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Special Focus

Egypt’s ‘chaotic’ media scene raises concern

Cairo

C 

alls are being made for 
reforms to Egypt’s “cha-
otic” media scene amid a 
noticeable rise in public 
anger at members’ prac-

tices.
Scores of private channels and 

newspapers deliver diverse news 
and viewpoints to tens of millions 
across the country but media ex-
perts say the need for reform could 
not be more pressing.

“What we see now is an uncon-
trollable media scene that does 
harm more than good,” said Hanan 
Youssef, a media professor at Ain 
Shams University. “Basic principles 
like neutrality, honest reporting 
and the protection of privacy and 
public interest are nowhere to be 
found in current media practices.”

A recent example occurred when 
advertisers withdrew from a pri-
vate channel programme due to the 
“unethical” nature of the show af-
ter its host insulted a sexual harass-
ment victim.

Reform advocates say the alarm 
should have come much earlier, 
claiming Egypt’s TV channels and 
newspapers have turned from a 
tool of change to political lobbying 
and rumour-mongering.

The media have been at the fore-
front of political transformations 
sweeping Egypt in recent years. Re-
porters accompanied Tahrir Square 
revolutionaries in their bid to bring 
autocratic president Hosni Mubarak 
down in 2011 and extensively cov-
ered the writing of the post-revolu-
tion constitution and the formation 
of parliament. They detailed social 
changes overwhelming Egypt after 
the revolution and the ouster by 
the army of Islamist president Mu-
hammad Morsi in 2013.

Now, however, the media are 
turning into a national headache. 
Fistfights erupt on camera, political 
opponents are slandered and social 
groups are demonised. The effects 
threaten to go beyond Egypt’s bor-
ders.

A TV host almost caused a dip-
lomatic crisis between Egypt and 
Ethiopia when she chided the Ethi-
opian ambassador in Cairo during 
a phone interview and hung up on 
him. Another host caused tension 
between Egypt and Morocco when 
she said the North African state de-
pended on prostitution for a large 
portion of its national income.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi signaled his desperation 
with the media when he, citing 
a TV host who criticised him for 
meeting the chief executive officer 
of a German firm at the time Alex-
andria was flooded with rains, said 
he would complain to the Egyptian 
people about media professionals.

All through the second half of 
2012 and the first half of 2013, Mor-
si’s backers camped out in front of 
the Media Production City, which 
hosts almost all of the studios of 
private channels, to protest what 

they described as “media viola-
tions”.

Columnist Anwar al-Hawari says 
Egypt’s media are the victims of 
attempts by wealthy Arab govern-
ments to stop the “Arab spring” and 
defend their own rule.

“They [Arab governments] spent 
lavishly on funding channels, pub-
lishing books and establishing re-
search centres, all with the aim of 
demonising the ‘Arab spring’ and 
slandering its symbols,” he wrote 
in an article in the Arabic-language 
daily al-Masri al-Youm.

Nevertheless, a look at Egypt’s 
media, in which obscenity is be-
coming a norm, bias a common 
practice and libel no longer treated 
as a crime, reveals political oppo-
nents are not the only victims of 
this media. Media ethics have taken 
a hit, too.

This is why media expert Fatma 
al-Kasbani calls for the reinstitu-
tion of the Information Ministry to 
monitor the work of the nation’s TV 
channels.

“The Information Ministry 
should return, even if temporarily, 

to put this media scene in order,” 
she said.

The Information Ministry existed 
until June 2013 when it was shut 
down amid calls for more media 
freedom. The government then an-
nounced a plan for an independent 
media watchdog to regulate media 
practices but this agency has never 
been formed.

Ownership will be a major hin-
drance to introducing reforms to 
Egyptian media, observers say. The 
government owns some television 
channels, newspapers and maga-
zines but the influence of state-run 
media is fading with the prolifera-
tion of privately owned newspa-
pers and channels.

Private media, these observers 
add, is here to defend the interests 
of their owners, even if doing so is 
against the public good.

Another problem facing media 
reform has to do with establishing 
the standards and backgrounds of 
media professionals. Almost any-
body can work as a journalist or TV 
host in Egypt. This is probably why 
lawyers, football players, retired 
police officers and actors and ac-
tresses are stepping into the media 
field and hosting programmes that 
influence millions of people.

“There is an urgent need for re-
thinking everything in this media 
scene, from the type of topics dis-
cussed to the lengths we can reach 
in discussing these topics,” Youssef 
said. “We cannot talk about sound 
media practices in the absence of 
ethics.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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Checkered media reform in Algeria
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A 

s soon as he rose to 
prominence in 1999, 
Algerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika an-
nounced he would lib-

eralise the media. This sector is 
viewed as very sensitive and highly 
strategic. The government’s image 
largely depends on the media be-
cause of a revolution in communi-
cations and media outlets.

Bouteflika in April 2011 an-
nounced a series of measures to 
liberalise various institutions. In 
January 2012, the National Assem-
bly passed the Code national de 
l’information (CNI), which was sup-
posed to replace the 1990 restrictive 
media law. The government consid-
ered the new measure a major step 
in advancing freedom of expression 
and speech in Algeria.

The long-awaited audiovisual bill 
has allowed for private broadcast-
ing in a confusing manner. The leg-
islation is hybrid, ambiguous. TV 
channels have to lease transponder 
space from regional satellite op-
erators in Amman or Beirut. While 
their offices are in Algiers, they 
have to broadcast from abroad.

Despite restrictions, TV stations 
have flourished overnight with 
more than 40 private channels. 
Only five channels have official ac-
creditation.

Private channels have rapidly 
succeeded in competing with state 
stations but they can be shut down 
any time. This was the case for El 
Watan TV most recently and Atlas 
TV during the 2014 presidential 
election campaign

The Algerian print media is well-
known in the MENA region for 

being one of the most outspoken 
against the government. There 
are more than 80 daily newspa-
pers, some of which do not leave 
the printing house. The newspa-
pers with the largest circulation 
are Ennahar (600,000), Echourouk 
(500,000) and El Khabar (400,000), 
all published in Arabic. In French, 
there is El Watan (200,000), which 
is seen as the elite tabloid. The gov-
ernment owns four newspapers 
with low circulation.

In total, around 2 million tabloid 
newspapers are sold every day. The 
print media can also be read online. 
Algerians do not read books very 
much but do read newspapers and 
watch TV news programmes. How-
ever, media restrictions and con-
straints are many.

The print media, which have 
been pluralistic in principle since 
the 1990s, continue to suffer from 
monopolistic practices. The gov-
ernment is in charge of printing and 
distributing newspapers across the 
country. El Watan and El Khabar are 
the only newspapers that have in-
vested in printing and distribution 
equipment to be independent from 
state pressures.

Articles 2 and 92 of the 2012 law 
make it practically impossible to 
cover any social, economic or po-
litical issue without risking retali-
ation, even though censorship, as 
such, does not exist in the texts.

The gathering of information is an 
activity “freely exercised”. Howev-
er, there are 12 catch-all conditions 
that should be respected, including 
national identity, defence and ex-
ternal issues, symbols of state and 
Muslim values. These restrictions 
also apply to the electronic media 
(Article 71).

The most crucial issue remains 
the official approval to set up a 
newspaper. It’s an uphill battle that 
must be undertaken in the maze of 

bureaucracy. It often takes several 
years and a lot of luck.

Advertising is the sword of Da-
mocles over the head of the print 
media and is the most efficient tool 
used to pressure Algerian media. 
State advertising is a major source 
of funding for the print media and 
television. Over the past years, 
state pressures have been exerted 
on newspapers that were critical on 
Bouteflika, his family and allies.

As a positive measure, the new 

bill abolishes prison sentences for 
media offences. This should have 
ended the threat to journalists 
stipulated in the criminal code. 
Fines should be paid instead of im-
prisonment. The fines are however 
disproportionate in regard to me-
dia budgets. Realpolitik therefore 
imposes self-censorship instead of 
bankruptcy. There is no journalist 
who wishes the closure of a  news-
paper. The criminal bill however 
maintains prison sentences for de-

faming individuals.
Media liberalisation has not con-

solidated the freedom of tone and 
speech. On the contrary, the new 
bill tends to lock the media space 
by changing the operating mode 
and the format. The security logic 
continues to prevail in a regionally 
difficult context.

Rachid Tlemçani teaches 
international and comparative 
politics in Algiers.
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