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Introduction

INTRODUCTION

T

he outbreak of COVID-19 in the world in late 2019 has led to a dramatic loss of human lives
across the world and caused an unprecedented impact on world economic structures,
including the media. By December 2020,1 over 1.9 million people had died of COVID-19, and
several dilemmas ushered in by the pandemic highly affected different sectors. The media,
which is believed to be the fourth estate, has acutely been affected in different ways including;
arrests of journalists covering stories related to managing and handling the pandemic, closure
of media houses, detention of journalists without trial, job security, pay cuts, physical assault,
denial of access to information, insults, cyber harassment, torture, and court charges.

In Burundi, the first two COVID-19 cases were announced by the country’s Health Minister Thadée
Ndikumana on the 30th of March 2020, and the media started covering the country’s strategies
to fight the spread of the pandemic. Although the media ought to play a big role in the fight
against a pandemic, through sharing information, sensitization, and educating people more
about the disease, many African states including Burundi, continued to harass the media by
censoring their work, aiming at stopping journalists and the media from covering and reporting
stories related to COVID-19. Burundi government then, led by the late President Pierre Nkurunziza
denied the existence of the virus in the country and embarked on preaching ‘trust in God’ as
one of the pillars of the government’s response to COVID-192. The current president, Évariste
Ndayishimiye, continuously accused journalists of inflating cases of COVID-19 in Burundi3.
Bizimana and Kane, (2020) reported that during the COVID-19 pandemic period in Burundi,
between 2020, and 2021, press freedom continued to deteriorate. Journalists in Burundi were
repeatedly threatened, and they worked in an atmosphere of tension and repression which
compromised the coverage of the pandemic, making it difficult for local media to be critical
of or indeed challenge the official narrative. The harassment of journalists recorded during
the pandemic in Burundi has been likened to the repeated crackdown on journalists and the
press that happened in 2015, in the Burundi (Maina & Simon, 2015). During the first months
of the outbreak of COVID-19, in March 2020, Burundian authorities refused to grant regular
media updates about the pandemic situation, according many journalists and media managers.
That situation affected the right to free expression and access to information on COVID-19 in
the country. But the threats to independent journalism and the media did not emanate from
government alone. COVID-19 posed an existential threat to a media industry that was already
1
2
3

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/coronavirus-death-toll/
https://www.presidence.gov.bi/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Coronavirus-communiqu%C3%A9.pdf
https://ifex.org/burundi-president-accuses-journalist-of-inflating-covid-19-figures/
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under stress from the disruption unleashed by the digital revolution and the rise of social media
as major sources of news for many people. In fact, fake news on the pandemic rose up and
circulated very quickly, creating the confusion. Because, the authorities in Burundi withheld
information on COVID-19, Media houses and journalists were threatened if they covered such
information. Misinformation, disinformation and safety of journalists became key challenges in
the wake of COVID-19.
Throughout the harsh times of the pandemic, journalists and the media in Burundi have been
going through rough terrain while doing their work. Burundian journalists reported to be facing
mainly four threats; the risk of prosecution and imprisonment, the lack of essential equipment
to work safely, difficulty in accessing information from official sources—more so information
related to managing of the pandemic, and the difficulty in accessing sources. The challenges
faced by the media houses according to the media managers are mainly related to the drop in
circulation/audiences and advertising revenues. During the study period, media houses such
as Iwachu Press Group, Rema FM Burundi, Akeza.net media, Siren Vibes TV, Buja FM, Radio
Isanganiro, CCIB FM+, and Radio UMUCO FM reported having faced a decline in revenue. Some
media houses reported that they faced problems of loss of staff due to economic hardships to
maintain them and some of them affirmed they failed to collect money from debtors.
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Methodology

METHODOLOGY

T

his study that documented press freedom violations and the economic effects of COVID-19
used qualitative and quantitative research methods of interviews and a survey. The interviews
and survey were conducted among 20 journalists and eight media managers. Half of the
journalists were drawn from radio; six were taken from television, two from newspapers, while
one journalist was taken from a news agency and another from online media. At least seven of
the selected journalists were female while 13 were male. Four of the eight media managers were
drawn from radio, two from newspapers, one from television and another one from an online
media outlet. This selection was based on the most dominant media platform in Burundi. The
media managers selected carried varying titles. They included two heads of news and one head
of programming, a Programs Director, Managing Editor, Editorial Director, Editor and Chief News
Editor. Of the selected eight managers, only one was female and the rest were male. Whereas
we would have liked to balance the gender of respondents, it was not possible because the
selection of respondents was purposive, meaning that only respondents holding particular
offices were targeted. In Burundi, few women hold managerial positions in newsrooms.
The respondents were selected from a cross-section of media platforms including commercial,
public and community media based in both rural and urban settings country-wide. The survey
questionnaire was emailed to respondents who returned it after answering the questions.
The study also used document analysis to assess the effects of COVID-19 on the practice of
journalism. The reviewed documents include reports from local and international media support
civil society organizations.

3

RESPONDING TO THREATS TO PRESS FREEDOM AND THE MEDIA IN A TIME OF CRISIS
AN ASSESSMENT OF TYPES AND SOURCES OF THREATS TO PRESS FREEDOM AND MITIGATION MEASURES
DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN BURUNDI

FINDINGS

T

his study is based on the research methods that form the basis of this project. The main
findings focus on the threats to media practitioners in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic.
These threats include job security, pay cuts, physical assault, and arrest, and detention,
denial of access to information, insults, cyber harassment, torture, and court charges. The
perpetrators of the threats include law enforcement agencies such as the police, the army and
local government officials.
At least 40% of the media practitioners who were surveyed reported that they had faced threats
in their work as journalists during the COVID-19 pandemic period.
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Threats faced by journalists during the COVID-19 pandemic
THREATS SUFFERED

YES

NO

Physical Assault

0%

100%

Arrest/detention

6%

94%

Court charges

0%

100%

Charges by media regulators

6%

94%

Imprisonment

0%

100%

Denial of access to information/sources

85%

15%

Restriction of movement

17%

83%

Suspension

6%

94%

Death threats

6%

94%

Kidnap

0%

100%

Cyber harassment

6%

94%

Malicious damage or confiscation of tools

6%

94%

Lay off

0%

100%

Reduction of salary

0%

100%

Denial of access to information was the most common threat that Burundi journalists reported
to have faced, with 85% respondents reporting this form of violation. Restriction of movement
was another common attack that was reported by at least 17% of the respondents. These
forms of attack were a likely result of the restrictions put in place by the government during
the COVID-19 period.
The Ministry of Health was the only channel that the state guaranteed a right to communicate,
publicize and report all the information about COVID-19 in Burundi. One Burundian journalist
was threatened by the Ministry of Health authorities if he continued asking for the COVID-19
related information, and this was found out during the investigation period of this study. The
Central Africa Director at Human Rights Watch, Lewis Mudge was quoted saying, “Failing to
communicate fact-based information on how severe, contagious, and challenging this virus is,
under Burundi’s usual denial and deflection approach to crisis management ignores painful
lessons learned elsewhere about the outbreak”4. According to Human Rights Watch, Burundi
has a record of mismanaging crises, and thus hiding correct information about the COVID-19
pandemic would openly contradict the outbreak of the pandemic across the world and the
lessons learned by different countries elsewhere in the world.
4

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/31/burundi-any-covid-19-cover-will-put-lives-risk
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Burundian journalists’ major threat was the government’s failure to disclose information related to
the pandemic, surging cases, death, and how the country was prepared to handle the contagion.

Psychological effects suffered by journalists as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic
PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS SUFFERED

YES

NO

Depression

41%

59%

Anxiety

84%

16%

Exhaustion or burnout

12%

88%

Loss of sleep

31%

69%

Getting negative thoughts

79%

21%

Feeling helpless

78%

22%

As the above table indicates, 41% journalists in Burundi have experienced depression, while
84% have been anxious. Another 79% have been getting negative thoughts, while 78% have
felt helpless.

Change of work routines
The majority of respondents said COVID-19 has changed the way they work. Some journalists
reported that they resorted to using anonymous sources because they were worried of exposing
sources who speak about COVID-19 in a country that had denied the existence of the pandemic.
Other journalists reported starting new newsroom practices and methods such as working from
home and interviewing sources remotely. Journalists created WhatsApp groups to stay on top
of developments and invited some sources to be part of these groups. Other efforts involved
using protective equipment to access areas such as hospitals that had COVID-19 patients.
Other journalists abandoned critical journalism and remained as purveyors of government
information as one journalist stated;
“As I said, a media which disseminated information not emanating from the Minister
of Health, for example by questioning anonymous sources, was threatened with
sanctions. The solution was therefore to be satisfied with official information on the
coronavirus. We were just limiting ourselves to the announcement of the measures
to fight the pandemic, announced by the government.”
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Faced with the challenge of lack of access to sources, some broadcast journalists resorted
to replaying old recorded programmes to fill the allocated time, as one journalist further
explains: “The airing of my health programs was no longer regular. In order not to leave a void,
we rebroadcast our programs. For example, a single program could be rebroadcast for three
successive weeks, for lack of sources.” Some journalists reported that they suspended hosting
of guests at their radio and television stations to prevent the spread of COVID-19. In other cases
the media houses ensured that all incoming guests follow the standard operating procedures,
including wearing of masks and hand washing.

The economic toll of COVID-19 on media houses
The COVID-19 pandemic has taken a heavy toll on media houses. All of the managers of the
media houses interviewed said they experienced a drop in revenue.
One manager said: “I had made contacts to open branches of my newspaper Akeza.net in
Senegal and Kenya. But because of the COVID-19, this project is messed up.”
Other managers reported that due to closure of international travel, they were unable to
make international trips which diminished the sources of income due to the inability to make
international advertising networks
Due to the widespread effects of COVID-19, managers reported that several advertising partners
withdrew prior committed advertising projects, which affected media houses. “Some financial
partners have withdrawn from certain projects. They no longer work well, so they themselves
don’t have enough money. Some projects like advertisements have declined significantly.
This had a strong negative impact on the finances of our media,” one manager said. Another
manager noted that: “Since we publish both in print and online, many people had taken online
subscriptions to receive our publications in PDF format. With COVID-19, many shut them down
abruptly without notifying us, and we lost money as a result.”

How media houses were affected by Covid-19 in Burundi
EFFECTS OF COVID-19
Drop in circulation/audiences

YES

NO

29%

71%

100%

0%

Loss of staff

14%

86%

Failure to collect money from debtors

71%

29%

Drop in advertising revenue
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At least 29% media managers said they experienced a drop in circulation/audiences. All Media
houses (100%) experienced drops in advertising revenue, while only 14% said they lost staff.
At least 71% confirmed they failed to collect money from debtors as the table above indicates.

Media response to effects of Covid-19
RESPONSE FROM MEDIA HOUSE

YES

NO

Layoff of staff

17%

83%

Reduction of staff salaries

0%

100%

Changing of frequency

14%

86%

Changing formats e.g. print to online

17%

83%

60%

40%

71%

29%

In-house production of previously outsourced programmes
Closing some outlets

Unlike other East African countries where media organisations reduced salaries of their staff, in
Burundi, media managers did not report salary cuts as one of the measures they put in place
to combat COVID-19. The major intervention instituted was the closure of some media outlets,
with 71% managers saying that they undertook this intervention to sustain their organisations
in the COVID-19 period. The other common measure among media houses in Burundi was the
in-house production of previously outsourced programmes, with 60% managers reporting that
they undertook this measure.
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V

iolation of press freedom during the pandemic period: The COVID-19 pandemic happened
in a politically charged context dating back to the 2015 political crisis. The period between
2015 and 2020 witnessed widespread curtailment of media freedoms in the country.
Indeed, some media had been banned from operating (Bizimana & Kane, 2020). At least 100
Burundian journalists were reportedly forced into exile on the continent and beyond. Therefore,
the COVID-19 pandemic found Burundian journalists and media in a state of capture by the
state and in disarray.
When, COVID-19 broke out, Burundi was preparing for the 2020 elections, and the authorities
were jittery about any negative or critical information that could affect the outcome of the
election. For almost a year into the pandemic, the Government of Burundi denied the existence
of COVID-19 with the late President Pierre Nkurunziza declaring Burundi under ‘divine protection
from God’ as a reward for Burundians being very faithful Christians. In this kind of environment,
the media was completely gagged on the coverage of COVID-19, especially given that the
government did not release any official information or updates regarding COVID-19. While
journalists witnessed cases of citizens falling sick and even dying, this was hardly reported or
if it was, the deaths were not attributed to the pandemic because any references to COVID-19
amounted to a defamation offence.
Even before the Covid-19 pandemic, the state fired a warning shot at journalists in October
2019 with the arrest and imprisonment of four journalists from Iwacu accused of endangering
the internal security of the state (Human Rights Watch, 2020). Indeed, these journalists had
traveled to Bubanza province (Western Burundi) to cover “a rebel attack” (Reporters Without
Borders, 2020). They were released in December 2020 after being pardoned by President,
Evariste Ndayishimiye. Thus, the outbreak of COVID-19 exacerbated the violation of freedom
of the press and of expression in Burundi.
Impact of COVID-19 on the Economic health of media: Due to the abrupt scaling down of
activities by different client organisations, the media lost many advertisers, and consequently
much needed revenue. Moreover, the media on average failed to recover more than 50% of
revenue they were owed by advertisers and subscribers, prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 and
the resulting disruptions. Some projects that usually supported the media were frozen during
the pandemic, resulting in further loss of support/revenue from such projects.
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In mitigation of these viability challenges, some media outlets closed some platforms. Despite
the aforementioned loss of revenues by media in Burundi occasioned by COVID-19, only one
media organisation layoff its staff and reduced salaries for those that were retained. This has
been attributed to a strong financial health of the media houses before the pandemic and the
fact that no official lockdown was ever instituted in the country, thus media houses remained
open. Serving the general public.

Curtailment of Access to information during COVID-19
The biggest drawback on media freedom and freedom of expression during the period was
the denial of access to information. From the outset, when the first cases were reported in
March 2020, Burundian authorities outlawed reporting about the pandemic. With the president
in the lead, all scientific information about COVID-19 was disregarded, including the tracking
of cases, vaccination and prevention guidelines. It was not until the tragic death of President
Pierre Nkurunziza that the new leader declared COVID-19 Burundi’s public enemy number one.
For long and crucial periods of the pandemic, the Burundi public were forced to rely on
international media for credible news concerning their own country. While this information
may be accurate, it is often out of the country’s context and may not be a reliable basis for
informed decision making.
The spread of fake news on COVID-19: The withholding of information related to COVID-19
by the Burundian authorities encouraged the spread of fake news about the pandemic. In the
absence of official information, and with tension and emotions high amidst deaths and sickness
in the country, misinformation and disinformation thrived. This further endangering the lives
of citizens as they scratched around for guidance, and accurate and reliable information on
which to base their decisions. The situation was not helped by government threats to charge
journalists writing about COVID-19 with the offence of defamation.
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CONCLUSION

T

he outbreak of COVID-19 found a cowed and stifled media in Burundi, following the clampdown
on the media by the government in 2015. Being an election year, when the pandemic broke
out, the government tightened the controls through threats, and arrests and consequently,
the media retreated into self-censorship. This status quo curtailed media freedom and space to
report about the pandemic and consequently denied the Burundi public accurate and reliable
information that they needed to make important decisions. In a way, during the initial waves
of the pandemic, the Burundi media was forced to be complicit in government’s denials about
the existence of COVID-19. In essence, the media was stripped of its cardinal role of informing
and educating the public in a time of crisis such as the COVID-19 epidemic. Unfortunately, it is
difficult to assess the consequences of this curtailment of media freedom during the pandemic
as there is hardly any reliable data about COVID-19 in Burundi.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Civil Society
Civil Society organisations should strengthen the capacity and resilience of the Burundian
media and journalists. The crisis and now the pandemic have greatly eroded their confidence,
believe, and independence.

Development partners
Development partners should continue offering support in the form of equipment, skills to and
know-how to the media in Burundi do devise and adapt new ways of gathering and disseminating
information without compromising their security.
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