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Reflections on 
three decades in 
the newsroom 
As he retires from the mainstream media newsroom, 
NMG-Ugandas General Manager, Editorial, Danfel K. 
Kalinaki, reflects on three decades at the coal face of 
Jjournalism practice. 

e 
Cardinal goal. 
Tho detlly 
ofhow it can 
e sustained 

will 

worked out. 

don't remember the subject of 
my first newspaper headline, 
bt 1 can never forget how it 
‘made me feel 1 had run and ed- 

et handwritten pamphiets since | 
waseightor ninein rimary school, 
bt this was the realdeal an aticle 
inaprinted newspaper. 
“The article iself still had to be 

handwritten (this was before com- 
puters,but more o that lter) and 
then handed to the receptionist at 
the newspaper front desk, in my 
et thetriseekly The Grusider 
officeon Kampala Road. 
“Then came the wait. There were 
noemails,and mobile phones were 
<0 expensive tht the operators 
charged for airtime in dollars and 
‘werea status symbol owned by on- 
*lyafiwwealthy people.They made 
suretoshow themoffofien by strut 
tingthem in holders on their bels; 
1 never saw women with mobile 
phones back then). 
“The only way to find out if you 
had been published was toread the 
newspaper o save money on other 
boning writers,you poltely asked a 
newspaper vendor on the street to 

thumbthrougha copy fyou hadnt 
‘madei,you thanked them policly, 
thenwanderd offintothedistance, 
fighting back 
tears. 

Put there it was, a day of two lat. 

erIn a sea of black ink, there was 
the unmistakable setof letters ar- 
ranged to spell out my name. My 
‘hand dived into my pocket,fished 
outa few notes and handed them 

ed10a comer of the streetand 
enously ate up the article,a strange: 
sensationofhearing myselfspeakin 
anewwice. 
“The nextstep was to show off my 

‘newfound status as a published au- 
thor and public intellectual. There 
‘was no Internet on which to blog 
orbrag.no ocial media platform to 
postorshare. 
But there was a perfect analogue 

spot; the Nie Grill restaurant out- | 
side Uganda House on Kampala 

Road, where cadres from the Ugan- 
da Peoples' Congress (UPC) spent 
their days waiting,  suppose, for 
‘Apolo Milton Obote to someliow 
‘makeasurprising retum. 
Tordered asoda,casually lipped 

the newspaper open to the page 
with my article, and waited for 
someone toask to read the paper. 
Butnoonedid.These UPC fellashad 
cither already had their daily dose 
ofmediaorhadtheirownsupplyar- 
rangements. started judging them 

‘for completely ignoring me. 
noticed their threadbare 

shirt collars and shoes 
Soserulfy; no wonder 
they had not been 
abletorunintoex- 
ile, 

Eventually, 1 
went home and 

“hane the grod neaws with the peo- 
plewhoeally matten | of conree, 
incistentthat they wach thefr hands 
bt tonching the paper Tvalied, 
there and the, that this is what I 
wanted to da for  livng, The bug 
had it and s infcted inenr 
ahly 

I pettng in was hand, staying in 
thepame was even hander You were 
only as pood a¢ youe Lt byfne, and 
you had to keep finding stories that 
were inferv=ting enough to publish 
and which o one else had. A s 
privleped joumalists were handed 
theeasysenops that eame offthe e 
machine.orwhen the Interne st 
e appearine. from forign reports 
about Ugnda 
Mostly however, one had to find 

and culivate sources,or g ont to 
Took for tories,often fterally When 
T encountered the creaking and 
groaning s at of all places, Ugan- 
daHowein ater yearsjt e toa sto- 
ryabout how health and sty pro- 
tocols were ignored in public bild- 
ings. That story is true today as it 
was three decades am. 
Competition was stff inside the 
newsrooms When tried to venture 
intosports writing.Iraninto unfore- 
seenturfwars Allthebigevents had 
bignamesattached tothem, under- 
standablyBut every small one that [ 
expressadinterestin,whether darts, 
chess,or hockey also,suddenty had 
someone goinglocover it 

One day,there was a big football 
game at Namboole stadium,and it 
‘was assigned to a senor stafl writ- 
erBut Ibought myselfa ticket and 
‘went,anyway. The sports journal- 
ists always sat together, bantered, 
and dragged their feet back to the 
‘newsroom tofile,sure that the press 
‘would vaitfor thei bigtorics. 
Whenthe match ended,  dashed 

backtothenewsroom.typedoutthe 
story (yes, computers had come, col- 
leagues),and handed the fllename 
toMarkSsali the thensports editor 
Istepped away from hisdeskbut re 
‘mained in earshot and watched as. 

he opened the document on his 
computer and skimmed through 
the article. Then he reached for the 
telephone (yes, even phones had 
now come,colleagues) called theas- 
signed dafTwriterandtold himnot 
tobother coming back to write the 
matchreport. 
My first sports byline the next 

day was almost as pleasurable as 
the firstever There was a tinge of 
guiltabout how I had obtained it, 
but success sometimes goes to the 
swiftfooted. 
“The stiff competition inside the 
newsrooms was softened some- 

‘what by thecamaraderie. There was 
rank, bat the layers of bureaucra- 
cywereflattened by youthful swag- 
gerand talent. An endearing image 

is of Ardrew Mwenda sitting with 
his feeton the office desk of Wafur 
laWafOguttu, the editorin-chi 
while ke narrated some exclusive 
story.You had to have big balls - 
and even bigger stories-togetaway 
withsuchimpudence, 

Journalismin the good old 
days' 

Rosy introspection is 
the tendency to look 

at the past with 
rosecoloured 
shades and 
view it 

‘more fa- 
Vours- 

Ity than it really was. This s [l 
,,",,.|,,¢.nn. ul‘yvmll Journalism in 
the god old days’ must contend 
with Forinstance Jook closely at old 
newspapers, and you will see terti 
bl desien, sioppy editing. and st 
s toldwithout background orcon 
text I 2004 piece written from the 
Tofty Ivory Tower of graduateschool. 
Targued, for instance that ovr jour 
nalism was so shallow, we couldn't 
bury a dead dog in it. History will 
it got any beter 
et journalism exists in specific 

contexts,and some of what we wit nessed and lived through felt mo. 
i ke the coverage o the 

ihent Assembly e 1996 elec- tion the firtin |5y~:rnnm‘|mnm 
toelecta president dirvetly),or the Sixth Parliament, o whorm the task frst fell o superinten the new con- 
stitutional oner. 
Or consider the journalists who 
covered the Rwanda war in 1990 
and the genocide that folloywed in 
1904, those who walked into thejun- 
#les of DR Cong,or those who bore: 
witness to the brutality of the Na- 
tional Resistance Arrmy (NRA) coun- 
terinsurgency in northern Ugan- 
da and the Lords Resistance Army 
(LRA) rebellion that followed. 
Compared 1o today's fascina- 

tion with which MP cut down pow- 
er lines they had helped install or 
‘which developer has grabbed yet 
another public space, it feels like we 
operated at the tail end of historyto 
paraphrase and bastardise Francis 
Fukuyama. This does not make con- 
temporary journalism any easier or 
any less important, but it does feel 
abitlighter sometimes, even spuri- 
ous. 
‘What hasn't changed is e incred- 

ible toll joumnalism takes on its prac- 
titioners,particularly in poor,pre-in- 
dustrial,and autocratic countries, 
Many journalits join the newsroom 
as young, passionate idealistas. We 
‘don'tjustexist in the world; we seek 
tochangeit.onestoryata time. 
And while words are powerful the 
‘world s stubborn in its ways,and 
the laws of physics are immutable. 
Some leave when this reality hits. 
Others, when aggressionand repres- 
sion draw unbearably close. or the 
majorityitis downto finance and fa- 
tigue. 
These politicaleconomic tensions. 

have defined contemporary main- 
streammediain Uganda The found- 
ers of The Monitorleft the Weekly 
Topicso that they could write and 
speakmore reely but there were al 
sounderlying economic considera- 
tions. Those were clearer and more 
explicitin the case of the journalists 
whothenleft The Monitorto found 
The Crusader,the Red Pepper, the 
‘The Weekly Observer,et cetera. 
Less dramatic but no less impor- 

tant were the budding and talent- 
ed journalists whose passion was 
dulled by penury and departed for 
the boring tedium of civilian'ca- 
reersand financial 
Othersstucktothe course but were 

eventually worn down by the long 
‘hours. Many good female journal- 
ists never returned when they went 
tostart families or left soon after, 
findingthe long hours incompatible 
withthesenew responsibiltis. 
Fatigue claimed its fair share. 

In their farewell notes, James Tu- 

former colleagues here, who then 
left and later edited The Obsery- 
er;spoke with !h;’:rmnnm ofold 
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itisto be expected. Like fine 
journalists get better #rith 1y, | 

they temper their adicalisr, ., 
ify their perspectives, and ... 
en their understanding of he ) 
world works. The departure r,nh,‘ 
old hands hereand elsehereer, 
aholeat the very moment joury, 
ismneeds o reclaimits relevanc, 
aworld where everyone s cory,.| 
creator and where some of the ., 
‘subject matter expertsand storyy.,, 
ersarenoteven journalists. 
“This challenge, of how 10 e, 

relevant,s one that yOunger j, nalists must fxce and find nevn 
1o overcome. In a world of dazz), 

new technology every other 
some of the answers are surprisi; 
W old-school and have alweys be, 
atthe heart ofjournalism. 
In \ber 2009,a FUMOLT ., 
iuwmmzmnmam‘ 
ganda, Ronald Muwenda M., 
bi, had been arrested. There vy, | 
standoffbetween the kingdom .. | 
the Central Government,souch . 
arrest was plausible but would be , 
‘severe escalation. 

We had to verify, but how: 
couldn't callthe front desk o p,, 
lange, the seat of the kingdor ;, 
Mengo, for a comment. It was af.. 
hours and the kingdomn's civl s, 
ants had taken their medicatior,, 
andgonetobed. 
‘Wehad toput boots on the groun 

S0,Don Wanyama, then a sui-e(; 
toronthe paper,who lved in ey, 
and had firsthand knowledgeci:.. 
area, was sent with a photograpy, 
tothe Kabakaspalace nKireka 
westigate. 
As they approached the pal, 

ies descended 
the car and roughed up the jour:, 
ists Eventualy calls were made, | 
the journalists were sent awa, 

‘This ability to verify including 1 
‘willingness to take one for the au; 
ence,remainsat the heart of journz. 
ism.And ina world where a routi 
‘maintenance flight of the preside 
tial jet canserve as 2 Pprop or ‘proof™ 
of a fake story about the health sta. 
tusof a promunent personalityjour- 
nalism that can be trusted and e 
Jiedupon remains premium. 
The details of how it can be sus- tained profitably will have to be worked out butf mediahouses face an existential threat to remain in 

business the journalists we areleav: 
mfihehmd in tha nomes 
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