I’m US$ 50,000 in debt. Finally one guy gets up and 

says: ‘I’m US$ 100,000 in debt, because I’m studying for two 

advanced degrees, and I can’t work while I’m in school’. 

And that’s people in a tertiary education institution.

In my view the US is now a country of advanced feudal-

ism. People are basically in the context that the serfs in the 

middle ages were in, working for the landlord. Now we have 

people working for the credit card company or for the mort-

gage company. And the percentage of money that used to 

be 20% of the income that is spent on housing now becomes 

30 %, then 40 %, then 50 %. More and more members of the 

family have to work in order to support their lifestyles. 

Once I came to South Africa and showed my film ‘In Debt 

We Trust’ in Durban at the international film festival there. 

I had thought: ‘this is about America, people here aren’t 

going to be interested’, but it was packed. Bizarre enough 

it was shown at a shopping mall. And then it was shown 

at a cinema in a casino which was even more bizarre. But 

people came and we had these discussions and I would ask: 

‘is this relevant to South Africa?’ Without a beat everybody 

said yes. Muslims in the audience talked about the need to 

battle credit under the idea of Islamic banking. Zulu people 

were talking about pay-day lending in their communities. 

They didn’t have access to banks in many cases. They were 

dependent on high price credit. Everybody had a story and 

that’s when I know this issue really resonated with people. 

I began to see this problem was massive. It cut across 

racial lines, it cut across generation lines, it cut across 

political lines. In the US there were republicans in debt as 

well as democrats. In the Congress of the United States, the 

lobbying to support the measures the banks wanted was 

carried out by both democrats and republicans. It was a 

non partisan issue for them in many ways and at the same 

time it was an unreported issue. But

I couldn’t get In Debt We Trust on television on a major 

channel in America. People were still in denial.

It was only later that media people took what I did and 

started reporting on debt, and found other victims. They 

did some of the same stories but without the deeper analy-

sis. The thinking still was that the bigger problem was gov-

ernment debt, not the consumer debt. But it was the con-

sumer debt that affected most people. I realized I was in a 

fight, not just about unfair economic policies, but against 

a media system that excluded discussions of this topic. All 

the people being interviewed as experts on television were 

financial analysts working for the companies that were 

actually causing the problem.

From alarmist to genius
Then the time came when nobody could deny it anymore. 

I went from being called an alarmist and a doom-and-

gloomer, or somebody who really didn’t know much, to 

being called a genius. The original critics who had been 

warning of this and had been ignored were now being 

hailed as prophets. People in the system itself were begin-

ning to say that banks that are too big to fail, are too big to 

exist. Among the people calling for a break up of big banks 

is the governor of the bank of England, Mervin King.

Even the editor of Vanity Fair magazine -which is a 

very upper class oriented magazine about celebrities, with 

advertising for very expensive products- wrote, all of a sud-

den, that the chain of catastrophic bets made over the past 
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decade by a few hundred bankers may well turn out to be 

the greatest non-violent crime against humanity in history. 

He outlined how these bankers had brought the world’s 

economy to its knees, had lost 10s of millions of people their 

jobs and their homes, had trashed the retirement plans of a 

generation and could drive an estimated 200 million peo-

ple world wide into dire poverty. 

Now this is an indictment, coming not from a commu-

nist party but from Vanity Fair magazine. Generally, public 

opinion in America is now outraged by the bonus culture, 

by the compensation of all these executives who are looting 

their firms and paying the money directly to themselves. 

But it has come late. All this opinionating after the fact 

has come late. What we went through was a lack of investi-

gative journalism on the subject. investigative journalism 

would really have been essential to monitor what’s going 

on, to try to hold these institutions accountable to the pub-

lic, in a democratic way to demand transparency. 

Now, in 2010, the big World Cup is here in South Africa. 

Look at the signs, who is advertising? Visa. Buy your tickets 

on credit, buy them online and all the rest of it. Again you 

have a situation where the power of these institutions, not 

only is unchecked in many cases but is not even being scru-

tinized.. I think it’s a challenge to us as journalists to now 

try to look at what’s going on here. 

Danny Schechters’ work can be found at www.mediach-

annel.org. The URL for his book is www.plunderthecrimeo-

fourtime.com.

Addicted to aid: how development aid is creating 
a continent of beggars

sorious samura

Sierra Leonean journalist Sorious Samura says he chose to be a 
story teller because he loved telling stories, like his dad, who was 
a story-telling professional. As an investigative journalist, Samura 
later learned that you have to make sure you tell the whole story, 
not just a part of it. And the story of Africa has only been partly 
told. Particularly in the context of western development aid, he 
argues.

My father was a man who never went to school at all, but 

he went from village to village, telling stories, using drums, 

singing and dancing, and getting people to understand 

the stories. I have heard hundreds and hundreds of these 

stories. Some were told to me by my dad, some by friends. 

Some get repeated over and over and over. When some-

thing is drummed in your head and you hear it all the time, 

it sticks there. Especially if it is interesting stuff. 

Then I grew up and I started going to school and the sto-

ries changed. I started reading a lot of stuff about my con-

tinent, Africa. This stuff was mainly written by Westerners 

and it included some of the negatives about Africa. About 

how we are poor, how we are weak, how we are starving and 

dying. That’s how I started learning about my continent. 

Again that stayed here, and if it stayed with me, then I am 

sure it would stay with the Westerners themselves. 

For centuries, people in the West have been told these 

sad stories about Africa.. These images have been ham-

mered into their heads, their way of thinking, their psyche. 

The images of poor starving dying Africa is there and it stays 

there. Western media love repeating it. Why am I using the 

word love? Maybe because in their own view some of these 

media people see it is a way of getting sympathy for the vic-

tims in Africa. 

But I hate it, because I know that we Africans are not vic-

tims. The victim image was created and maintained by lazy 

Western journalists. It’s laziness, because they don’t even 

come to see African people. Do you know what Western 

journalists do when they come to Africa? They follow the 

five day rule. Day one, they fly in. The next day they inter-

view the ‘big man’ and the powerful people in general. On 

the third day they file the first stories, on the fourth day they 

summarize and on the fifth day they have a big goodbye 

dinner. Then they and their shiny equipment leave again. 

I can give you an example. Remember the Ethiopian 
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famine, in the 80’s? Those pictures of starving people, des-

perate people, who were only skin and bone, who had to be 

saved by the white man and his aid agencies? That is not 

the whole story. There is stuff that you didn’t see, images 

that they failed to show you. There are survival strategies 

in countries such as Ethiopia. Even when there is a ‘hunger 

gap’, as they call it, the Ethiopians have ways to survive. They 

go to the farms, the hills, the bushes, to pick the anthills. 

Ants would have picked a lot of rice, seeds and greens dur-

ing the seasons of plenty, and they would have stored it in 

their anthills. So what you do is you pick the anthills and 

you got a supply that will take you through the hunger gap. 

Its not that no people were starving during that famine, of 

course they were, and of course they needed help. But what 

you didn’t see was a lot of people who were surviving and 

carrying on with their lives without any help.

Lots of things that Western media report about Africa 

are true. We have needless wars, senseless wars, poverty. 

Hunger, corruption, HIV AIDS, diseases that can be easily 

cured or eradicated, but that still plague us. We have all 

these, but that is only a part of the story. They never tell you 

the whole story. And that’s bad, because only a complete 

story is the truth. Those people in Ethiopia would have 

loved the story to have been told that in the tough period 

they were doing something to save themselves. But it was 

never told.

The bottom-up approach
When I joined Insight News (in the UK, ed.) , we asked our-

selves about the bigger stories that needed to be addressed 

about Africa. Of course migration, war, famine, all the 

usual suspects were mentioned. Another idea was develop-

ment aid. We thought of looking at the effectiveness of aid 

for Africa. We then asked ourselves how we were going to 

tell this story when Westerners simply believed that these 

Africans are poor starving people, waiting to be saved. We 

decided we must tell the story differently this time. We 

would not fly in with shiny equipment and go to do inter-

views at the top. We went straight to the bottom. We filmed 

in Uganda and Sierra Leone, trying to see the impact that 

aid was having on the lives of ordinary people.

We did see some impact. Small projects, small immuni-

zation programmes. But from the perspective of ordinary 

people actually getting anything, or anywhere, what we 

saw was just the individuals who got lucky. These individu-

als had landed jobs with aid agencies. They were driving 

around in those four wheel drives, with the windows always 

up and the air conditioner blowing them. These were not 

just the aid agency and government workers, but also the 

expatriates from the west. 

These powerful officials were now important, because 

of aid. Aid had given them that lifestyle. What came with 

that, was that they now believed that they were no longer 

accountable to ordinary people. Even if it was the people 

who had voted to put them in positions where they could 

access that expensive lifestyle, that didn’t matter. It was not 

the people, but the donors who paid their bills. So what gov-

ernments do in Africa today is making sure that they make 

the donors happy. Whatever they plan to do, it must be in 

line with what the donors want. If voters and tax payers say 

‘hello, what about us’, they will be told to go to hell. They 

don’t matter. 

We saw that aid was on a platform. There was a pillar 

with a platform on it, and the aid came and it would stay 

right at the top. In Kenya, during our investigation, money 

was given to combat HIV/Aids. This is a country that has 

been receiving aid for 50 years. They receive the biggest 

aid in Africa, up to about $800 million. We decided to go 

to the hospitals in some villages in Kenya. If you want to 

understand the impact of the aid, don’t stay in the cities, go 

to these villages, live with the people. That’s what I did. And 

we didn’t see even one nurse in the clinics that were there. 

The medicines, those that were there, were all being wasted 

because there was no one to prescribe or administer them.

Aid is about the consciences of the people who are giv-

ing it. Westerners see these pictures, these starving victims, 

and they need to feel they are doing something. But they are 

creating a continent full of beggars. Of people who will do 

anything that the givers want because they get handouts.

If you look at the reality, Africa is much wealthier than 

the West. Gold, diamond, coltan, titanium, iron ore, we are 

so rich that we should be giving others handouts, not take 

them. But of course there is one major problem, which is 

management. If the West is serious about uplifting Africa, 

it will engage with Africa on the issue of management. 

Because that has not been done. Wherever we went and 

talked to ordinary people in Africa, it was clear that they 

don’t see the IMFs, they don’t see the World Banks. They 

don’t even see all the different aid organizations. All they see 

are these people who got lucky driving 4 x 4’s for the develop-

ment aid people, or the expatriates themselves, or the gov-

ernment people who get three nice full meals every day.

Celebrating Westerners
Maybe the worst thing about aid is that it helps to create 

corrupt people in Africa. Imagine that a rich country like 

the UK decides that it’s giving South Africa US$ 50 million 

for a project. The first thing you must do with that US$ 50 

million is to buy the vehicles or equipment you are going 

to need, and you will buy them from the donor country of 

course, from the UK. Then you have to employ some of the 

expatriates from the UK to lead the project. Salaries are 

expensive, so now you have maybe US$ 30 million left over. 

Then the President and his team decide it’s our turn. In the 
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Raphael Rowe was a wrongly convicted inmate in Maidsden 
Prison, in the south of the UK. In 1995, the BBC’s Rough Justice 
documentary team, that investigated wrongful convictions, 
answered his detailed letters. They met in 1995. Raphael Rowe is 
now an investigative journalist. This is the story of investigative 
journalism fighting injustice in the most literal sense of the 
term.

Imagine being me at the time, in 1986. You are 18, and ordi-

nary teenager. One day, The armed police come, they kick 

in your door, arrest you, take you to the police station, and 

charge you with a series of murders and robberies, They 

lock you up. A year later, you are taken to court, you are 

tried, convicted, sent to prison for the rest of your life. You 

are 18 years old, and you didn’t do it. You witness prison life. 

People being killed, people being raped. Daily violence. I 

refused to work in the prison, I refused to leave my cell. I 

was innocent and I wanted someone to help me to prove 

that. But my legal team wasn’t interested in the evidence. 

My appeal failed. The judges at the London High Court re-

fused to accept that I hadn’t committed the murders and 

robberies that I had been convicted of. 

It would take up to the year 2000, when I was 32, -that’s 

nine years ago-, for the European Court of Human Rights 

to recognize that serious information had been withheld in 

my case. Informants had been paid huge amongst of money 

to tell lies. This only transpired after the Rough Justice team 

and the new solicitor had secretly recorded conversations 

with people who admitted that the police told them what 

to say and how much they got paid for that. I was in there 

because of lies.

In 2000, the European Court recognized that. The 

British courts had no choice but to squash my conviction. 

So aged 32- and a half, I was released from prison back 

into the world. So what do you do with your life, having 

not been to university, not been anywhere where you’d 

start a career? Journalism was the only thing I could think 

of. During my time in prison I had taken a correspond-

ence course in journalism. I had also read every letter, 

every word of every document involved in my case. The 

UK allows prisoners certain access to our case papers. The 

end you have US$ ten million, and that goes to local NGO’s, 

which are often run by other expats. Maybe, eventually US$ 

5 million goes to the people that it’s meant to help and then 

Westerners are out there celebrating that they have been 

helping Africa. 

It’s about 24 years, 25 years now, since Live Aid and Band 

Aid. Aid has always been given to Africa but nothing has 

changed. If the people who set up all these aid organiza-

tions were employed to work for corporations, they would 

have been sacked long ago. 

But I can’t sit here and only blame the West. Us, Africans 

are also to blame. Nobody disrespects you without your 

permission. We Africans have allowed ourselves to be dis-

respected. We’ve allowed ourselves to be seen as beggars 

and no-hopers. 

It is therefore, I believe, up to us as African journalists 

to show the world a different picture of Africa. It is up to us 

to get the world to understand that the way aid has been 

given is not a good way. That maybe a bottom-up approach 

should be tried, just like we tried it.

It’s time for the media to engage with the grass roots 

people in Africa. Not talk to them, but talk with them. Until 

we do that, as long as the West keeps pouring aid money, 

they will only be making richer millionaires of the politi-

cians who are already up there. Nothing at the bottom will 

change.

Sorious Samura’s documentary ‘Addicted to Aid’ was 

aired by Panorama, BBC, in the UK on 24 November 2008. 

The podcast can be seen on http://www.insightnewstv.com/

addictedtoaid/.

 IV. Investigating justice 

Unlocking the prison gates
raphael rowe
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lawyers generally get all the papers. In my own particular 

case I insisted that I must have every scrap of paper was in 

my prison cell. I knew I was the only one who was going 

to really look, from the beginning to the end. Regardless 

of how committed anybody else was, lawyer or journalist, 

but they were never going to look at every nook and cranny. 

That’s what the prisoner will do and that’s what I did. I had 

read, I had investigated, I had questioned, and I had drawn 

up arguments. So I was either a self taught criminal lawyer 

or a journalist.

It was the journalists who were going to get me out of 

prison. Only the journalists. The solicitors could do the legal 

stuff and argue the stuff in court but we’d been there, we’d lost 

our appeal. But journalists had campaigned for innocently 

convicted people, like the Birmingham Six. Journalists had 

investigated some of the notorious miscarriages of justice 

around terrorism cases as well. In some cases the involve-

ment of journalists had led to high profile convictions being 

squashed and men and women being released from prison. 

Journalists did that with the help of solicitors. My new lawyer, 

Jim Nichol, who had represented other innocent convicts, 

had also worked with journalists before.

In the process of fighting my conviction, I made a lot 

of friends who were journalists. They campaigned on my 

behalf, wrote articles –even front page stories-, made pro-

grammes about my and my co-defendants’ wrongful con-

viction. It was logical for me to become a journalist.

I went to work for the BBC,as a radio news reporter for 

the BBCs’ Today programme on Radio 4. After five years 

I progressed into television and I went on to become an 

undercover reporter. I went out to Sierra Leone, smuggled 

diamonds from Sierra Leone to show that the Kimberley 

Process that was supposed to ensure that only certified dia-

monds could be traded, didn’t work. I smuggled diamonds 

back to England. I then went on to investigate UN peace-

keeping in the Congo. Militia rebels confessed secretly to 

me –whilst I was secretly recording them- that they were 

being re-armed by UN peace keepers. 

Dreadlocks on the BBC
But I was still known in the UK as ‘that wrongfully convict-

ed person’. I was also the first person of colour to report on 

the BBC’s flagship Today programme. I am the first person 

of colour –and with dreadlocks- to have presented and be 

a reporter on the Panorama programme. I’ve broken the 

mould, and I’m bringing more people like me in with me.

I ended up investigating another wrongful conviction 

case. This man wasn’t quite so young. His name was Barry 

George and he was convicted of the murder of a high profile 

TV presenter, Jill Dando. She was an icon in the UK. The 

courts said Barry George killed her, and they convicted 

him and locked him up. My experience in prison and my 

familiarity with the procedures and relevant documents 

allowed me to investigate his case. 

It started with lawyers approaching us, saying that one 

of the key prosecution witnesses had lied. I visited that wit-

ness. I’m not a desk journalist. I spend my time knocking 

on doors and seeing and hearing for myself. And that would 

be the first piece of advice I would give as an investigative 

journalist about uncovering what you really need to know. 

It’s no good sitting behind the desk and doing internet 

research only. The internet is an excellent way of initiating 

your investigation but you’ve got to go and meet and look 

people in the eye. When you go and meet these witnesses, 

talk to them, they tell you things that they didn’t tell the 

court. It makes you think one of two things. Either they’re 

not telling the truth now, or what they said was misrepre-

sented. That led me to go onto to speak to numerous wit-

nesses in a number of cases. 

It’s about trust: people and information you can trust I 

found that my life was ruined by lies, so I live my life now 

by trust. Truth is a difficult thing but if you’re focused as a 

journalist and you seek out the truth, and you tell people 

that that is what you are after, it opens doors. Others who 

also want to tell the truth will come forward, even if they 

don’t do it overtly. It allows you as a journalist to tell other 

people about what is really going on, how it’s going on, why 

it’s going on and what can be done. 

It’s very rare to do this in my country, but I even met with 

one of the juror members who sat in the court and decided 

that that individual was guilty. I don’t know whether you 

also have a jury system, but in England a jury of 12 peo-

ple will decide the fate of an individual. They will listen to 

all the evidence -or not quite all the evidence as I’ve just 

explained in my own case-, but they listen and make a deci-

sion based on the evidence that is presented to them. They 

convict a person. They are not to be influenced, so speak-

ing to a juror about the deliberations is something you’re 

not allowed to do in our country. But in the Jill Dando case 

there was one juror who had voiced serious concerns about 

other juror members. 

We combined that with our other findings in the case of 

the conviction of Barry George for the murder of Jill Dando. 

The programme we made also contained interviews with 

witnesses and analyses of the forensic evidence. The foren-

sic evidence was a key element. There had been a minute 

speck of fire arm residue in Barry George’s inside coat 

pocket. But we had found leading fire arms experts who 

said they could not confirm that the residue came from the 

weapon that killed Dando They even said it wasn’t certain 

that this speck came from a firearm at all. It might have 

come from a piece of firework or metal. 

That was the first programme I did.



– 15 –

the AfrIc An Inves tIgAtIve JournAlIsm conference

 Right and wrong in the institutions 
I did a follow up programme, where we went after more 

jury members. The justice system doesn’t like it when we 

do that, but sometimes we journalists have to take risks. 

Because of my own experiences I knew that it was impor-

tant to convince juror members to tell me what they really 

thought about the new evidence. That delivered some pow-

erful testimony, so much so that when he went back to the 

court of appeal his conviction was quashed. This wasn’t 

only as a result of our investigations and programmes but 

the programmes did play a crucial part in influencing the 

courts and influencing public opinion about what’s right 

and wrong. 

I looked on the internet this morning at how many pris-

oners are here in South Africa. There are 190,000 in 240 

prisons. How many of those 190,000 are innocent? It’s great 

that the Journalism Department at Wits is looking into 

wrongful convictions in South Africa. In a country that is 

known for its’ struggle for justice, how can people not be 

interested in justices’ miscarriages?

Countries recognize other countries because of the way 

they treat other people. I know there are other atrocities 

to deal with, but miscarriages of justices are a crucial part 

of our journalism. We heard a lot yesterday about the top 

down and the down up approach. This is most definitely 

down-up. You find a victim of a miscarriage of justice, and 

it leads you all the way up into the justice institutions. It 

shows you things you may never have imagined. 

As a journalist I now dedicate my time to investigate 

injustice, wherever it may be. It’s taken me around the 

world, Afghanistan, Beirut. In all these different places I 

can use my experience. I don’t have formal qualifications 

as a journalist but I have the nose, the instinct, the ability, 

the dare. I take risks, I knock on doors, I ask questions. I 

want to know why, why did you say that. 

That’s what we do as journalists. That’s what I do as a 

journalist. It’s the task that motivates me, it’s not my salary. 

Money doesn’t motivate me. I lived on three pounds a week 

for 12 years. It’s also not the recognition, the awards and the 

prizes. I have been nominated for awards but I have never 

accepted one. I do what I do as an investigative journalist to 

inform people of injustices that they would not otherwise 

be aware of. It is about exposing what you can, where you 

can, and however you can. Believing in what you do is cru-

cial. You need to ask the right questions in the right place 

and it makes a difference.

Unlocking the prison gates: investigating the justice system 
– a lawyer’s guide

Jim nichol

Jim Nichol was Raphael Rowe’s lawyer. He has assisted with 
countless cases of wrongful conviction and has worked 
consistently with investigative journalists. Here is his take on 
what investigative journalism can do for justice.

“I feel it is my duty to wonder aloud why you were not 

charged with treason to the crown, a charge that carries 

the penalty of death by hanging, a sentence I would have 

no difficulty in passing this case.” That’s what Sir John 

Donaldson, one of the most senior judges in England and 

Wales said when, after a long trial, he was sentencing four 

young people for murder. The four suspects were said to 

have planted bombs. Judge Donaldson sentenced them 

to life imprisonment, but his view was they should have 

hanged. Fourteen years later, in 1974, those four same per-

sons were acquitted, exonerated, and released.

A few weeks ago, after 27 years in prison, a man called 

Shaun Hodgson was released. He had been convicted of 

murdering a young woman. When he was sentenced, in 

1982, he was a vulnerable young man. He had quite a low 

IQ. The evidence against him was that the police said he 

had information about the crime that only the person who 

committed the crime would know. Nevertheless, earlier 
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this year, someone died who had told people that he had 

committed the crime. His bones were dug up, DNA samples 

were taken and they showed that it was a billion to one that 

it was indeed this man who had committed the crime. After 

27 years, Shaun Hodgson walked free. 

In between 1974 and earlier this year, there have been 

countless numbers of people released from prison in 

England and Wales who had been wrongfully incarcer-

ated for decades. They were innocent men an women. 

Tragically, some of the people who had their convictions 

squashed were not around to be released, because their 

cases dated from an earlier period of capital punishment. 

They had been hanged. 

In the case of Shaun Hodgson which I have referred to, 

the question arises: if he didn’t commit the murder -and 

he clearly did not-, then where did he get that information 

that only the killer could have known, the information the 

police said he had? He got it from corrupt police officers 

who think they know better. They gave him the informa-

tion and then used it to get him convicted. 

I have no doubt that there are many miscarriages of 

justice in South Africa. Perhaps, in a country in which mur-

ders are counted in their thousands; armed robberies in 

their tens of thousands and rapes in their fifty thousands, 

that fighting against miscarriages of justice is not necessar-

ily a popular cause. I hope, however, that by the end of this 

conference session, you will think that it is worthwhile for 

journalists to investigate cases of those who are wrongly 

imprisoned.

It’s worthwhile for two reasons. Firstly of course it has 

tragic consequences, for the person who is convicted. 

Secondly, and more generally, the criminal justice system 

clearly fails to protect the innocent who are on trial. That is 

an important matter and it is my contention that journal-

ists and lawyers working together to expose miscarriages 

of justice will do more than just rectify the wrong that has 

been done to the individual. They will begin to rectify the 

criminal justice system itself.

Journalists are far better than lawyers. Lawyers suffer 

from all sorts of diseases, particularly when it means get-

ting up off their butt and going out and investigating a case. 

Even now in the United Kingdom, I’ve just finished a mur-

der trial involving three young lads and a stabbing, where 

out of six advocates only I bothered to visit the scene of the 

crime. A good journalist who goes out and sticks with the 

case is going to get results. The television team of Rough 

Justice relentlessly pursued cases which led to the correct-

ing of wrongful convictions. Of course it’s not easy and it’s 

not popular but what is the point of a journalist who doesn’t 

swim again the tide, who doesn’t swim against authority? 

There is no value in the journalist who simply writes what 

people want to hear. We can see that in the newspaper each 

and very day. 

We need journalists to go out, be that person who knocks 

on doors, who visits the scene of the crime. Doing this kind 

of investigation can be fantastically rewarding, too. You 

come across people, build up your data bank of contacts 

and you learn not just about the miscarriages but you 

also get loads of other useful stuff. You will get the phone 

number of the pathologist who will tell you why the man 

wasn’t killed in the way in which he was killed. You will 

recruit as a source the friendly coroner who will give you 

new ideas, and even the friendly police officer who helped 

take you through the system. Then there are the forensic 

scientist, the people who know about DNA, fingerprints, 

the computer experts and financial experts. They will be 

there to help you whenever you are investigating a medi-

cal problem, a forensics problem, a handwriting problem, 

whatever the case may be.

Cash needs and inertia
Of course you do need a lawyer to help. I carry no brief for 

lawyers in general, and many suffer from diseases such as 

acute cash needs and inertia, but if you try you will in the 

end find lawyers who will assist. Often, they will be young 

lawyers. Young persons in their 20s or in their early 30s still 

often want to have a crack at it. They will be interested in 

guiding you through all of the legal issues. 

An important point here is that miscarriage of justice 

cases are long-term. The Royal Society for the Prevention 

of Cruelty to Animals advertises in the UK every Christmas 

with the slogan: “A pet is not just for Christmas”. They are 

concerned that people will give pets as Christmas gifts, 

with the risk that after a while the pet will bore the receiver 

and then it gets dumped. I want to say to you that, similarly, 

a prisoner is not just for Christmas. You don’t take it on for 

the quick story and then dump the prisoner. If you decide 

to take on the case then you stick with it as best you can. Of 

course it may run into the sand but the point here is that 

prisoners are human beings and you must never lose sight 

of that. 

The human element is very important here. My former 

client Raphael Rowe, for example, has made my life a com-

plete and total misery. He sacked me more times than I’ve 

been sacked by any other client that I have ever had in my 

entire professional career. But I had to understand that he 

was in prison, behind that locked door, and that he knew 

more about his case than I knew. I could not get away from 

the closeness. You are close to him, close to all prisoners 

you become involved with. And to brothers, sisters, part-

ners, mothers and fathers. You have to be careful that you 

don’t tread over that line where you cease to be objective. 

One thing is certain: once you go into this, the cases will 

pile up. You will have to decide which ones you will take on. 
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I have a couple of simple methods of dealing with it. I get lots 

of letters exactly the same as the letter I got from Raphael. 

But, unlike Raphael, I think a lot of these letters are prob-

ably from people who are properly convicted. Guilty peo-

ple can, and do, proclaim innocence. So how do you know 

which one is a genuine case of wrongful conviction? 

What I do is to write back. I say: ‘thank you for your let-

ter. But you do not tell me in your letter whether you are 

innocent. Are you?’ After that, from half the people, I never 

hear again. Then with the other half I start to work out what 

the case is, and whether or not I am able to help. I remem-

ber going to see one prisoner who told me that his problem 

was a particularly corrupt police officer. The prisoner said 

that this officer had fabricated evidence against him. So I 

asked him, are you innocent? His answer was that I wasn’t 

listening. He repeated that the police officer had fabricated 

evidence. I put that case aside too.

There are all kinds of categories. There are people who 

give false confessions because they are vulnerable. I had 

one chap in prison for 17 years for a double murder. He was 

a tremendously vulnerable young man, who had been in 

orphanages all his life. He got hold of the picture that the 

police put out of the suspect in this murder case, and he 

used to take it around the pubs and all the shops. He would 

ask everybody: do you think that man looks a bit like me? 

He would also go to the photographers’ and get a picture 

taken with a boxing trophy and him with boxing gloves. 

He’d never boxed in his life. Once this man got into the 

police station where he was vulnerable and the police said 

‘you’ve done it, you’ve done it’, he made some sort of con-

fession right there. You’ll come across that sort of case. 

Planting drugs
You will come across the lying witness that Raphael referred 

to. You will come across lying police officers who plant 

evidence, of drugs, for example. What happens is, they 

take two kilos of cocaine from your house when they arrest 

you. When you go to court the next morning, the charge is 

read out: ‘the defendant had in his possession one kilo of 

cocaine’. You are hardly likely to put your hand up and say: 

‘I’m sorry, it was actually two kilos.’ No, the police have the 

extra kilo. They either sell it because they are corrupt or 

they plant it somewhere else in order to get a conviction. It 

happens in the UK, and I’m sure that it happens here. 

You get lawyers who completely fail to investigate their 

clients’ case or think that they know better. I did a case 

of a man called Donald Pendleton, who spent almost 20 

years in prison. His lawyers defended him by saying that it 

wasn’t a murder case, but a fight in which somebody died. 

They said Pendleton was there but he couldn’t prevent the 

killing. But that’s not what Pendleton said. Pendleton told 

his lawyers that he was never there. That he did not know 

what they were talking about. But the lawyer said: ‘no, let’s 

not say that, it’s a much better defense to put it like this.’ 

Of course it was complete rubbish. At the end of the day, 

after all those years, we proved that he wasn’t there. You are 

going to come across cases just like this.

Rome is not built in a day. You will not get the big story 

immediately, but there will be a trickle of stories. The little 

story of 150 words, the bigger story of 500 words or 1,000 

words. Small ones will come out this week, then nothing 

will happen for two or three weeks and then you will get 

another story. Or nothing will happen for a year or two years 

but in the end you will get those stories. Once the stories 

are published in your newspapers, people will crawl out the 

woodwork and will help you. They will approach you and 

say yes I know about that, this is really what happened. 

You yourself can ask your readers for help and assist-

ance. That really helps me as a lawyer. You get all this 

information from your audience. You will end up with new 

skills, new ideas, and new databases.

In the end, you will change the system. We changed 

things in the UK. An example is that nowadays, if you are 

arrested and taken to the police station, you are entitled, 

free of charge, to my services. A lawyer will come to the 

police station at 02:00 in the morning if need be, if you are 

going to be interrogated by a police officer. And inside that 

police station there are CCTV cameras recording every 

movement to ensure that you are not beaten up, that you 

are not set up, that evidence isn’t planted against you. I’m 

not saying that it’s perfect but it’s a lot better than what hap-

pened before.
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Frank Nyakairu is one of the leading journalists in East and 
Central Africa, best known for his investigations into crimes 
against humanity in the Great Lakes region. He is also known 
for his outspokenness, which once caused the authorities in 
his country Uganda to arrest him and shut down the paper he 
worked for several days. Being tenacious, he went on to scoop 
the Knight International Journalism award in 2008 for his human 
rights violations investigations. Believing in bringing criminals to 
justice, even if they operate in areas where lawlessness reigns, he 
meticulously documents the actions of those who transgress the 
many international treaties that apply to these war and conflict 
zone crimes, and takes them all the way up to the ICC.

I was born in Western Uganda. By the time I was a teenager, 

a war was raging. That’s how I started in journalism. I later 

covered Uganda’s and Rwanda’s involvement in Congo, 

from 1998 to 2003. Heinous crimes were committed there. 

I’ve also covered Somalia and southern Sudan, some of the 

most dangerous places for reporters.

War is a terrible thing. I always hear politicians speak-

ing about war as if it’s a bottle of water. It’s not. Things get 

totally messed up in war. This world as it is has been shaped 

by wars, major ones and small ones and we as investiga-

tive journalists should develop skills to try and cover these 

wars. Southern Africa may be stable now, but you just never 

know what can happen next.

Wars have changed since the 70s, 80s and early 90s. We 

used to have long running wars like the one that my col-

leagues form Angola know so well. The Southern Sudan 

war took 23 years, th as trying to figure out with my life, a 

bad war was raging in the West of my country. Rebels were 

funded by the DRC, Mozambique and Sudan. As a begin-

ning journalist, the biggest story that I could every follow 

was a ware Northern Uganda war also 23 years. (That one is 

still going on, by the way). Now there are small wars spring-

ing up, and petering out again, and then it starts somewhere 

else. We need to rally our efforts to try and report about 

these issues.

A war reporters’ tools
I’ve developed a few tools that a journalist could use in 

order to report about wars with an aim of bringing perpe-

trators to justice, with an aim of averting crimes. Because 

we can help to stop them. We can tell people: ‘I know what 

you are about to do, and don’t do it, because I am watch-

ing you’. Don’t do it. I’ve got a lot of knowledge from a book 

called ‘Crimes of war’, by Roy Goodman. This is a book that 

was compiled by leading war correspondents -guys who 

were in the Vietnamese war, guys who covered Operation 

Thunderstorm. They covered big wars around the world, 

including the Liberian war in the early 90s and the Rwanda 

genocide in 1994. They put together this compilation of 

crimes of war, to make sure that journalists, would know 

what to look out for in a war zone.

This kind of investigative journalism detects signs of 

war and tries to alarm in time. There is always a build up of 

tensions first. But, sadly, what many media do, is they fuel 

war. Wars often start in the media, with people exchang-

ing threats, calling each other names. Before you know it 

the war is real. An example would be Radio Mil Collines in 

Rwanda, that was the voice of those who were about to kill 

the Tutsi’s. They were given the podium to start encourag-

ing people to call Tutsi’s cockroaches.

Instead of just parroting and saber rattling, I would 

rather see more media investigate war crimes, calling a 

crime a crime and a criminal a criminal from the start. 

There are now many legal frameworks and international 

treaties. We can use. Plenty legal international instruments 

have been kicked into force, especially after the second 

world war. I want to go briefly into the conventions that 

Justice in a war zone
Mutilations, kidnappings, killings, rape and the International 

Criminal Court
frank nyakairu
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have affected Africa. African countries gained independ-

ence mainly in the late 50s, 60s and early 70s, when all 

these post-World War II conventions were in force. But the 

whole world then was battling a cold war and internation-

ally there was no focus on Africa. You’d expect a more help-

ful situation after the cold war was over, but, sadly, when 

we had wars going on in the 1990s, these conventions never 

protected us even then. Africa was still not considered 

important enough to enforce these conventions.

Only after 1994, when almost 1 million people had died 

in the Rwanda genocide, the first convention that had a 

particular focus on Africa was kicked into place. That’s the 

UN convention on the prevention and punishment of crime 

of genocide. That’s what they used to form the ICTR, the 

International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda that sits in Dar 

es Salaam. They arrested one of the criminals last month in 

Uganda. The case is still going on. One thing about justice is 

that it can take forever. A general in Cameroon was arrested 

30 years after he had committed war crimes. You can say 

‘what’s the point, if it takes so long’, but I am of another 

view. I’d say we don’t do these things in vain. Because the 

criminals now know that one day, now or in the future, they 

are going to have to pay. And that’s important.

The International Criminal Court only kicked into 

force in 2002. In 2003 it started investigating war crimes in 

Northern Uganda and in North Eastern Congo. They have 

gone to Chad and they are now coming to Kenya, which is 

very interesting. Some people are arguing that the interna-

tional criminal court is unfairly focusing on Africa. ‘Why 

only arrest African suspects, why not focus more on other 

parts of the world’, they say, but I think they are really doing 

a good job. It is good for Africa that they are doing this. 

Now, politicians can no longer use war to settle scores. The 

international criminal court is watching.

“They are amputating limbs of people. You want to 
say it is not important to stop this?”
It would be great, in my view, if they would get more in-

volved, for instance in Somalia, where the fundamentalist 

Al Shabaab and other militia groups are killing people. 

They are amputating limbs of people. That’s what they do. 

You want to say it is not important to stop this? They meet 

you and they remove your tooth, cut off your arm. These 

are crimes. It’s our job to highlight them and ensure that 

the world knows.

Last week I was in Kampala to cover the Kampala con-

vention on the protection of refugees and what is called 

internally displaced persons, IDPs. This is a laudable move 

by the African Union to try and protect IDPs and refugees. 

Governments were cheering for it, which is a bit funny, 

because if it works it is going to be really harsh on them. 

African governments will see themselves forced to adhere, 

to stop certain things, to stop supporting militias. The con-

vention is very harsh on militia’s. If it actually kicks into 

force, I expect that we shall see some justice. 

So things are changing. And in that context of change, 

the media can do a lot with a little bit of information about 

what is going on in the legal international world. I will now 

take you through things that we must look out for in a war 

zone, or in a situation that is tense and about to be a war 

zone, or in a post conflict zone, to make sure that we docu-

ment these things. That we inform the world and make sure 

that people don’t get away with violations of these treaties 

and legal frameworks. Renowned correspondent Richard 

Goldsworth has said that accurate and timely and thought-

ful coverage of war crimes can have an impact far beyond 

immediate calculations. That is  where I draw my courage 

to move into these war zones and write what I write.

What the public should know in a tense situation is the 

following.

What is about to happen?•	

Who is behind it?•	

What will the likely impact be?•	

Who is ultimately responsible for ensuring that violations •	

do not take place?

If you base yourself on these four questions, you will always 

come up with an important story. Within that framework, 

you just have to build up your expertise around what makes 

a situation tense. Issues such as –firstly- a war of words, an 

arms or weapons race or stockpiling, provocations that 

take place and that are clearly meant to stir up anger and 

rage, reprisal attacks in response to such provocations 

and questionable military activity. If you see signs of such 

things, you have to investigate who is behind any of these, 

and then hold those who are tasked to ensure war crimes 

do not take place, to account. Right from the start.

Then, let’s say unfortunately the tense situation does 

not cool down in spite of all our efforts and you are now in 

a war zone. You have to know that a lot of things that hap-

pen is a war are actually crimes according to the Geneva 

convention, and they have to be reported as crimes, not just 

as tragic occurrences of war. 

A mass grave is a crime
Killing of civilians, killing of hostages, killing of prisoners 

of war are all war crimes. If you see a child soldier, that’s 

a crime right there. The Rome Statute of the International 

Criminal Court criminalizes conscription of children under 

15 and the UN Convention of the Rights of Children from 

1989 criminalises recruitment of anyone under the age of 

18. It’s also a crime under the Geneva Convention and un-

der the International Covenant on Civil and Political rights 

to secretly arrest someone, to imprison them, and/or to kill 
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them. Running a detention camp in such a way that there is 

deliberate starvation, or torture, or that sexual crimes take 

place, or that people are recruited as soldiers against their 

will, is a crime. The existence of a mass grave is a crime in 

under the Fourth Geneva Convention.. Any war victim has 

a right to proper identification, registration and burial

What often happens in the wars we have seen recently in 

the Great Lakes and elsewhere, is that militia’s and army’s 

go on the rampage in undefended towns. That is where you 

get arbitrary arrests, willful killings, sexual crimes like rape 

and looting. The rights of undefended towns are protected 

both by the Hague Convention on Land Warfare and by the 

Geneva Convention. So if you see these things, again, you 

report the crimes. You get names, facts, dates. Names of the 

leaders who allowed this. Testimonies of victioms, of eye-

witnesses. You report those who did this, you name them.

What we have learned from the genocide in Rwanda 

is that even media can commit war crimes. Uncritically 

broadcasting hate speech is such a crime under the post-

Rwanda UN convention on the prevention and punishment 

of genocide. And, even if it’s not always directly hate speech: 

the simple broadcasting of what warring parties say isn’t 

good enough journalism in my book. It’s not public interest 

journalism and it’s certainly not investigative journalism.

It takes a lot to be a journalist in a war zone, and I can’t 

blame you if you’d rather focus on another beat. But if you 

want to be a journalist in a war zone, then please know that 

you will be witnessing crimes and you will have to report 

and investigate them as crimes. I hope I have given you 

some tools to help you do that.

 V. Fighting challenges facing journalists 

Can transnational investigations keep investigative  
journalism going strong?

David Kaplan, International consortium of Investigative Journalists 
charles rukuni, forum for African Investigative reporters

Transnational investigations are investigations done by 
journalists who live in different countries and who work together 
as a team, investigating the same subject in different places. 
The result is, or is supposed to be, a joint investigation that is 
relevant internationally. Transnational investigations increase the 
scope of a local story considerably. But there are difficulties and 
pitfalls, the biggest of which is lack of money. The global trend 
is that less and less media are willing to invest in investigative 
journalism. Is transnational cooperation of journalists the answer? 
And how do journalists do transnational investigations in Africa? 
David Kaplan, director of the Centre for Public Integrity in the 
US and coordinator of the associated International Consortium 
of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ, and Charles Rukuni, project 
manager for FAIR Transnational Investigations, recount their 
experiences.

David Kaplan: The ICIJ is a global network, connected to 

the Washington-based Centre for Public Integrity, that takes 

on issues of global public interest. We‘re a large not for profit 

organization and we have a US$ 4 million budget, that makes 

us one of the largest investigative non profits in the world. 

Doing investigations as non profits is becoming more 

and more important, now that media and journalism are 

in crisis. A lot has changed from the days when every large 

American city had investigative reporters working on crime 

and corruption and conflicts of interest. We’ve lost a lot of 

that. First we lost advertising, then the general recession 

came. Teams are being disbanded, we’re losing our foreign 

and domestic bureaus, we’re really in crisis. 

But out of crisis, as the Chinese say, comes opportunity. 

We are looking at new models to pay for investigations by 

journalists, and as we are doing that, we are involved in a 

whole new range of experiments. We are trying to go faster, 

using technology. Twenty years ago we used to spend a lot 

of time on stuff that now we don’t have to spend time on. 

I’m old enough to remember having to go to the library to 

look through the New York Times index. We would build up 

a file by hand -it would take days. Now I do it in five min-

utes, using online data. 

Now we also have Computer Assisted Reporting, where 
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you use a set of computer research skills to get the informa-

tion you need. Workshops such as the ones that are given by 

Brant Houston are key. It is the future. At my organization, 

both at the Centre for Public Integrity and at the ICIJ we are 

a digital news organization. We are completely web based, 

we don’t even publish a paper product. We are interactive, 

trying to use citizen journalism as well. We make huge 

use of databases, integrating crowd sourcing and public 

records inquiries into our journalism. 

Then of course we have the international and cross 

border approach. That is the future, too: almost every story 

today is international Look at the food on your breakfast 

table. Look at where your kids’ toys come from. Look at the 

petrol in your car, look at the immigrant groups in your 

communities. Logically there is a need for more and more 

international investigations. Crime stories, food stories, 

trade and business stories. They all lead overseas, so we’ve 

got to figure out how to work together. 

So there we are, trying to pioneer new methodologies 

to get important investigative results, together, and as fast 

as possible. One example of this was a story we did called 

‘Pentagon Travel’. The story revealed which sponsors 

helped to pay for trips made by defense department employ-

ees. We derived it from 20 000 reports that were turned in 

by these employees. They had to do that according to the 

rules. Many of these reports were hand written, so we hired 

a firm to digitise them. We built a database of all 20,000 and 

analysed them. Now we had a database of outside interests 

who are sponsoring US Pentagon employees to travel.

“What America did with bribery was to legalise it”
We found who the biggest sponsor was. Next to some for-

eign governments, and some other companies, the biggest 

sponsor was the pharmaceutical industry. The Pentagon 

buys US$ 5 million worth of medicines every year. It is a 

huge buyer of pharmaceuticals and medical equipment. So 

it turned into a money and politics story. Another similar 

story dealt with trips made by US Congress people, and 

how special interests were trying to grab a piece of it. Our 

founder, Charles Lewis, jokes that what America did with 

bribery was to legalise it. We have so much bad money 

flowing through our system in the US. Special interests can 

buy anything. So we find ourselves doing one story after 

another on such issues. 

Out of our recent projects, Broken government is an 

interesting one. We put a team of 12 reporters together and 

looked at 8 years for the Bush administration, at all the sys-

tematic failures that they had. We went through every audit, 

every accounting report, every congressional oversight 

hearing and came up with a list of 128 systematic failures. 

It wasn’t only the obvious ones, like the war in Iraq and the 

failure to stop the 9/11 terror attacks, but things that were 

not known at all. Failures in education, in healthcare, in 

law enforcement. It’s quite a record. 

As the International Consortium, the ICIJ, we try to con-

nect all the investigative journalism centres and associa-

tions globally. Certainly FAIR is a great example of what’s 

happening in Africa. There is a European network that did 

a great investigation on the side effects of some very bad 

drugs. Arab Reporters for Investigative Journalism, ARIJ, 

did work on infectious diseases. Some of Latin America’s 

best investigative reporting is featured on our website, as is 

FAIR’s work. Just to say that you’re not alone, this is part of 

a global movement that we’re all talking about. There are 

some 50 other non profits around the world now, that do 

investigative journalism as their primary function. 

We worked with a number of these global centres in our 

global investigations on international tobacco smuggling. 

Our first round, eight years ago, caused quite a sensation. 

We linked organized crime to major tobacco companies 

all over the world and we showed how they had system-

atically used smuggling as a way to expand markets and 

move products. One of our big funders came and asked if 

we would come back eight years later and look at it. So we 

put another multinational team together and this time it 

was even more ambitious. I think we had 20 reporters in 15 

countries over the last year.

Tobacco, terrorists and the Italian mafia
Illegal tobacco was a billion dollar black market that no 

one had documented before. Some of the contraband was 

fuelling organized crime and creating all kinds of strange 

alliances. Terrorist groups were starting to use tobacco as a 

means to generate income around the world. Montenegro, 

this tiny Balkans Republic, was deeply involved in the 

trade. Together with the Bosnian Centre for Investigative 

Reporting, we found that for 10 years, Montenegro’s prime 

minister, Milo Jakonovich, had been part of it. He had been 

moving tobacco into Italy and letting the Italian mafia 

launder over $1 billion in funds. 

Now we are looking at how much lobbying is going on 

in Washington on climate change, on global warming. We 

found that the number of lobbyists had increased 300 per 

cent in the last five years. So we decided to take it global, 

and showed that business and industry circles have been 

trying to sabotage the most important environmental 

treaty of our time.

Charles Rukuni: Fair stands for Forum for African 

Investigative Reporters. It is an organisation of professional 

investigative journalists. We have got around 100 members 

in 23 African countries. FAIR started its Transnational 

Investigations in 2007. It’s interesting to hear from David 

that the big funders of the military in the US were the 
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pharmaceutical industry, because our first Transnational 

Investigation was actually on the pharmaceutical indus-

try. We were looking at how big pharmaceutical countries 

were trying to prevent cheap medicines getting in African 

countries. SmithKline and the others who are called Big 

Pharma, they were trying to prevent the Indian companies 

from bringing in cheap drugs which we felt would be af-

fordable to our people. 

Our investigation last year was on human trafficking, 

inside and from Africa. It was displayed by the ICIJ on their 

Facebook page and taken up by a number of other investi-

gative journalism centres as well. 

What we are working on at the moment is a bit unortho-

dox. It’s called ‘Crime and development’. That is of course 

unconventional, because how can crime be taken together 

with development? We are constantly told that crime is bad. 

Crime can not promote development. But interestingly, we 

have collected reports that show that crime –some crime- 

does exactly that.

It started with an idea from one of our colleagues, from 

Benin. Benin is French speaking. Our colleague picked up 

that girls in Benin were learning English so that they could 

become sex workers in neighbouring, wealthier, English 

speaking countries like Nigeria and Ghana. They even 

formulated objectives and goals of ending up in sex work 

in Italy, if only they could learn English, they could go as 

far as that. It was not just for themselves. They really saw 

this as a career, that would help to feed their children, their 

families, their community. And it did.

“No matter how you feel about sex workers, but if 
they are feeding families and sending children to 
school, then they are promoting development”
So we felt well, no matter what you think about sex work-

ers, but if they are making efforts to generate more income 

so that they can feed their families, and send children to 

school, then in a way they are promoting development. 

Then we looked at case studies that we started collecting 

from every country. In all our countries we have those in-

dividuals, let me call them Robin Hoods, that you’ve heard 

about. Someone who made a fortune from smuggling, cross 

border trading, or illegal diamonds. Stories about people 

who started smuggling diamonds, but who are now run-

ning factories, employing hundreds of people.

We looked at the pirates in Somalia. Of course what they 

do is armed robbery, but the fact is that in their case income 

is taken from elsewhere –from the foreign ships- and that it 

is actually used to send kids to school, to construct build-

ings, to create employment. Areas in Somalia and even 

in Kenya are being developed by money that pirates have 

plundered. Then we ask ourselves: do the data support 

these observations? Where is more African development 

generated, by government projects or by these criminals? 

If you then compare it with some reports about how devel-

opment aid is failing and how trillions of US dollars leave 

Africa every year in legal trade, you start to understand that 

these observations are only the beginning. We need to do 

much more research and we are ready to take it on.

The way we work at FAIR is a bit complex. It’s a bottom 

up approach, because we don’t want to dictate topics and 

issues to the journalists in the network. The ideas come 

from the journalists, they place them on the various mail-

ing lists that we run. Then we go through a collective dis-

cussion on those mailing lists and find which idea is more 

popular. Of course, in those discussions, we make the cri-

teria clear. Criteria of public interests, and is there enough 

reason to believe that there is stuff to investigate.

Then, we only work with people who are prepared to 

be professional. Once we have found the topic, we ask the 

journalists who want to participate in the team investiga-

tion to submit their story projects. They also have to sub-

mit a budget. When we have approved the project and the 

budget, we agree on a timeframe when you should deliver. 

This is transnational so it will be more than one country, 

with three to five reporters in an equal number of countries 

working on different aspects of the project. 

No handouts 
I want to stress that FAIR is not a donor and not an NGO. 

We don’t have huge funds. We are all simply journalists, 

we work for media houses. We are motivated by the pub-

lic interest and our ethic, which is that we must do proper 

work that is up to standard. Sometimes we are mistaken 

for an NGO that is there to give handouts to journalists. 

Sometimes someone thinks that he can write to FAIR and 

explain that he is poor and if we can please pay him so that 

he can do a story, -a story that he can’t even explain proper-

ly. That is not how it works. We work with professionals. The 

media are supposed to publish our stories and the media 

are supposed to pay us for these stories. FAIR just provides 

a framework where all the stories are combined into one 

dossier. We only pay, after the work is done, a small fee for 

such a contribution to the TI dossier. That’s how it works for 

all professionals.

It is interesting to see that journalists in Africa who are 

worth their salt, who are real investigators, who really care 

about the public interest, about truth, and issues of injus-

tice, do approve of this approach. In fact, they insist on it. It 

is these journalists who are members of the Board of FAIR.
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The online tsunami: friend or foe?
New media, new methods

rex chikoko

Rex Chikoko works in Malawi, in a media landscape where 
powerful forces often succeed in convincing editors and 
publishers not to run certain stories. Whereas in the West a 
libel threat can cause a publication to spike an investigative 
story –this is an increasing problem worldwide-, in Malawi and 
similar countries, a phone call to the editor by an aggrieved VIP 
often already suffices to get a story canned. African journalists 
working in such a context have increasingly been using online 
media to escape censorship. But is it a solution?

A good thing that has happened with the advent of online 

media, is that traditional media are definitely taking note. 

Editors and publishers of traditional media have com-

plained about the ‘online tsunami’ that is competing with 

them. People have gone on the internet to find out about 

issues after reports on those issues were suppressed by the 

traditional media because they irked some or other govern-

ment official or other important person.

And that is a good development. It can only be hoped 

that traditional media take good note of this competition 

and improve their products. So far, however, I don’t see 

them trying very hard. They still defer to paymasters and 

other powerful people. To ruling parties, especially: these 

still succeed in preventing publication of stories they don’t 

like. In Malawi we have experienced suppression of stories 

also by corporates, who threaten the media house, saying 

that they will withhold advertising if the story goes ahead.

A few examples of the above: an investigative story by 

the Daily Times on corruption at the state broadcaster, filed 

last year in 2008, never saw the light of day. Later, the Daily 

Times received ‘executive orders’ –and obeyed them- not 

to publish a story on how the minister of information had 

assaulted a woman whom she suspected of having a fling 

with her husband. Not one media house in Malawi dared to 

publish the story of the 60 million Kwacha that were spent 

just to hire a plane for the president. All the above stories 

were, however, posted on the internet.

Malawi is a small country and we have a definite group 

of new, internet-savvy, youth who access online news. It’s 

not a big number of people but it is an important part of 

our new generation. Thanks to online media they can get 

hold of information that otherwise would be suppressed. 

And they get hold of it immediately, because it is so easy 

and quick to put something on the internet. It is cheap as 

well. So the online revolution does make for a big variety of 

voices, opinions and dialogue, which are all good things.

The question is however if we actually get more, or bet-

ter, journalism as a result. Whether online media grow bet-

ter quality, as well as quantity. Unfortunately, this is to be 

doubted. A case in point is the Nyasatimes website, www.

nyasatimes.com. This website has been an interesting 

source of information. It was the first one to report, in 2007, 

that First Lady Ethel Mutharika had died. At the time, State 

House was still issuing denials on the subject. However, the 

website can’t be called a good quality medium of informa-

tion. It hardly mentions any sources, and if there are sourc-

es, they are always unnamed. There is a lot of speculation, 

and truth mixed with untruth.

Of course journalists do look at online media and blogs 

to publish the stories that they find spiked by traditional 

media. But again, the problem is that stories that simply 

aren’t good enough, that are unsubstantiated, find their 

way to these blogs as well as stories that were good, but that 

suffered from censorship. I myself have used five different 

websites to get my stories published, but I have felt discour-

aged by the lack of a framework that would vouch for the 

substantiation of my products. As it is now, audiences sim-

ply don’t know whether your stuff is any good, because it’s 

sometimes surrounded by untruth and there is no quality 

control at all.

So how to establish a credible online medium, and more 

importantly, how to sustain it? It’s easy to just put some-

thing on the web, which you can do in your spare time, but 
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to run a quality online medium, you’d have to work hard 

every day to harvest and edit credible stories. Journalists 

need to be paid for good stories. My mentor, Don Ray, likes 

to say that the credibility of an online medium will come 

from the people who run it and its contributors. They have 

to establish and uphold criteria, do factchecks, maintain 

ethics and best practice. But you can’t do that as an indi-

vidual on the side. You need a team, you need time and 

therefore you need money.

You can try to build up advertising revenue, but if you 

had that you would start to face what traditional media are 

facing: pressure from corporates, from advertisers. You 

would also start to fight with traditional media, because 

now you would be competing with them. 

Maybe investigative journalism centres that raise their 

own funds, are the answer after all. To link up with such 

global networks, obviously as a first step you would have 

to establish credibility. That would follow if you set out to 

network with, and adhere to the criteria of, groups such as 

FAIR, your national Media Council, Editors’ Forums and 

others. To gain a reputation, you could link with online 

networks like Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. You could 

advertise your next big story through these networks. 

To raise funds, you could ask for support from NGOs 

that engage in fields where you are investigating: anti 

smoking groups could support you in your investigations of 

the tobacco lobby, gender groups could support an inves-

tigation into women abuse. These are just some thoughts. 

I haven’t been successful as yet, but I am certainly trying 

and would like to link up with others who are wrestling 

with the same problems. Maybe together we can tackle this 

problem.

Censorship, manipulation and other ills also  
affect the internet

sage gayala

This account of the sad demise of the online, DRC-focused, 
medium Africa News, was not presented at the conference, but 
published online a little later, -by FAIR-, as a first response to the 
questions asked by Rex Chikoko in his conference contribution. 
We include it here for interests’ sake: as a further illustration of 
the issues that Chikoko, Gayala and many other investigative 
journalists in Africa are grappling with.

It is fashionable to say that print media are finished and that 

online media are the future. With the web, we hear, every-

body will have access to all the information. Everybody will 

have freedom of expression. Journalists will be freed from 

censorship, editorial pressure and bribery by advertisers. 

All Africa’s media problems, it seems, can be solved simply 

through the use of new technologies.

I edited the online newsletter Africa News. Africa News 

was intended to inform on matters pertaining to the DRC, 

for the citizens of the DRC. It was to be free, accurate, 

important and independent.

Regrettably, we were disappointed in our hope. It 

turned out that the social problems that plague the media 

in the DRC were also to plague the internet-based Africa 

News. This happened with regard to all the objectives we 

had tried to fulfill: public access to information, freedom 

of expression and an end to corruption. This is therefore a 

sad story.

Firstly, on the issue of public access to information: did 

the citizens of the DRC have access to the important reports 

in Africa News? They clearly didn’t have it to the print ver-

sion that we started out with. We were poor and only able 

to print 700 copies, for a city, Kinshasa, of 8 million inhab-

itants. We didn’t get many adverts, because, in the DRC, 

advertisers want the entire newspaper –not just one or two 

pages. Without giving up all your space, you simply can’t 

survive in print. This is why most DRC newspapers are paid 

for entirely by advertisers, politicians, and businesses, who 

dictate the content.
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We tried to get money for the newspaper from sales to 

the public, as any self respecting newspaper would do. But 

the practice by street vendors in my country, who simply 

photocopy newspapers and sell them on at a cheaper price, 

put paid to that.

For us, who wanted to be journalists and publish real 

journalism, it was a battle we could not win.

This is why we thought going online was the answer. 

There would be virtually no production cost, en we would 

be able to spread our message everywhere. We could go 

daily, whereas we had been a weekly.

What we hadn’t realised, or not realised sufficiently, was 

that the citizens in the DRC don’t have the money to access 

news on the internet. Internet café’s are expensive, and so 

is the airtime on your mobile phone. Obtaining good qual-

ity news was an endeavour most citizens, battling to stay 

alive in a desperately poor, conflict-ridden environment, 

didn’t have the time or even the energy for.

A medium for the elite
Soon, Africa News became an online medium for the elite, 

and for some individuals in the African diaspora. Rich, in-

fluential people read Africa News. As a medium, we started 

to serve an audience that had specific interests: politicians 

who wanted to know what other politicians were doing. It 

took us a while to understand, but the tragic fact was that, 

instead of helping to develop the democratic process in my 

country and empowering citizens, we started to enable 

people in the elite to do what they do best: use information 

against each other.

They fed us information, just like they do to the myriad of 

print and broadcast publications in my country. They were 

not interested in in-depth social reports and commentar-

ies. Why should we even battles to produce such reports, if 

ordinary citizens would not have access to them anyway?

The audience we now had was certainly interested in 

investigations- but only investigations of the type that 

would ruin an enemy. Soon, we were faced with the choice 

whose propaganda we were to use, and whose we would 

discard.

Then, there was the terrain of press freedom. We thought 

we would be freer, less subject to the repercussions faced by 

our colleagues in print, and even more so, in TV and radio. 

We would publish under our own names. Especially in my 

case: I myself was not in the DRC so my name could be used 

easily. This would add value to our reports, in a context 

where many journalists use pseudonyms as a matter of 

course. (The use of pseudonyms, though born out of neces-

sity, is bad for veracity and accuracy. The writer with the 

pseudonym often ends up writing what he likes, without 

any factcheck.)

Unfortunately, we lost the battle here, too. All reports 

that touched in one way or another on important financial 

and other interests of individuals in our circles of power, 

were intercepted by the secret services. As soon as I would 

post an article in Ottawa, I would receive a phonecall from 

Kinshasa. ‘It seems you posted something that means 

trouble. Please take it off again or something will happen 

to us here.’ The more we tried to publish a relevant Africa 

News, the more we would get such phonecalls. This did not 

only happen to Africa News, but also to other online media 

edited from abroad.

One morning, 14 february 2009, an online news site 

that was partial to the DRC government, announced that 

‘With regards to the case between senator Okitundu and 

the publication Africa News: the publications’ director, 

Achille Kadima Mulamba, has been sentenced to exclusion 

(from directing a news medium) for a period of 18 months. 

This verdict also rehabilitates President of the Senate, Leon 

Kengo wa Dondo, with regards to the same case.” (http://

www.digitalcongo.net/article/56552).

This news item was followed by a number of other mes-

sages that reached us. Each of these messages gave us to 

understand that all associates of the news site in the DRC 

itself were to feel the full rage of those in power, and that, 

in the end, we would also lose our partners, team members 

and supporters.

“There is hardly a journalist in the DRC who gets 
paid by a media house”
The third element, of corruption and manipulation, was 

already dealt with briefly under point 1. It is a well known 

fact that the press in the DRC is generally not worthy of the 

name press at all. Powerful people simply tell journalists 

what to write and pay them. This is how most journalists 

earn a living. There is hardly a journalist in the DRC who 

gets paid by the publication he/she works for, on the contra-

ry: the publication usually expects the journalist to bring in 

some money –from a source. Only if money is brought, will 

the story be published. It’s an advertising industry, rather 

than a press.

Would an online medium escape from this scourge? 

No, it didn’t. It was edited from Canada, but how could we 

monitor the behaviour of the reporter on the ground? We 

could not, from Ottawa, doublecheck what was reported. 

Nor could we ensure that our reporters would behave 

differently from what was the norm all around them. 

Sometimes we were not able to pay them, sometimes we 

were. But it is almost impossible to safeguard and protect 

an individual from the general corrupt and manipulative 

media environment.

At the very end of our short existence, one of our prin-

cipal collaborators was suddenly elevated to a political 

position. This meant that, even though we were still free to 
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write what we liked about a range of issues, there were –all 

of a sudden- issues that we could not touch. The independ-

ent voice of Africa News was silenced.

It seems therefore wrong to simply assume that new 

technologies can solve the paradoxes and complexities of 

African media. Before we come with solutions, we should 

ask ourselves what the problems really are. African media 

don’t exist outside African societies: they are part of them. 

Both share the same limits, realities, difficulties and chal-

lenges. It would be shortsighted to assume that a transfer 

of technologies could achieve independence and freedom 

of, and professionalism and best ethical practice in African 

media. A lot more has to be done in order to achieve that, 

in societies, in traditional media and online. The internet 

is no panacea, especially not when most people don’t have 

access to it at all. 

An important new resource for African journalists was presented 
at the conference: the Ujima Project, a freely accessible database 
full of information about Africa. Ujima is a treasure trove of 
information on, for example, who has been selling weapons to 
African countries and for how much; what USAid is doing, and 
lots of other things that may still be covered by Official Secrets 
Acts and general lack of transparency in one’s own country.

The Ujima Project was created by the Great Lakes Media 

Institute, a team of journalists from the US and Africa. 

Investigative Reporters and Editors, an international or-

ganization of investigative journalists, also had a role in 

creating the site and has provided funding.  They joined 

forces to collect information about African countries from 

a variety of sources to journalists and others to explain the 

spending of their governments, non-governmental organi-

zations and donors.

The Ujima Project collects, stores and makes available 

information that is not readily available in many African 

countries. The project operates on the premise of reverse 

transparency, taking database, documents and other infor-

mation from donor countries - the United States, European 

Union, for example -- and providing it in an easily search-

able manner. Want to know about weapons sales, or what 

NGOs are doing in your country? The Ujima Project can 

provide some of the answers. Want to know how much your 

government is spending to influence policy in the United 

States or to promote its image abroad? The Ujima Project 

can assist with that as well.

Each database on the site comes from a specific govern-

mental or international NGO source. We obtain some data 

by searching government Web sites, entering the infor-

mation from documents and crawling the Web. In cases 

where the data is not online, we use open records laws in 

the countries to obtain the information. In each case, we 

document where we get the information and how often it’s 

updated. We are attempting to update the data at least once 

a month.

We appreciate feedback on suggestions and needs. Find 

our site at www.ujima-project.org and contact us at editor@

ujima-project.org. And find out more about us here: http://

www.greatlakesmedia.org/glmi-director-board-members/

Weapons, development aid and other stuff
the ujima Project
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In face of many obstacles and challenges, investigative journalists 
in Africa do manage to produce outstanding work. In 2009, the 
Wits’ Taco Kuiper Award was won by the Mail & Guardian team 
for their South African arms deal series. The pan-African FAIR 
Awards went to an exposé on a West African, internationally-
linked, tobacco smuggling ring worth hundreds of millions of 

dollars; an undercover report from a Somali warlord brothel and 
the courageous publication of a Nigerian story that was under 
threat of censorship. The three award-winning stories follow 
below. An award was also given to the editor of the Sunday Trust 
in Nigeria, Theophilus Abbah, for his courageous publication of 
an exposé detailing the rise of political dynasties in Nigeria.

 VI. the prize winners:  
taco Kuiper and FAIR Awards 2009

The South African arms deal
the mail & guardian team

The Mail & Guardian ran with the South African arms deal story 
for more than a decade. The multi-award winning team of 
Sam Sole, Stefaans Brummer and Adriaan Basson shared their 

experiences with the conference.

One of the most important things that you can learn as an 

investigative journalism is what a dirty world it really is 

and that the attainment and maintenance of political and 

economic power is often corrupt. It’s nothing personal, it’s 

how the system works, how our species work. Those who 

are attracted to power tend not to be too fussy about kick-

ing a few teeth in to get there.

Modern political and economic elites have also devel-

oped skilful techniques to disguise some of the grubby 

realities. It is of course our job as journalists not to be fooled. 

One of the particular tools that such elites use is the appeal 

to solidarity around some national value. Bush’s America 

used the war on terror, the terrorism demon, to stop people 

from thinking critically and clearly about what was going 

on. So be suspicious of the call to solidarity, national secu-

rity, patriotism or the 2010 World Cup. 

There’s nothing like a big arms deal or any other major 

state procurement process to educate you about the reali-

ties of power. It will also give you a story to chew on in 

fits and starts for probably the next decade. South Africa 

announced the winning bidders in its arms deal of some 

US$7 billion in 1998 and we have been following it and 
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publishing about it up to now. Big defense deals are also 

very big financially. So there is a lot at stake, making graft 

an attractive option for bidders, agents and officials. They 

take a long time to set up and the contracts and obligations 

extent over a long period, so they are a large and slow mov-

ing target and they’re notoriously corrupt. So generally 

you’ve got a fair degree of certainty that if you go looking 

for some dirt you’re going to find it. 

The lure of large amounts of cash will bring some pow-

erful forces to the surface: people who usually inhabit the 

shadows. So you have an important opportunity to start to 

identify some of these people who pull the strings behind 

the scenes. Once you know them you will be able to follow 

them in other deals. It’s likely that these individuals will 

form part of influential networks that, once identified, will 

prove useful subjects for future scrutiny. Then there is a 

band of people who serve as agents and fixes for big arms 

deals. They form a sort of international little club. Once you 

start to look at them, you will find them again and again. 

Defense deals are also usually conducted at a high polit-

ical level, meaning the political consequences of graft and 

mismanagement are likely to be significant and therefore 

the temptation to resort to cover up will also be strong. At 

the same time, the inevitable compromises and deceptions 

involved in a large weapons transaction will also exac-

erbate stresses between various factions of the political 

establishment. These different factions may try and use the 

deal for their own political and economic purposes, which 

may mean leaking damaging information against their 

opponents. Damaging to the opponents, but useful to you. 

The South African arms deal also became a marker for 

the competition for economic opportunity between differ-

ent parts of the governing establishment. That was the case 

from the start. The first real pointers towards corruption 

in the arms deal didn’t come from the opposition or from 

the media. It came from an initial dossier of allegations 

that appeared in early 2000. It was a dossier that was drawn 

up by people from within the ANC itself. Ever since then, 

disagreements and conflicts within the ruling elite, and 

the opportunity for us to exploit these conflicts, were an 

important part of pushing the story forward.

There were also official probes, firstly by our parliamen-

tary Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), 

and then by the Scorpions, the investigative agency. Again 

there were internal conflicts and rivalries, a battle that we 

couldn’t see at that stage but that was already being fought. 

The battle between former president Mbeki and current 

president Zuma played its part in what the investiga-

tive agencies did and in the flow of information that then 

emerged from those investigations.

Other important sources of information were mavericks. 

Mavericks are important. They are people with a passion 

to go after information, come hell or high water. Firstly, 

there was a man called Terry Crawford-Browne, a man 

who runs a one-man-organisation in South Africa called 

Economists Allied for Arms Reduction. The second was 

Richard Young who was the managing director of a small 

defense company that had lost out in the contracts in the 

arms deal. Losing bidders are of course always important. 

They are people within the industry, who know the rules 

and the characters, who know how to get things around the 

corners and under the table. Richard Young especially had 

the capacity to launch court cases, which delivered docu-

ments that actually only last week I think were making 

headlines again. 

Government on the other hand compromised its cred-

ibility fairly early on. It took action against the parliamen-

tary committee and against certain individuals. There 

clearly was a cover up. There is one even now. Zuma is 

president, but that doesn’t mean that we will get the back-

ground story even from the losers in the rivalry battle, from 

the Mbeki connections. Too much time has passed. I think 

it’s a question of let sleeping dogs lie. There are new deals to 

worry about and raking up the arms deal itself will expose 

the ANC itself and the party knows this. 

But don’t worry: the story is still out there and so is the 

next big deal. The next R30 billion is going to be spent on 

an array of nuclear power stations that we are going to get. 

Then there is the World Cup 2010. I think R 30 billion has 

been mentioned as to the amount that the government is 

spending on that. It might even be a conservative estimate. 

Who is making their fortune out of 2010? Why should a 

developing country spend so much money on what is basi-

cally a month long television show? 

The last general lesson: the arms deals, the big stories 

that can win you the awards are out there. Don’t be afraid to 

recognise the big stories. Go after them and take them on.
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Emmanuel Mayah, working for the Daily Sun in Nigeria, spent 
months infiltrating a syndicate that smuggled tobacco from 
West African harbours to Nigeria. Mayah identified kingpins, 
followed up on truck registration numbers, obtained documents, 
photographed warehouses, and called Nigerian government 
structures to account for and explain what appeared to be 
protection of smugglers. “Going undercover with smugglers 
was already a brave thing to do, but it was the completion of the 

investigation with photographs and documentary evidence that 
made Mayah’s story to the best full investigative exposé”, said 
Charles Rukuni, who presented the Awards on behalf of the FAIR 
adjudicatory council.

The pages that follow showcase the article as it appeared in 

the Daily Sun. 

Pointers from the M & G team

A lot of journalism that is called ‘investigative’ has often 
been based on leaks from strategic people. But one 
mustn’t be lazy and wait for documents to leak. You run 
the risk of becoming part of someone’s agenda. rather 
go out, pursue the story and find documents yourself, 
because often they are available. there are loads of pub-
lic documents that you can get. there are tender docu-
ments, budgets, auditor general reports and company 
searches. 

Journalists must file. It’s no use sitting with a lot of •	
documents that you can’t search, or find, or don’t 
even remember you have.
Datamap your potential source base. list all the •	
people that might possibly be involved. Who are 
the people in government that would be involved 
in this deal? the Department of Defense, the army, 
the Department of Industry and trade, the treasury 
and people who sit in parliamentary committees like 

scoPA. on the sellers’ side, you have the foreign 
governments, the arms companies, the agents, the 
fixers, the unsuccessful bidders. once you’ve got 
your diagram of all possible people to speak to, you 
can make a plan to approach them. 
speak to everyone. Buy them beer. Don’t exclude •	
someone as a contact. A lot of journalists tend to 
go only for sources whom they perceive to be ‘clean’ 
or ‘good’ people. Don’t make judgement calls: you 
might just be surprised as to who are the real bad 
and good guys. 
Assemble expertise. You must study the subject •	
well before tackling it. there are a lot of people out 
there to help you to expose injustices. Academics, 
defense experts, activists, often know much more 
than we do. go to them and ask them: what is this 
kind of weapon anyway?
 

Exposing a tobacco smuggling ring
emmanuel mayah
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Undercover in a Somali brothel
fatuma noor

Runner-up in the Awards was Fatuma Noor of the Nairobi Star. 
Noor went undercover as a sex worker in a Nairobi brothel 
run by Somali warlords. Not only did she get the story about 
how underage girls from refugee camps were forced to work 
there, but she also identified politicians and CEO’s of important 
businesses as customers of the brothel. Judges’ praised her for 
carrying out her plan with good evacuation preparation, and for 
managing to ‘get herself out of there just in time’. The Nairobi Star 
published her story as a centre spread on 22 September 2008.

This brothel targets CEO’s and politicians, most of whom I 

hear are happy regulars. With the price for the cheapest girl 

floating around Sh20, 000, you know it’s not a place your 

everyday Tom, Dick or even Harry visits. The Star goes un-

dercover to investigate what really goes on within the walls 

of this ‘restaurant’.

It’s a dull blue four storey building on 12th street in 

Eastleigh. The ground floor houses a restaurant that serves 

Somali and Ethiopian dishes. To a roving eye, it looks inno-

cent enough. A standard restaurant with rooms for lodging 

that runs up four floors. The twist though, is that these 

rooms are not lodgings. They are a front to what some claim 

is the most expensive and exclusive brothel in Eastleigh. 

The girls employed within those floors are Somali. Strictly 

so. Many of them, taken from the refugee camps with the 

promise of big jobs in the city. Others are taken from the 

streets having run away from their aged husbands and the 

abuse that characterises a young woman married off as a 

child.

The brothel targets CEO’s and politicians, most of whom 

I hear are happy regulars. With the price for the cheapest 

girl floating around Sh20, 000, you know it’s not a place 

your everyday Tom, Dick or even Harry visits. Entrance 

to the rooms past the ground floor is next to impossible 

unless of course you know the big boys that run the place or 

you’re visitor to one of the girls. But even then, the big boys 

upstairs have to approve. 

Journalists have camped outside the building in hope of 

a scoop and have left with naught. So when someone-who 

has tried and failed to get in-tells me about the place and 

that he can help me get in, I am curious. 

His name is Issa. To get a feel of the place we decide to 

have lunch at the restaurant. It’s a Friday, just after Jumaa 

prayers (Muslim Friday Prayers), the restaurant is practi-

cally empty. We order for Ethiopian food. Later, dressed in 

my buibui and in pretext that I‘m looking for the bathroom, 

I try to get to the first floor but two burly bouncers stop me. 

They ask me if I know anyone upstairs. I don’t. Then they 

ask if I’m going to see anyone. I’m not. “No one goes past 

ground floor.” One of them tells me. “I’m looking for the 

bathroom.” I tell them and they point out the directions.

Afterwards, I go back to my seat where I narrate what 

has happened to Issa. Luckily, he knows one of the girls that 

works there. He calls her on the phone. She is going to be 

my contact from the inside. Her name is Qatra and lives in 

Eastleigh. She walks in an hour later, dressed in a buibui 

and strolls upstairs pretending to be oblivious to our pres-

ence. Minutes later, she comes down and tells the bouncers 

that there is someone waiting for her. One of the bouncers 

comes over to our table and calls me and takes me towards 

Qatra. 

We hug pretending to be longtime friends and walk 

upstairs towards one of the offices behind the cashiers’ 

occupied by a very good-looking Somali man. l later learn 

that this man is the one in-charge of employing the girls. 

Speaking in Somali, Qatra tells him that I’m looking for a 

job to support my sick mother and younger siblings. That 

I have no education. I sit there quietly as he asks her if she 

has briefed me on the nature of the job and whether I had 

ever done the sort of “work” before. She replies, telling him 

that I had done a bit of the “work” while I was at the camp 

in Kakuma. 

All along, the man is eying me. Convinced that I would 
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be a good employee, he asks me in Somali where my family 

lives. I tell him that I left them in Kakuma but that I live in 

Nairobi with some Somalis and my younger sister. He then 

tells me to come back later in the evening.

I’m back at the restaurant at 5pm. I sit alone at one of the 

tables. Issa, in a cap the conceals his face, sits at the other 

end of the restaurant. 30 minutes later I am summoned 

upstairs and asked to sit and wait for my employer. I sit 

outside the cashier’s office and as I wait, I see girls stream-

ing in their buibui’s which are later taken from them and 

hang at a central place. The girls then change in to their 

work clothes. I sit there for two and a half hours waiting for 

my employer to finish with three very well dressed men in 

his office who when he is finally through with them, walk 

upstairs to the rooms. I was later told that they are regular 

customers.

In the “employing office”, my new boss briefs me on what 

is expected of me. “In this office, your work is to serve our 

people and do their every wish.” He says adding that they 

do not tolerate abuse of their employees by their clients. 

Meaning that I was free to report anything I was unhappy 

with. He tells me that my services should only be within the 

building and warns me against disclosing whatever goes 

on within the building saying that “things will happen to 

me” if I did. “Our clients are very high profile, people who 

pay a lot of money. Therefore they should be served very 

well.” He says. All working girls, he goes on to say, must 

come dressed in their buibui’s. He says as he takes down 

my name-Nashim Ahmed, 18. 

After the brief he inquires if I’m okay with the regula-

tions, and if yes, I was free to start work immediately. No 

talk about my health. With that I tell him that I can only be 

available on Friday’s through to Sunday’s because “it would 

look suspicious to the people housing my sister and I if I was 

out all week long. He gives me a final look and thinks out 

aloud that I may be worth Sh35,000 or more. I text Issa who 

is still waiting for me at the restaurant and tell him that he 

can leave.

Someone seated at the cashiers desk takes me to the 

third floor to a lady called Shan. Third floor is also going to 

be my work station. Sham is in-charge of clothes and make-

up. The brothel provides the girls with “working” clothes 

(these clothes just do the rounds with girls of the same size) 

for the night, make their hair and do their makeup. They 

also provide transport for the girls in the wee hours of the 

morning.

Each floor has about seven rooms and outside each 

room is a skimpily dressed girl standing opposite the door 

leading to her room. The girls, many of them stunningly 

beautiful and incredibly young, line the corridors on each 

floor and wait for the clients to inspect them before choos-

ing whoever they want to spend the night with.

The rooms cannot rival those at the Hilton or the Grand 

for that matter, but this is Eastleigh and this is the closest 

to five star you can get in this area. The door, painted white 

opens to an all white room: white walls, white beddings 

on a 4 by 6 bed resting on a cream wall to wall carpet. The 

rooms are impressive but not a place I’d expect to find CEO’s 

and politicians. The blue tiled bathroom with its hot water 

shower, two white bath towels is enough for two. There is a 

white bar of soap, shower gel and some Somali shampoo. 

After trying several attires that included nothing below 

the knees, we settle on a black mini skirt, white knee high 

boots and a pink halter top that only covers my chest. My 

hair is straightened, foundation is smeared to my face, 

mascara is run through my eyelashes, red lipstick passed 

across my lips, before Shan tries purple eye shadow on 

my eyes then decides against it. I am then planted outside 

a room next to Qatra and join the line of girls. Earlier on, 

Qatra had talked to one of the pimps, Abdi, requesting him 

to take things slow with me for my first day at work. He had 

agreed to let me just observe things for the night and start 

work the next day.

At about ten, one man in a black suit and a pink tie 

lands at our floor and walks from one end of the line to the 

other, inspecting the girls. He does not touch any of them 

but scrutinises them front and back. He walks back to the 

beginning and settles for the girl at the start of the line. Less 

than ten minutes later, another man walks in this time in 

a pinstriped black suit. He settles for the girl at the other 

end of the line. As we wait, I see men climbing to the fourth 

floor where I am told the most experienced of the girls are 

situated. These girls, the story goes, are well paid. Among 

the men is a CEO of one of the big banks. I look away so he 

doesn’t recognise me. Much later I also spot a former cabi-

net minister and looser of the last general election going 

upstairs. 

The next man to stop at our floor comes in at around 

midnight. Unlike the ones before him, he is Somali, tall 

and obviously handsome. He looks to be in his late twen-

ties. He walks past the line poring over the girls. He gets to 

the end, stops before me and places his right hand on my 

left shoulder. 

Usually, when a client places his hand on your shoul-

der (to hint that he’s chosen you), one is supposed to take 

his hand and walk with him to the room. I don’t make any 

such move. He tries to push me gently. I still don’t bulge. 

Then Qatra speaks to him in Somali telling him that he can 

choose any of the other girls for the night. He retorts saying 

that he wants the one he has chosen. Furthermore, he adds, 

he’d paid for it. To dispel him, I say I am worth Sh48,000. He 

snorts and asks “kwani ni ya gorofa?” “do my goods come 

with a floor on top?” before he storms towards first floor 

where the pimps and the bosses are. 
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Anytime now my cover will be blown and if that hap-

pens, I have a sneaky feeling that I will never be allowed to 

leave the premises. 

Qatra tries to silently comfort me and before we can 

think of a solution, the man walks back into the room with 

Abdi, the pimp Qatra had talked to requesting him to allow 

me to ‘just observe’ for the night. They stand before me. 

“I have paid for it and I am free to select what I want.” He 

tells Abdi who replies in Somali that it is my first night and 

I’m on my period. “You should bring girls who are ready to 

work even on their first and “bad” days.” He says furiously. 

Abdi then pulls him aside. Whatever he tells him calms 

him down because he chooses another girl but not before 

throwing me a filthy look. 

As we wait for our customers, I try to talk some of the 

girls to understand why they do what they do. Some of them 

spoke some Somali dialect that I couldn’t understand. 

Amina Abdul is 19 with very long hair and very slender. 

She says a friend brought her from the war torn country of 

Somalia in promise of a good job. Four days later after get-

ting to Nairobi, her friend disappeared. She started look-

ing for a job, someone told her about a job opportunity at a 

restaurant in Eastleigh. Two and half months later, she tells 

me that like some of the other girls in the brothel, she is 

being held in involuntarily servitude without the option to 

leave. She, same as those girls, only gets a smaller portion 

of the tens of thousands their clients pay. “I tried to escape 

when I found out what my job entailed, but they found me. 

Now I am a prisoner. I envy you because you can come and 

go come and go as I wish.” She tells me. 

I ask how much the girls get in a month and most of them 

say about Sh3500. 

Hamdi Ahmed, also 19 can’t speak Swahili or English 

a perfect recipe for exploitation at the brothel. She is also 

one of the captives whose life rotates within her room at the 

brothel. “I have three small sisters and an ailing mother. 

They are all in Somalia without a clue on what I do for a 

living.” She says.

Fatuma Abdullah, 23 says her father found her taking to 

a boy behind a mosque. He father flogged her saying that 

she had “shamed” the family. She claims that after the inci-

dence, she was chased out of the house in Umoja.

“My father started saying that I have been doing a lot 

more with the boy other than talking and he chased me. I 

was young had nowhere to go. Then I met one of the pimps 

(Abdi) who brought me Eastleigh and offered me a job.” 

Says Fatuma

Even though some of the girls give heart wrenching 

stories, perhaps trying to convince me- or themselves-that 

there are there at no fault of their own, I must say, I don’t 

buy half their stories. What is crystal clear is that someone 

is making big money from them. The Somali girls in this 

brothel are not the only ones been used, across the road 

is yet another ‘restaurant’. This one caters for those with 

a penchant for Ethiopian girls. It less exclusive and pretty 

cheap, but a brothel nonetheless.

For the next couple of hours no more action takes place 

on our floor. At about 3am, I leave. From the cashier’s 

office a driver is called to come and take me home. I had 

beforehand booked a room at lodging in the area, but since 

I didn’t want the driver to know where I was staying I ask 

him to drop me outside some flats on 3rd street. After he 

drives off, I walk towards the lodging.
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