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Ladies and gentlemen, it is a great honour for me to give the opening remarks at this regional conference: “Eastern Africa Media at the Crossroads”. Norway is proud to support the Media Council of Kenya and this important initiative to bring together representatives from media councils in the region and, in fact, the world. 
I am happy to see media representatives from so many different countries and continents here today. In Kenya, and in the countries of many of you represented here today, the media has had a vital role to play in the democratic development. This crucial role will only continue to grow.
Democracy is the rule of the people. It is the participation of all citizens in the government of a country; men and women, rich and poor, young and old. Media is an indispensable vehicle and instrument of democracy. And in the context of Kenya as a young nation and a young democracy, media has an important role to ensure that all citizens are informed and that their voices are heard. 
Freedom of expression - the right to receive and exchange opinions, ideas and information, is fundamental in a democratic society. It is a fundamental and a universal human right. We can measure how democratic a government is by observing to what extent it respects the right to freedom of expression. The following quote, attributed to Voltaire, catches the essence of this: “I disagree with what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it”. If we believe in the freedom of expression only for some, than we don’t believe in it at all.  
The working conditions for the media in a country tell a lot about how democratic that country is. After the 2002 elections in Kenya, the media has enjoyed a vast improvement of these condistions. I think we can all agree on that. Compared to the former regime, the media, the political opposition as well as the average citizen, has enjoyed a freedom and a democratic space that did not exist ten years ago. 
However, this freedom faced a serious setback a little over a year ago. The government’s armed raid against Standard Media group in March last year was a heavy blow to the freedom of expression in Kenya. Still - one year later - no satisfactory and official explanation has been given for the violent raid. Why did it happen? Why was it armed? The government said the raid was necessary for national security reasons. But the media is not a security threat. The level of secrecy on behalf of the state becomes very striking when it is the freedom of expression that is being attacked. 
Media practitioners and civil society actors have since pointed to what they term as a worrying trend: increased pressure against the media. This comes in many forms, from the use of criminal defamation, to intimidation of journalists, to the number of public advertisements in print media. 

Has this lead to a less free, critical and scrutinising media in Kenya today? Have democratic gains been reversed? 
It is difficult for any government to accept criticism against itself. Criticism that is sometimes unfair and sometimes right out wrong. But criticism must not be confused with disloyalty.  In a democratic state, the government must expect and accept to be scrutinized. This is something democratic governments all over the world have to deal with. It is not always easy. But freedom of expression is not a privilege the government can chose to give and take away, depending on what views are being expressed. Freedom of expression is an intrinsic human right in itself. The state cannot and should not interfere with this right. The responsibility of the state is to guarantee it. Governments have to state – and re-state – the value of freedom of expression. And they must be ready to fulfil their obligations to protect this right. 

The media has a crucial role in holding our politicians and leaders accountable. In Kenya, this is more important than in many other countries; because – sadly – too few politicians are held accountable to the people they are elected to serve. 
But who holds the media accountable? And how? 
In Norway, the media has a self-regulatory body that is well known and highly respected. I am happy to see representatives from the Norwegian media here today. The Norwegian government can agree or disagree with the views that are being expressed, but cannot and will not interfere with an editor’s responsibility. I think it is fair to say that the journalists and editors in Norway to a large extent respect their self-imposed code of conduct. When the code is breached, the Norwegian “media council” will give its verdict. And it hurts. Both for the editor concerned, the journalist and the media house. 
In our view, based on our Norwegian experiences, media should have ways of regulating itself, and should not be regulated through laws. This view is shared widely among the media in Kenya. I hope it will be respected by the Kenyan government as well. A media bill has now been published and will be tabled in parliament. I hope the views of media practiotioners and human right actors will be taken into account.  If the media is regulated through laws, how can we know that freedom of expression will be guaranteed? Media should not be held accountable to the government while at the same time exercise a watchdog role over the same government.  
Again: How can the media be held accountable?

Self-regulation requires strong ethical codes that are known and respected, and that can be enforced. Media councils must have the support of the whole media industry in a country. 

A self-regulatory media requires responsibility and professionalism – among journalists, editors and media owners. I know this argument of ‘responsibility’ is sometimes used to limit freedom of expression, but it is nonetheless true. Codes of ethics must be respected. 
How can the media in Kenya and in other countries become more professional?

To enhance professionalism, journalists must be given specialized and continued training. They must be given more reasonable salaries and opportunities for career development. Particularly in the rural areas. A high number of freelance correspondents with low pay does not pave the way for a professional media. On the contrary, it opens up for corruption and bribery. It is the duty of media owners to secure reasonable salaries for journalists in order to professionalize reporting. Why should journalists be paid less than the business people in the media houses?
Good media organisations require a sound economy and a profitable business. But profit should never overshadow the media’s responsibility to educate the public and enhance democracy.  

Roosevelt once said: The only sure bulwark of continuing liberty is a government strong enough to protect the interests of the people, and a people strong enough and well enough informed to maintain its sovereign control over the government.
The media has a fundamental role to play, both in informing the public and in holding the government accountable. But the people can never be strong enough to control its government if they do not have freedom of information. 
“Everyone shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds”. The right to access information is codified in Article 19 of The Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The African Charter also protects the right to receive information. Kenya is party to both these international instruments. Yet, after many years of Kenyans promoting a freedom of information bill, there still is no legislation on this area. 

The free flow of information is crucial in a democratic society.  It is also crucial in enforcing other fundamental rights. The public has a right to know what their government is doing on their behalf. What decisions are being made in their name. And what their tax-money is being spent on. The public has a right to participate in the government of their own country, and not only every five years when there is an election.
2007 is an election year in Kenya. It is a year that will test the government’s willingness to respect the right to freedom of expression. And it is a year that will test the professionalism of the Kenyan media. 
The media has the power to shape the course of the elections. We witness that once again in an election year, violence is on the rise across the country. The media has a decisive role to play to curb this violence. Those involved in hate speeches and incitement to violence must be exposed. Those involved in misuse of state resources must be brought to light. 
When politicians exercise their right to freedom of expressions, we must remember that that this freedom is not absolute. They do not have the freedom to express hate speech or inflammatory remarks against other groups. They do not have the freedom to incite violence or in any other way violate the rights of other people. Freedom of expression requires a sense of responsibility that seems difficult to honour in an election year. That is why the role of the media becomes even more important. Not everything deserves to be quoted. Some expressions deserve to be ignored. Even if they may help sell more papers. 
The media has a responsibility to educate voters and help them make informed choices. I wish you could also educate the politicians. Seriously. I wish you would focus less on their personal politicking and rivalry, and more on national political issues. Politicians must be forced to focus on the real issues. They must be forced to enter in to sober debates and to convince the electorate through reasonable arguments, why they should be trusted with their votes for one more period. All politicians want media coverage. It is up to you to set the agenda. Perhaps for the next few months, profit should not guide the priorities of the media houses. 
There are so many important issues in Kenya and the region that need to be highlighted and put on the agenda. Issues like enviromental degradation, poverty and distribution of wealth, development in marginalized areas, violence against women and extra judicial killings – to mention a few. 
As I round up, I want to stress the importance of media’s role as elections draw closer in Kenya. I urge the media to be factual, fair and balanced when covering the election campaigns. And I would like to add – keep national values at the centre and look beyond the interests of your respective ethnic group.
What has impressed me the most with Kenyan media is its exposure of grand corruption. Scandals have been unearthed and aired, for all the world to see. Although the exposures may not have been followed up with the kind of action many Kenyans would have liked to see, the fact that you bring it out there, gives me great optimism and hope for the continued democratic development in Kenya. 

I wish you the best of luck with the conference, and with addressing issues that are key to a vibrant media and therefore crucial to a true democracy. 
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