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Executive Summary
Press freedom and freedom of expression generally have seen an impressive improvement in West
Africa over the past two decades. This progress is largely considered as one of the dividends of the
democratisation process that the sub-region has witnessed since 1991 when Benin set the tone for a
return to constitutional rule, after three decades of political instability and military dictatorship. Like
Benin, nearly all the countries in the sub-region had come under military rule almost immediately
after independence in the early 1960’s.
The return to constitutional democracy eased restrictions on the media and the work of civil society
organisations. The new-found liberty was however, constantly under threat from state and non-state
actors who were yet to come to terms with the new dispensation. It was within this context that the
Media Foundation for West Africa (MFWA) has, over the past two decades, been monitoring and
reporting on freedom of expression (FOE) violations in West Africa and carrying out campaigns to
seek redress for such violations.
Since 2014, the results of the monitoring have been published as the West Africa Freedom of
Expression Monitor (The Monitor, in short). This present report covers the last quarter of 2017
(October-December, 2017.) The period under review recorded 26 violations in nine countries. The
figure represents nearly 31% reduction in violations in relation to the preceding quarter (JulySeptember, 2017), which recorded 34.
The violations were recorded in Guinea, Ghana, Mauritania, Nigeria, Benin, Liberia, Niger, Sierra
Leone and Togo.
All the countries listed above are constitutional democracies with local laws which guarantee
freedom of expression and assembly. They are also signatories to regional and international charters,
treaties and covenants guaranteeing FOE rights. The violations thus underline the gap between
governments’ verbal commitments to the ideals espoused in these instruments and their actual
demonstration of political will to effectively deliver on these commitments.
In the light of the above, the MFWA urges all stakeholders in the FOE space to increase
collaboration in promoting freedom of expression and to take measures to end impunity for such
violations, particularly among security agents and public officials who are frequent violators.
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Introduction
Over the past two decades, the political landscape in West Africa has been largely favourable to the
media and freedom of expression (FOE) generally. The military decrees and edicts of the 1960’s 80’s have been replaced by constitutional provisions and legislations that guarantee fundamental
freedoms, including freedom of expression in all the countries in West Africa. This healthy
development has also seen human rights and other civil society organisations, like the Media
Foundation for West Africa (MFWA), actively engaged in advocacy around FOE issues across the
sub-region to help consolidate the progress made.
As part of its FOE advocacy activities, the MFWA has been monitoring the freedom of expression
landscape in West Africa and publishing the results of the monitoring as the Freedom of Expression
Monitor (The Monitor). Published on a quarterly basis, The Monitor highlights violations of freedom of
expression rights and allied civil liberty such as the rights to peaceful assembly.
The Monitor has, since its introduction, served as an advocacy tool for promoting and protecting
media and FOE rights in West Africa. It is also an objective measure of the commitment level of the
16 countries to their obligations under national, regional and international binding instruments
regarding freedom of expression. All nine countries featured in this report are party to the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the African Charter on Human
and Peoples’ Rights, which guarantee freedom of expression and assembly rights.
This edition of The Monitor (October-December, 2017) recorded a total of 26 violations. This is a
healthy 31 percent reduction from the 34 violations recorded during the third quarter (JulySeptember 2017). Nonetheless, the continued violation of FOE rights in the region shows that the
ideals espoused in the national, regional and international legal frameworks are not observed in
practice. This, therefore, underlines the urgent need for sustained collaboration between
stakeholders to ensure that FOE rights are respected and protected in accordance with the above
frameworks.

Methodology
This report is based on daily alerts received from the MFWA’s correspondents in all 16 countries of
West Africa who monitor FOE developments in their assigned countries. The daily alerts are
collated, analysed and published on a quarterly basis as The Monitor. To complement the information
received from our correspondents, we have incorporated other incidents reported by fellow
members of the International Freedom of Expression Exchange (IFEX), either on their own
website or on the website of the international network.
This edition covers the period October-December, 2017. The findings are discussed under six
sections: incidents of violations, perpetrators of violations, targets/victims of violations, comparative
analysis of first and second quarter findings and the state of redress for violations cited in this
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report. Also highlighted in this report are some key trends and developments in the FOE landscape
in the region. The report ends with a series of recommendations to relevant stakeholders on
measures to take to improve the FOE situation in West Africa.

Incidents of Violations
The FOE monitoring activities over the period October-December recorded a total of 26 violations
in nine different categories. Physical attacks (9) were the most frequently perpetuated violation.
There were three (3) incidents each of killing, censorship, shutdowns, as well as arrest and detention.
Two incidents of seizure and destruction of property were recorded, and one incident each of digital
rights violation, freedom of assembly violation and suspension were also recorded. The frequencies
of incidents of each of the eight categories of violations are presented in Figure 1 below:
Figure 1: Types and Frequency of Violations
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Countries and Incidents of Violations
Nine countries recorded violations in the quarter under review. Guinea recorded the highest number
(8) of violations, followed by Ghana (4), Mauritania (4) and Nigeria (3). Niger and Togo recorded
two violations each, while Liberia, Benin and Sierra Leone recorded one each. Table 1 below gives
more details of the type and number of violations perpetrated in each of the nine countries.
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Table 1 Countries and Types of Violations
Country

Types of Violations
Physical
Attack

Guinea

1

Ghana

4

Mauritania

2

Killing

Arrest/
Detention

Censorship

2

1

Digital
Rights
Violation

Freedom
of
Assembly

Shutdown

Seizure/
Destruction
of Property

2

1

suspension Total

1

8
4

2

Nigeria

2

Togo

1

4

1

3
1

Niger

1

2

1

2

Benin

1

1

Liberia

1

1

Sierra
Leone
Total

1

1

9

3

2

3

1

1

3

3

1

26

As indicated in the above chart, Guinea recorded the highest number of violations (8), followed by
Ghana and Mauritania with four violations each. Nigeria recorded relatively fewer violations than it
did during all the three previous quarters of 2017. However, two incidents of the most grievous
violations, killing, were recorded in that country. Togo, which came second to Nigeria in all
previous quarters of 2017, also recorded much fewer violations in this quarter. However, this
positive development was also offset by the killing of four demonstrators in that country on
October 18. The MFWA’s monitoring recorded also killings in Togo during the first and third
quarter of 2017. This is due to political tension and social discontent in the country, resulting in
violent clashes between security forces and demonstrators. Below are highlights of the major
violations recorded across the sub-region during the quarter.

In what the MFWA referred to as “Presidential Censorship,” President Conde on November 25,
2017 ordered the Guinean media not to provide coverage for or grant interviews to the Deputy
Secretary General of the country’s teachers’ union which was on strike. The order was accompanied
with a threat of closure for any media organization that flouts it.
In just two days, (November 27) the President’s threat was carried out. BTA FM was shut down on
the orders of the governor for the Labe region, where the station is based. Journalist Alpha Oumar
Fogo, who interviewed the teachers’ union leader, was arrested together with his colleague,
Mamadou Saïdou Diallo, and detained for interrogation at the department of national security.
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On October 30, 2017, the national Telecommunications Regulatory Authority (ARPT) disrupted the
transmission of Radio Gangan for four days. The action followed rumours that President Condé had
died, which was falsely attributed to the station. The station’s Editor-in-Chief, his deputy and the
Commercial Manager were also taken into custody by security forces on accusations of ‘spreading
false rumours.’ The three were released hours later, only for the general manager of the station,
Aboubacar Camara, to be arrested and detained by gendarmes.
On October 31, gendarmes beat up several journalists who had turned up at the gendarmerie to
follow up on Camara’s arrest. The equipment of many of the affected journalists was also destroyed.
On November 3, the media regulatory body, Haute Autorité de la Communication
(HAC), suspended Espace FM and all its relay outlets across the country for one week. The
suspension followed a discussion on the radio station about the poor state of military garrisons in
the country. Moussa Moïse Sylla, General Manager of Espace TV, who featured on the radio
programme, was on November 15, formally charged with “divulging military secrets.”
In Ghana, security guards of the ruling New Patriotic Party (NPP) physically assaulted four
journalists from three media houses who were covering a demonstration by supporters of the party
at the national headquarters in Accra on December 21. The four were TV3 cameraman, Godfred
Tanam and reporter, Prince Afum; reporters Ebenezer Ackah and Marie-Franz Fordjoe from
Ghanaweb.com and Citi FM, respectively.
On October 10, 2017, a traditional chief summoned Larry Saint, a journalist with Rivers FM, over a
critical WhatsApp comment and forced him to kneel in the sun for several hours.
Still in Ghana, some unidentified individuals stormed the studio of Radio Justice in Tamale in the
Northern Region of Ghana on December 2, and disrupted a live radio programme. The attack,
carried out by suspected members of a faction in a chieftaincy dispute in the region, disrupted the
station’s programme the entire day. On October 18, another group, calling itself Kumasi Youth
Association (KUYA), attacked the office of the Daily Guide newspaper in Kumasi, Ghana’s second
biggest city. The youth claimed the newspaper had published defamatory stories about the revered
Ashanti king, Otumfuo Osei Tutu II.
Nigeria recorded the killing of two journalists by unknown individuals. Ikechuku Onubogu, a
cameraman with the state-owned Anambra Broadcasting Services (ABS), was found dead with
gunshot wounds on November 15, four days after he was last seen. A week later (November 23), a
freelance broadcast journalist was also shot dead at the Apepe Farm Settlement in Araromi Oke in
Ekiti East Local Government Area. The journalist, who was also an amateur hunter, had gone on a
hunting expedition when he was killed by unknown assassins. A court censored journalists by
deploying armed security agents to prevent them from entering the courtroom to cover proceedings.
On October 6, 2017, Security forces attacked a group of senators in Mauritania who were protesting
against the abolition of the Senate, the Upper Chamber of the country’s parliament. Some journalists
who were covering the incident had their cameras and recorders seized by the police. Police in
Mauritania also physically assaulted journalists covering a demonstration in the capital, Nouakchott
on November 10 and arrested three of them.
The government in Togo toughened its stands against opposition demonstrations by announcing a
ban on all weekday public gatherings by supporters of the opposition coalition. The Togolese
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Minister of Interior, Payadowa Boukpessi, announced the measure at a press conference in Lomé on
October 10. About a week later, on October 18, a deadly police crackdown on opposition protesters
killed four people, one in Lome and three in Sokode.
In Liberia, the home of Smith Toby, a journalist with OK FM, was attacked with a petro bomb by
unidentified individuals on October 18, in what was believed to be a politically motivated arson
attempt. Fortunately, the device failed to explode.
A Sierra Leonean journalist was stabbed repeatedly by supporters of the Sierra Leone People’s Party
(SLPP) on October 11, 2017. Musa Sesay, a reporter for The Exclusive Newspaper, was leaving the
party Headquarters after covering a procession in support of the candidature of former military
leader, Julius Maada Bio, when he was accosted and attacked. He was treated at the hospital and later
discharged.
In Niger, a journalist with the state publishing company, publishers of Le Sahel and Le Sahel
Dimanche, was sacked from her job after she posted on Facebook a picture of herself mimicking the
posture of Niger’s President, Mahamadou Issoufou. The victim, Samira Sambou, said the managing
director of the organization, Assane Soumana, took her phone and deleted the post before sacking
her.

Perpetrators of Violations
The 26 violations were carried out by six different types of perpetrators. As in previous editions of
The Monitor, state officials and security agents were among the leading culprits, having perpetrated
nine and six violations respectively. Individuals also perpetrated five violations with organized
groups accounting for three incidents. Regulatory bodies accounted for two incidents, both of them
in Guinea.
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Table 2: Country and Types of Perpetrators

Types of Perpetrators
Country
Guinea

Security
Agents
4

State
Officials

Court

Regulatory
Body
2

2

2

8

4
2

1

Total

4

4

Nigeria
Togo

individuals

2

Ghana
Mauritania

Organised
Group

1

3

1

2

Niger

2

2

Benin

1

1

Liberia
Sierra
Leone
Total

1

1

1
9

6

3

1
5

1

2

26

As shown in the table above, security agents were responsible for nine violations; four each in
Guinea and Mauritania with Togo accounting for one incident.
Gendarmes in Guinea carried out the arrest of four senior management staff of Gangan FM after
the station was falsely accused of spreading rumours that President Alpha Conde was dead. The
paramilitary group also assaulted journalists who were making a follow-up on the detention of
Aboubacar Camara, General Manager of the station. They also destroyed equipment belonging to
the assaulted journalists. Again, gendarmes arrested two presenters of BTA FM in Guinea, following
their forbidden interview of the censored teachers’ unionist, Aboubacar Soumah.
In Mauritania, police officers attacked a group of senators who were protesting against the abolition
of the Upper Chamber of the country’s parliament. The security officers also seized the cameras and
recorders of the journalists covering the incident. In a similar incident, the police physically assaulted
journalists covering a demonstration in the capital, Nouakchott, on November 10 and arrested three
of the media personnel. The ninth violation by security agents saw the police kill four protesters on
October 18 in Togo.
State officials in Guinea carried out two violations including President Conde’s order to the media
not to interview or give coverage to Aboubakar Soumah. The governor of the region of Labe in
Guinea enforced the president’s censorship decree by ordering the closure of BTA FM.
The month-long disruption of the pharaon.com news website in Benin was orchestrated by
government officials, while the Minister of Interior, Payadowa Boukpessi, banned week-day
demonstrations in Togo.
Out of the five violations perpetrated by individuals, two each were recorded in Ghana and Nigeria.
The incidents in Ghana include the assault on a journalist by a traditional chief and the attack on a
Radio Justice by unknown thugs. The two killings in Nigeria were also carried out by individuals.
The fifth incident by individuals was the arson attempt on a radio presenter’s home in Liberia.
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An organised group of party security guards attacked fellow party supporters in Ghana where
another group, the Kumasi Youth Association (KuYA), also carried out the attack on the Daily
Guide newspaper’s office in Kumasi. The stabbing of a journalist in Sierra Leone was also carried
out by political party supporters.
The two violations by regulatory bodies occurred in Guinea; the telecommunications and the media
regulators respectively disrupted the transmission of Radio Gangan and suspended Espace Radio.
The court was responsible for the incident of censorship in Nigeria.

Targets /Victims of Violations
A total of 25 direct victims were affected by the 26 violations. Nineteen of them were journalists;
four were radio stations (Radio Gangan, Espace FM, BTA FM in Guinea) and Radio Justice
(Ghana). The other media organisations were pharaon.com in Benin and Daily Guide newspaper in
Ghana.
Of the nineteen journalists affected, six were in Guinea and five in Ghana. The others were the two
journalists killed in Nigeria, the three arrested in Mauritania and the victim each in Liberia, Sierra
Leone and Niger. Three of the journalist victims were female. These are Djéïnabou Diallo of Radio
Gangan (Guinea), Samira Sambou (Niger) and Marie-Franz Fordjoe Citi FM (Ghana).

Redress for Violations
With a few exceptions, the violations cited in this report had not been redressed at the time of
preparing this report.
BTA FM, which was shut for interviewing the gagged teachers’ union leader in Guinea, was
reopened later on November 29, at the request of the media regulator, Haute autorité de la
communication (HAC).
Following the assault on journalists who were following up on the detention of Aboubacar Camara
of Radio Gangan, a group of journalists filed a suit against the gendarmes involved in the assault.
However, the state prosecutor has failed to bring the case to court.
Aboubacar Camara, General Manager of Radio Espace, who was arrested in connection with false
rumours about President Conde’s death, was released after a few hours, following a storm of protest
by the media fraternity in Guinea.
There was a redress for a longstanding violation in the Gambia, where the Daily News journal, which
had been shut since September 2012, resumed publication in the course of the quarter under review.
The rest of the violations have not been redressed, a situation which underlines the persistence of
impunity in the region.
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Comparative Analysis of Third and Fourth Quarter Findings
The findings from the two quarters (July-September 2017 and October-December2017) showed
both a few variations and similarities. Killings were recorded in both quarters and, incidentally, in
Nigeria and Togo. While the victims in Togo during both quarters were protesters, those in Nigeria
were journalists. Arrests and detentions, as well as physical assault, were the two commonest types
of violations recorded during both quarters.
Eight countries were cited during the July-September period, the same number as during Octoberdecember, 2017. There was however, a significant variation in the number of violations; 34 in the
previous quarter as against as 26 in the quarter under review. The figures show nearly 31% reduction
in violations. Benin, Liberia and Sierra Leone, which were cited in this report, with a single incident
each, recorded no violations during the third quarter.
Nigeria made the most progress, recording three violations as against 14 during the previous quarter.
However the killing of two journalists in separate incidents by unknown individuals overshadowed
the good news from Nigeria. Guinea, on the other hand, witnessed a drastic deterioration of its
press freedom environment, recording eight violations - the highest for this quarter - as against two
incidents during the previous quarter.
Table 3 below provides further details about the relative frequency of violations perpetrated in the
respective countries during the third and fourth quarters of 2017.

Table 3: Countries and Frequency of Violations recorded in the Third and Fourth Quarters of 2017

Country
Guinea
Ghana
Mauritania
Nigeria
Niger
Togo
Benin
Liberia
Sierra Leone
Gambia
Mali
Total

Frequency of Violations
July - September
October-December
2
4
7
11
1
7
1
1
34

8
4
4
3
2
2
1
1
1
26
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Some Key FOE Developments
The quarter under review saw a series of developments on the freedom of expression landscape in
sub-region.
On October 28, the MFWA organised the first ever regional awards event to reward outstanding
journalistic work produced in 2016. Seth Kwame Boateng of Mutimedia Group in Ghana was
adjudged West Africa’s best journalist for 2016. The awards ceremony was preceded a day earlier by
a conference of Africa’s leading journalists, press freedom activists and freedom of expression
organisations from across the region. The two-day event was titled; ‘West African Media Excellence
Conference and Awards (WAMECA)’
There were a couple of positive developments in The Gambia. On December 16, 2017, the MFWA
and its partner organization in The Gambia, Gambia Press Union (GPU), together with the
Gambian government, held a forum in remembrance of victims of abuse under the Yahya Jammeh
administration. Government officials present at the forum reaffirmed the state’s commitment to
complying with an ECOWAS Court ruling in 2015 ordering The Gambia to pay compensation to
Deyda Hydara, Chief Ebrimah Manneh and Musa Saidykhan who were respectively killed,
disappeared and tortured.
In another encouraging development, proceedings finally opened in the case in which the GPU is
challenging the constitutionality of the country’s laws on sedition, libel, defamation and false
publication. The case was filed in 2015, but Jammeh’s government refused to appoint judges to hear
the case.
In Mauritania, a blogger sentenced to death in 2015 for blasphemy had his sentenced commuted to
two years imprisonment on November 8, 2017. Although Mohamed Cheikh Ould Mohamed
M’kheitir had already spent three years in prison, the authorities continued to keep him in detention.
This prompted the MFWA to petition President Mohammed Ould Abdel Aziz, asking him to ensure
the enforcement of the appeal court verdict.
The petition also called on the president to intervene to end the harassment of four outspoken
senior journalists from three media houses. The four, including Moussa Ould Samba Sy, President
of Regroupement de la Presse Mauritanienne (RPM), the MFWA’s partner organization in
Mauritania, were arrested in August 2017 and interrogated over their editorial lines and sources of
funding.
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Conclusion
Although the violations recorded during the October-December 2017 monitoring period were much
fewer that those of July-August, 2017, they still have the potential to stain the sub-region’s image as
one of most progressive in Africa in terms of respect for civil rights.
The impunity, which has characterised the majority of these violations, gives cause for concern in
view of its potential to lead to widespread self-censorship. In particular, the unresolved killings of
two journalists in Nigeria and of four demonstrators in Togo are particularly alarming.
The violations undermine the credentials of the countries involved which are supposed to be
constitutional democracies under which freedom of expression and assembly rights are guaranteed.
The situation becomes even more disturbing when one considers the fact that the countries cited in
this report are parties or signatories to several regional and international instruments that obliges
them to respect and protect freedom of expression rights. Some of these instruments are
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the African Charter on Human and
Peoples’ Rights, the ECOWAS Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance.
The above violations make it manifest that there is the need for sustained and collaborative efforts
to bridge the gap between the values espoused in the above protocol and treaties and their
implementation to effectively guarantee freedom of expression in West Africa. To this end, the
MFWA wishes to make the following recommendations for improving the freedom of expression
environment in the region.

Recommendations
To Media Organisations and Journalists
• Work with high standards and professionalism at all times.
• Media managers must commit to using all legal means to ensure justice for media persons whose
rights are violated in the line of duty.

To Governments in West Africa
• Ensure that both state and non-state actors respect and protect the FOE rights.
• Promote the safety and protection of journalists and media organisations.
• Ensure that security agents stop violating the rights of journalists and others exercising their right
to freedom of expression. Specifically, police and security forces must cease committing acts of
physical attacks, arbitrary arrests and detentions against journalists and dissenting voices.
• Train security agents to appreciate the work of the media in democratic societies and to
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collaborate with them.
• Order a stop to violent attacks on demonstrators and protesters
.

To ECOWAS
• Hold accountable culprits (both state and non-state actors) of freedom of expression violations
through criminal, civil, administrative, or other sanctions to combat impunity.
• Encourage member states to “ensure respect for the rights of journalists” as stated in Article 66 of
the ECOWAS Revised Treaty.
• Impose and enforce sanctions on Member States that recalcitrantly flout statutory obligations.

To the African Commission Special Rapporteur on Freedom of
Expression and Access to Information
• Engage the new government in Nigeria and Togo in particular on the need to intensify
investigations into the killing of journalists and demonstrators in the respective countries and
ensuring that the perpetrators are identified and punished.
.

To the UN Special Rapporteur on the Promotion and Protection of
the Right to Freedom of Opinion
• Call on the governments in West Africa, particularly Nigeria, Guinea and Togo, where
violations have been recurring of late, to respect and protect freedom of expression rights.
• Include more West African countries in fact-finding missions.
.
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