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INTRODUCTION
On 24, 25 and 26 November 2016, The Hague Peace Projects, in collaboration with several other 
organizations, hosted the second Diaspora Conference on the Great Lakes Region. The theme of 
this year’s conference was “The Role of Media in Conflict and Peace Building”. 

The first day of the conference was about the general role of media in society, the second day 
discussed the potential influence of media and the role they play in conflict and peacebuilding, 
and the last day explored the role of the diaspora and the opportunities media offers them to 
contribute to peace. 

It turned out to be a very successful conference on many different levels: attendance, content, 
discussions, and concrete results. The level of attendance was higher than last year: more than 
one hundred people attended among whom about eighty members of the Great Lakes diaspora - 
of all different countries, many different ethnicities, and a wide spectrum of political backgrounds. 

The discussions were very animated, fruitful and constructive. Even though difficult issues were 
tabled and at many points participants strongly disagreed among each other,  the debates took 
place in a respectful manner and in an atmosphere of trust and understanding. One very special 
example illustrates this: at a certain point during a discussion on the troubled history and present 
situation between Hutus and Tutsis in Rwanda, someone remarked: “We all talk a lot about this 
tribal issue, but what about the minority of Batwa? They have suffered equally under leaders 
from both Hutu and Tutsi side. And they are the original inhabitants”. Later, it turned out that one 
person from the Batwa community was present and he publicly, emotionally shared the pain and 
losses he himself and his community had experienced the past decades in all countries of the 
region, where they are not regarded as equal. In a very touching way a Congolese lady asked this 
person for forgiveness for what had been done to the Batwa. Her gesture was wholeheartedly 
supported by all attendees from the different countries of the region and received with intense 
thankfulness by the Batwa representative. 

All in all, the conference was a very inspiring and uplifting experience for all organizations and 
individuals involved. Below, the reports of the different speeches and workshops will be presented. 
As a last chapter we published the closing statement that was made at the end of the conference 
by a group of participants and endorsed by everyone who attended. 
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The conference started with a word of welcome by the director of The Hague Peace Projects, 
Jakob de Jonge and a brief overview of the conference program. Directly afterwards Helen 
Hintjens welcomed everyone on behalf of the Institute of Social Studies (ISS), where the 
conference was taking place. She introduced the work of the Institute, stressing the importance of 
media in peace-building and the work that ISS has done in this field. 

Next, there was an opening speech by Ewing Amadi Salumu, a leading member of the Great 
Lakes Region working group of The Hague Peace Projects. He stressed the importance of 
speaking out, discussing and meeting each other as members of the diaspora. Only by connecting 
to each other and sharing experiences and points of view, is it possible to become actors of 
change and work for peace in the Great Lakes Region. Every person has his or hers own valuable 
experience and everyone should feel free to express themselves. However, the goal should be 
to establish facts and reach an objective point of view. Salumu mentioned the culture of silence 
and how it keeps the truth secret in the Great Lakes Region, and pointed out that it works against 
peace and new ideas. He illustrated this by sharing his own background story. In 1996 he fled 
from the eastern part of DR Congo, after witnessing horrific crimes being committed against the 
Congolese population and against the refugees coming from Rwanda. He walked 800km towards 
the west of Congo and on his way met countless people with similar experiences. He gave the 
example of raped women, women that had to watch the death of their partners and children, 
the destruction of their villages and native land, orphans, and people with bodies and souls 
traumatized by war. As a main problem, he pointed towards the many politicians who manipulate 
and divide the communities and hide the truth. To emphasize his statement, he asked the 
audience: “

Do you feel free to talk to anyone coming from the Great Lakes Region, even while 
you safely live here in Europe? If you do not, why do we not change that?” 

At the end of his speech Ewing made clear that he wants to stop the divisions made by politicians 
and to break the culture of silence.

The final opening speech was by Connie Formson of the African Diaspora Policy Center (ADPC). 
She agreed that diaspora can sometimes fuel conflicts, but encouraged the audience to see the 
positive potential for development and peace that the diaspora holds. ADPC has the objective to 
support the diaspora and help them develop by promoting collaboration and a feeling of being 
united. In the presentation, she also referred to the diaspora as communities holding ‘soft power’ 
that could enable peace building. The diaspora’s power lies in applying attractive and co-optive 
means, rather than coercive ones. For instance, the strategic use of culture and values. She 
argued that a shift in thinking about diaspora by political actors is necessary. Diaspora can act 
as peace-builders through their social networks; these are strong tools to overcome separation 
and existing borders. For example, social media can be used to give the diaspora a voice and 
bring them together. In this way it can serve as a tool to influence decisions and make changes. 
She explained that all varying opinions and approaches matter and that they should be taken into 
account, in order to reach a non-violent future with sustainable peace. Currently, social media is 
the predominant two-way communication channel and therefore everyone should be aware of the 
influence of the young people using it.

1.  OPENING SPEECHES
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Tanja Ijzer
RNW Media and its Great Lakes Initiatives 

The first keynote speech was about the work of RNW Media (former Radio Netherlands 
Worldwide). Tanja IJzer introduced RNW media, an organization that promotes freedom of speech 

and in this capacity also helps young people in conflict areas to support 
change. This is based on the fact that young people want to make informed 
decisions, but access to reliable information sources is rare. She explained 
the work done by RNW, which also involves telling the personal stories 
of young people. Some of these people and their stories were introduced 
in order to show the existing desire to share and consult information. 
One of the questions RNW focuses on is ‘how to engage young people’. In 
answering this question, RNW faces many difficulties, as they especially 
want to empower youth in regions with very restricted rights. It thus varies 

how these people can be reached and how their challenges can be faced. To elaborate on this, 
Tanja pointed towards a personal story from Leila in Egypt and one from Qing in China. RNW 
provides online platforms, which are safe places to engage people and for youth to interact freely, 
all with the objective of social change. The platforms of RNW are used throughout the world. 
The first topic that is dealt with in this platform is called ‘Love Matters’, on which RNW facilitates 
information on and a possibility for conversation about sexual health, relations, and gender. The 
second theme is ‘Citizen’s Voice’, used to facilitate discussion on behaviour desired by societies 
and citizens.

Her colleague, Adrien Trocme, talked about Yaga Burundi. Yaga is a platform for Burundian 
bloggers to share personal stories and connect to the diaspora from all over the world. The 
project “Yaga” was founded to bring young people together despite their different opinions. Yaga 
reaches around 10% of the population of Burundi, those who have access to internet. RNW chose 
specifically to use this contemporary medium, even though the big majority of the Burundians do 
not have access. The reason is that they explicitly want to reach out to young people in the cities, 
whom RNW regards as important actors of change. They can meet on the platform and have a 
space to express their opinions.

Sanne Kruikemeier
Social Media and Social Change

Dr. Sanne Kruikemeier from the University of Amsterdam gave a general introduction to her field, 
Social Media Studies, and the recent developments in the research. It has 
been recognized that internet use offers a wide range of new opportunities. 
The low costs, the speed and the permanent availability of huge amounts of 
information makes the internet very attractive. But internet use also come 
with challenges. One famous example of this challenge was illustrated 
in a study conducted by the American researcher Putnam. He believes 
that internet use is one of the causes for lower levels of social capital and 
decreasing political participation among citizens. The skeptics also mention 
that citizens use internet mostly for trivial activities and not political 

engagement. Slacktivism instead of Activism. Only people who are already involved in politics will 
use the internet to deepen their understanding of politics and actively engage. After this short 
introduction Sanne Kruikemeier presented the research she conducted for her dissertation. She 
analyzed the online behavior of Dutch citizens during the election period in 2010 and 2012 and in 

1.1  KEYNOTE SPEECHES
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this context explained the differences between the mediums used for online communication. Some 
forms are more popular than others; for example, Facebook reaches more people than Twitter. 
She found that internet use has a small but positive effect on a citizen’s engagement, which largely 
depends on the degree of interactivity and political personalization. 

Olivier Nyirubugara
Hate Speech in Rwandan and Burundian Newspapers

The third keynote speech was given by Olivier Nyirubugara from Rwanda, who talked about his 
research on reporting on tensions by journalists in the Great Lakes Region. In his paper “Fueling 

or Easing Tensions?” he examined the coverage of three newspapers in 
two major conflicts in the region. There is the conflict between Burundi 
and Rwanda, because of Rwandan protection of the Burundian opposition, 
and the conflict between Tanzania and Burundi, caused by a provocative 
statement of the Tanzanian president. He found that journalists in Rwanda 
and Burundi fueled tensions more than they helped to reduce them. 

Before presenting his results, he emphasized that tensions are not violence 
and that in his point of view, violence results from unsolved conflict. 

Furthermore, he explained the difference between war/violence journalism and peace/conflict 
journalism. His research consisted of an analysis of three popular newspapers from which he 
selected certain articles and studied their approaches to hostilities and to the other countries. 
Olivier explained it was astonishing to discover that many newspapers had adopted a hostile 
approach and spread ill tensions. An example is a Rwandan newspaper that was found to have in 
73% of the cases a negative approach towards President Kikwete, in even 42% the wording was 
insulting and in 40% of the cases the wording was filled with contempt. The newspapers from 
Burundi, however, were less hostile; with 10% of the articles voicing contempt, but in 45% of the 
cases war vocabulary was used that served to blame one side. Although a focus on non-violent and 
peaceful initiative should be important, only 10% of both countries’ papers were dedicated to this. 
Olivier therefore concluded, that peace needs to be made sexy and creative, so that the reporting of 
it will be attractive. He suggested that a separate body of journalists could take this as their task, 
to lead the way to more peaceful reporting.

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Media in Uganda

There are roughly 9 media TV broadcast stations (Uganda national), 9-10 newsprint (plus private 
newspapers and independent), 120-130 radio stations (local plus international ones that are 
locally-based, such as BBC), additionally there also is the use of social media. All of these media 
outlets are closely monitored or controlled by the government. In Uganda all communication-
related activities are regulated through the Ugandan Communication Commission (UCC), which is 
officially independent from the government, but is deeply controlled by it. There are many cases 
in which newspapers published articles critical of the regime which resulted in a suspension of 
their licenses. Social media is also controlled – in a very basic way by the government through 
the telecommunication companies, in that it has the ability to shut the Internet service down. For 
example, the government shut down the internet shortly before and during the elections. What 
also needs to be stressed is that in Uganda only a restricted group of people have access to social 
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media, namely those who can afford it.

There are also international services, such as Vodafone, operating in the country. Even though the 
government has fewer jurisdictions over those services, it will intervene anyway if it perceives that 
intervention is necessary for ‘security’ reasons (e.g. accessing an individual’s WhatsApp account). 
Other services, such as international broadcast radios (e.g. BBC), are not controlled by the 
government, but their content is international rather than local, so they have much less impact. 

Could media operating outside Uganda have a role in combating 
the government’s involvement in Ugandan media? 

Even if the risk is lower, there is the chance that the government will find an excuse to prove 
that you are dangerous anyway (e.g. saying that the work of that business is jeopardizing the 
relationship with other countries).

The diaspora operating in the Netherlands work with web radio and social media and collects 
information coming from Uganda on Twitter, Skype, Facebook, and then spread it in other 
countries in Africa and even in Europe. The issue, however, remains that social media in countries 
like Uganda are available to just a few groups of people.

Overall, social media has a significant role in creating alternative and free means of 
communication, and in spreading information in a faster and safer way; their potential and power 
has been understood by the people but also and foremost by the government. The main issue that 
remains is the people’s access to it.

Situation of the Media in Burundi, Rwanda and Congo

The participants were invited to discuss the state and situation of the media in these three 
countries. In order to talk about this there were four guiding questions. 

1)  What are the conflicts in those countries?

2)  What role does the media play?

3)  What role should the media play?

4)  What can we do to improve the media?

It was agreed that the three countries face similar conflicts and also similar challenges in the 
media. 

1)  First of all,  the existence of conflicts below the surface was discussed, sometimes   
 underlying ethnic conflicts. These conflicts are often hushed up and not part of public   
 discourse. Furthermore there are interstate conflicts, for example between Rwanda or
 Uganda and its neighbouring countries. Also, political rivalries between ruling and   
 opposition parties are common. In addition to this, conflicts of interest in the mining 
 sectors destabilize the situation. Poverty and famine are other severe problems in the   
 region. In Burundi, land disputes also form a part of the ongoing conflicts. The participants  
 agreed that the conflicts in the countries are similar and interrelated. 

2)  Almost all media outlets are owned by important politicians from the government or   
 opposition side. Media is used to convey messages that help to keep the power or to 
 overthrow the existing power. In this sense, media is often used to spread the propaganda  
 of one political party.  Media often amplifies the conflicts. It is shocking to what extent   
 opinion and facts are mixed up in the reporting. In addition to this, journalists are killed and  
 threatened because they speak out for a certain cause. 
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3)  The group agreed that the role of the journalist should be to gather facts and inform the   
 public. No agreement was reached over the question whether a journalist should either 
 always publish all the available information, even if this information could incite violence,  
 or sometimes refrain from publication in order to promote peace. In either instance, media  
 should always provide impartial coverage of the events and be a platform where everyone  
 can express their opinions. It also needs to be a place where a diversity of viewpoints is   
 represented. This currently remains very difficult, due to the political nature of the current  
 regional media landscape.

4)  The group also discussed practical solutions that could be employed in order to foster   
 media plurality, independence, and a media that promotes peace. In order to report   
 impartially, journalists have to be economically and politically independent. Peace   
 journalism played an important role in the action plan of the group. This includes 
 journalists to be trained to use their skills to promote peace and safety, instead of   
 spreading hate and inciting violence. Training courses of two weeks can be useful but 
 are not sufficient. The establishment of a university department teaching peace journalism  
 is necessary. One could call it Peace Advocacy Communication. 

The countries of the Great Lakes Region face the same challenge: the region is full of conflicts 
on many different levels, from geopolitical, regional, national, tribal to local, etc. Politicians use 
different divisions in society, notably ethnicity, to legitimize certain conflicts. In this situation, 
the media is controlled by the government and/or other self-interested (business) people. 
Media outlets and radio stations are often directly owned by politicians, so one might question 
the credibility and independence of them. Money of course plays an important role: if you have 
resources, then you can speak. The majority of people in the Great Lakes Region are not educated 
so for them it is difficult to discern between actual journalistic reporting and propaganda and hate 
messages. The role of the media should be about reporting facts. 

Solutions: advocating for peace journalism training; distinguishing between opinions and facts; 
advocacy of communication (teach people how to communicate).

Some of the conclusions are: 

Education is essential to change the situation. Everything has to do with values and the mentality 
of both the journalists and the population. Teaching tolerance and ways of acting without violence 
in every social-interaction is the real key for change for young people. 

Advocacy: within politics and media, currently the focus is on conflict rather than on peace. The 
dominant thinking is on security rather than peace. Changing the way we communicate about 
peace could have a real impact.

As long as tribalism, commercialization and politics are involved, media will not truly be free. Any 
emerging media should try to get rid of these old dynamics.

Research is also of essential value. No one can challenge or dismiss the truth if careful research 
of facts has been made. Facts speak for themselves and fact-based journalism is what should be 
supported. 
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Marie-Soleil Frère 
The Consequences of the Media Crackdown in Burundi

Professor Marie-Soleil Frère of the Free University of Brussels opened the second day with 
her talk “The Media and the political crisis in Burundi: How the voice of 
voiceless people is silenced”. She talked about her research on the role 
of media and the political crisis in Burundi. Before the coup d’etat of May 
2015, the Burundian media sector represented the full political spectrum, 
including large media organizations supporting the opposition. Starting 
in the 1990’s, after the war in Burundi, international donors focused a lot 
of their funds and efforts on building a healthy media system in Burundi, 
training journalists and supporting radio stations, news papers, etc. They 
invested a lot in ‘peace journalism’. In May 2015 the public media landscape 

of Burundi was destroyed almost completely overnight: Radio stations were burned to the ground, 
journalists arrested and newspapers closed down. 

Prof. Frère’s research team did about 40 interviews with media personalities, many of whom had 
fled the country. She wanted to establish the short and long term impacts of the media crackdown. 
She explained that professional solidarity, trust and confidence was severely weakened between 
journalists. Journalists who used to work closely together before the media crackdown, now 
turned out to be very suspicious of each other, even though they all face the same ‘enemy’ and the 
same challenges. Moreover, conflicts about the access to resources emerged. Also journalists do 
not present themselves as confident individuals anymore but seemed afraid and practiced self-
censorship. They could no longer fulfill the role of balanced informers, independent observers and 
the voice of the voiceless. The change also negatively affected their large audiences who felt left in 
obscurity. On the other hand, it also led to new initiatives involving social media.

Dirk Jan Koch
Media and Peace-Building Initiatives in DR Congo

Before Mr. Koch started as the special representative for natural resources 
at the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs, he worked as the Director 
of the NGO, Search for Common Ground. In that capacity he worked a 
lot on peace-building through media. In his talk Koch explained how this 
worked. As the name ‘Search for Common Ground’ already suggests, all 
of its initiatives had to do with building trust between and within divided 
communities through the use of media, dialogue and community activities. 
One specific example Koch mentions is the use of traveling cinema 
installations in areas where other media are absent. 

Pacifique Cubahiro
Burundi 

Cubahiro works for Radio Isanganiro in Bujumbura. He joined our conference to speak about the 
current situation in Burundi. Radio Isanganiro was one of the radio stations which was closed 
down as a result of the coup crackdown. Many of its journalists took refuge abroad. However, it 
has been one of the very few stations that was allowed to reopen a year later. Radio Isanganiro 
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was known before the coup as the most factual and professional station. 
Currently, many Burundians look at the station with mistrust: how could 
they restart while the government still commits violence against activists 
and stifles opposition? Wouldn’t that mean that they actually support 
the government? It is clear that Isanganiro has to operate in very tense 
circumstances and has a lot of challenges in reporting information freely 
and fairly. However, Cubahiro says that even under difficult circumstances, 
Isanganiro has a certain space to operate independently and that especially 
now it is better to be present in the country than to be abroad as a 

journalist. Even though there are many challenges, media can play a positive role in peace-building 
and reconciliation. 

Moses Atocon
Uganda

Atocon is a social media blogger and political activist from Uganda and he presented a case study 
on Uganda about the role of different forms of media in conflict and peace-building.

In 1986, Yoweri Museveni’s National Resistance Army Rebel group took over 
Uganda after leading a 5-year guerrilla war in which up to half a million 
people are believed to have been killed. They later used 26 January as the 
official date to avoid a coincidence of dates with Dictator Idi Amin’s 1971 
coup.

Mr. William Pike took the risk of visiting Luwero Triangle to find a story to 
sell to the British media. Following his visit, he made his first breakthrough 
when the BBC contracted him as a freelance reporter and found his way to 

Luwero with the National Resistance Army. After a carefully designed deceptive media propaganda 
campaign, he won the much needed Western sympathy for the NRA/M.

The hate propaganda campaign which Pike carried out throughout those years was chiefly done 
through the medium of his reports to the BBC. When he walked into the capital Kampala on the 25 
January 1986, he was rewarded for his work through his appointment as Chief Executive Officer 
and Managing Director of the government mouth piece, the New Vision. A position he served at for 
20 years until he was dismissed. 

Yoweri Museveni prefers a militarist (violent) approach in the resolution of problems and issues but 
would also, at times, put forward a dissembling scheme, while preparing a military solution.

Marie Louise Balagizi
Media in DR Congo

In DR Congo, a diversity of media outlets can be observed; however, the 
owners are always politicians and the media is therefore divided along 
political lines. There are some initiatives, such as the UN’s radio Okapi or 
Search for Common Ground, but these are foreign media channels. Radio is 
a very important media channel in the region along with smaller community 
radio stations. An big problem is that radio stations struggle to receive 
funding if they do not support one particular political party; media is closely 
interwoven with politics in the region. 
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Yaga Burundi

Yaga is a project of RNW Media and was introduced on day one during the plenary session. 
Together with two members of the Yaga team in the Netherlands, a journalist from Burundi and 
the editor of Yaga in Bujumbura, the workshop discussed the media situation and the role of 
diaspora in the media in Burundi.

Firstly, the group discussed a video trailer that was recently released by the International 
Federation of Human Rights (IFHR) and the reactions to this video on Twitter. The video entitled 
“Genocide in Burundi,” a film by Pierre Nkurunziza, the president of Burundi, at first appears to be 
a real trailer of a big Hollywood production. It shows images of violence, has spooky music and It 
ends by saying: “Stop this movie”. In other words: it is not a real trailer but part of a campaign that 
was launched to create public awareness on the situation in Burundi; the video was widely shared 
online. The reaction of the Burundian people was very mixed. Many said that they do not recognize 
the way Burundi was presented and described the video as bizarre. In reaction to the video release, 
Willy Nyamitwe, a government official, created the hashtag, #thisismygenocide, with pictures of 
the beautiful places in Burundi. In the end it can be said that IFHR’s video failed to bring across its 
message by too easily using the word genocide.  Although possibly rightly asking attention for a 
very dangerous situation in Burundi, using the ‘genocide card’ became the basis for a big backlash 
because it was relatively easy for government supporters to dismiss this claim.  This example 
shows that NGOs are not the only ones to make use of social media for campaigning anymore. 
Governments are also developing very successful methods to communicate via social media. The 
hashtag also became very popular and many people shared it. In an interesting discussion the 
participants talked about both hashtags and the reactions of the people. 

Social networks are an opportunity for the diaspora to keep in touch with people who stayed in the 
country and have access to the news of their homeland. Today, the diasporas are usually very well 
connected to the people in the country. Even though social media provides a lot of opportunities, 
the Burundian diaspora does not always have a constructive role in the news exchange and politics 
of the region. They often do not have access to all the information. Often the reactions from the 
diaspora are different from the reactions of the people who live in Burundi. It is impossible to talk 
about one single voice of the diaspora as the diaspora is often politicized and divided along political 
lines. The members in the diaspora tend to exclusively spread the information of the political party 
they support. 

According to the editor of Yaga, the people in the country of origin often feel frustration about the 
behavior of the diaspora and experience a certain disconnection. On the other hand, the diaspora 
often feels deprived of information and wish for better communication with their country of origin.

Femme au Fone
presented by Anne-Marie Zaat

Anne-Marie Zaat told about her experience in the organization Femme au Fone and her activities 
as an observer of the elections in Congo. One of the biggest problems in Eastern Congo is the 
high percentage of women who have been violated, despite the large number of organizations 
that address this issue. Femme au phone was founded with the idea to let the women themselves 
tell their story. The question they started with was ‘What is it these women want?’ This required 
a search for priorities and solutions led by a team of female journalists. Based in the village of 
Bukavu, the Femme au Fone team creates reports, holds lobbying actions and keeps contacts 
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with human rights organizations as well as with the authorities. Since the women are the source 
of information themselves, Femme au Fone started a network of contacts via an SMS-system. 
Victims, or contacts of victims can send an SMS to inform the organization of the incident. Femme 
au Fone’s task is to report these, often violent, incidents and map the situation. The difficulty 
they encounter, as Anne-Marie Zaat explained, is that people can often not accept the harsh 
truth revealed by the organization. People not accepting the facts prevents truthful information 
being disseminated and therefore enables the harsh reality of these incidents to be kept silent. 
Despite this, the spirit of the women active in the organization and the fact that the SMS-system is 
becoming more familiar within the population is promising for the future.

Building a Regional Voice in the Great Lakes Region
presented by PAX

The countries in the Great Lakes Region share many common concerns in the ongoing conflicts 
which often transcend borders. This workshop is intended to explore those common issues and the 
possibility of using a regional voice from the diaspora community to express concerns and work 
towards a peaceful resolution.

During the workshop, the participants were divided in two groups of 8 with the aim of identifying 
some key problems in the region and the most important actors who could improve the situation. 
They also had to choose an objective and see what role the diaspora can play in reaching that 
objective, and finally, make a realistic action plan.

The scope of the workshop was to identify possible solutions that could be achieved by the group 
with the help of PAX, The Hague Peace Projects or other similar organizations.

At the end of the discussion among the members of the two groups, some of the conclusions were: 

1) Two important groups in the region, youth and women, have to play a bigger role. Only   
 with the help of these two groups, many other problems (e.g. governance, leadership,   
 inequality, separation of powers) can be addressed more efficiently. Therefore, the overall  
 strategic goal is to strengthen and increase their participation.

2) To achieve this, it is important to share information among the many different platforms in  
 which the two groups are active. The information collected combining the different media  
 should  be shared with the help of radio stations. This is due to the fact that not everyone in  
 the region can afford devices to check social media on a regular basis.

3) Raising awareness is also a way to strengthen civil society, whose empowered role 
 is believed to be a key to change. However, in order to collect information and broadcast
 efficiently, training is necessary. For such projects to be successful, one possibility is for   
 diasporas to get together and ask the European Union for help.

4)  An element which emerged is the fact that diasporas have to reinforce themselves here   
 in the Netherlands. Moreover, it was pointed out that very few people actually invest 
 positively in peace in their countries of origin. Once the diaspora has reinforced its   
 cohesion and increased its number of active participants, their action is going to be even   
 more effective.
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Sennai Fessahaie 
A Case Study of Successful Diaspora Cooperation for Change

In Sennai’s talk on “The Power of Connected Diaspora”, he spoke of the “Eritrean Youth Solidarity 
for Change” (EYSC). Together with other Eritreans, this is a movement/
group that was formed to tackle a challenge that Eritreans face, namely, 
to overcome fear. The history and political situation of Eritrea is very 
difficult, which has recently resulted in a large number of refugees fleeing 
to Europe. Eritrea is a diverse country of 9 different languages and became 
independent in 1991 after a 30-year long, bloody war with neighbouring 
Ethiopia.  Almost since its founding, Eritrea has lived under a dictatorship. 
One of the most remarkable and severe aspects of this dictatorship is its 
requirement of compulsory military service for all of its citizens, without  

exception. This military service almost never officially ends, brings little pay and subjects almost 
everyone to systematic abuse, violence and torture. The military is used as a cheap labour force 
and is therefore commonly dubbed as national slavery. 

Sennai came to the Netherlands at the age of 16 and became very active on social media in 
2011. The EYSC holds campaigns in various cities to raise awareness and to broaden their reach 
via social media. The group formed a platform where Eritreans from around the world can 
communicate in the form of chat, video talk, etc. United, they strive for more awareness and 
political change. Within three years they managed to grow their annual international protest in 
Geneva from a couple hundred in 2013 to 15,000 participants in 2016. 

Koroma Abubakar
The role of IOM

Koroma spoke on behalf of the International Organization of Migration (IOM) and gave a brief 
overview of their program “Connecting Diaspora for Development” 
(CD4D). This project links up the resources of the diaspora to the needs 
of their country of origin. IOM organizes short term interventions that 
are carried out by qualified migrants in their homeland. Through these 
short assignments they allow necessary knowledge and skills transfer 
in a number of selected sectors. All of their programs are established 
in accordance with national development strategies. At the moment the 
program has been conducted in six countries.  IOM tries to include the 
diaspora in development initiatives. 

George Weiss
Radio Benevolencija

George Weiss talked about “Media for Behavioral Change”. His speech was 
about the radio program La Benevolencija, founded 2002 in Bosnia and also 
present in Rwanda. The goal of the program is to counteract hate speech 
and provide non-biased information. 

3.  KEYNOTE SPEECHES
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Laure Uwase
The Diaspora Media Initiative “Jambo News”

Laure Uwase is one of the first people to join the news outlet “Jambo 
News”. “Jambo News” is an online media platform for the Great Lakes 
region, based in Belgium and run by Rwandans. “Jambo News” is one of 
three departments within “Jambo”.  It has a critical view on the current 
Rwandan regime and provides news, interviews and debates on all matters 
regarding the Great Lakes Region. The second department is about justice 
and helps victims of genocide, war crimes or rape. The third department 
intends to promote social and cultural empowerment as many refugees 
become discouraged after they arrive in a safe country. “Jambo” helps them 

to regain control over their own destiny.

Nkuutu Mukama
The Role of Social Media in the 2016 Ugandan Elections

Yoweri Museveni recently woke up to the “Power of Social Media”. This powerful tool gradually 
shifted the balance of power during the campaign from the traditional monopoly of the airwaves 
of radio and TV broadcasts, which are dominated by the ruling party. The state had for a long 
time been opposed to embracing internet-based media platforms to counter its opponents 
and therefore for a long time social media had been dominated by opposition figures and their 
sympathizers. 

During the 2016 campaigns, social media weakened the state’s ability to use violence; it exposed 
and amplified the violence heaped on protesters by government security forces. Therefore, social 
media has become a fact of life for civil society organizations, local actors, regular citizens, 
activists, non-governmental organizations, telecommunications firms, and more. It has influenced 
all spheres of society, but most significantly it has been the single game changer in the field of 
Uganda’s politics.

In the run-up to the elections, a longtime friend of Museveni and party co-founder John Patrick 
Amama Mbabazi (JPAM) surprised the state by launching his campaign notice on Youtube without 
inviting a media house. JPAM embraced the social media platform to communicate to his base and 
often kept the nation guessing through his posts on social media. When he finally announced his 
intention to run it went viral. 

Dr. Kizza Besigye is the most cherished face of politics in Uganda and he has been interacting on 
social media over the past few years. He aggressively used social media as a coordinating tool 
for nearly all political protests to effect change against the government with an alarming level 
of success. Because Museveni finds himself at the tail of information technology usage, he first 
started limited restrictions on the usage of social media, but found it difficult to completely shut 
it off because he wanted to promote his campaign through the same platform. In desperation, 
he ordered a security clampdown of notable social media activists who have been relentlessly 
criticizing his disguised authoritarian regime. 

If the government were to shut down internet access or ban cell phones during election 
campaigns, it would risk radicalizing its own supporters and harming the economy. This created an 
additional dilemma for Museveni as no modern economy can function without working phones and 
so its ability to shut down communications over large areas or long periods is constrained. This 
compelled Museveni to turn to social media as a vehicle for disseminating information to counter 
his opponents. His campaign allocated 2.5 billion Ugandan shillings to offset the opposition’s 
dominance of this platform. 
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IMPACTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA

1) Social media shrank the monopoly of state-controlled broadcast houses
2) Social media was the tool to disseminate information, and other media picked up its   
 leads
3) Social media was instrumental in generating ideas that would form the core campaign   
 message
4) Social media shaped the campaign terrain and pushed the narratives to the highest   
 political level in the history of Uganda
5) The various structures from the leadership, chapters and grassroots were linked together  
 through social media; this made it simple to manage the population
6) Social media was very key in grassroots mobilization and the building of the critical mass
 needed to drive the “we win by defiance” concept

In the run-up to voting day, social media had to be the channel for:

• Sabotaging vote rigging
• Protecting votes
• Getting out and voting as a family
• Documenting any irregularity either by photo or video
• Texting the vote counts
• Mobilizing others
• Checking voter registration
• Finding out non-qualified, fake, underage, deceased names on the register and reporting to  
 the coordinator
• Reminding the coordinators to take action on irregularities
• Including any acts contrary to free and fair elections

The regime sensed the power of this tool the night before the elections as credible information of 
voting materials being delivered were being shared in real time. For fear of further exposure and 
limitations to their ability to rig the elections, the regime ordered the communication commissions 
to shut down all internet services for three days. This way they were able to conceal the election 
malpractices in Uganda.

To conclude the presentation: Social media saw the most successful introduction during the 
recent elections in Uganda, it achieved its potential but it fell short of stopping the regime from 
stealing the elections.
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CONCLUSIONS

The participants of the Great Lakes Diaspora Conference 2016 conclude that: 

1) We, the Diaspora from the Great Lakes Region, should never forget that democracy has   
 to include all persons. Indigenous people, the Batwa, were the first inhabitants of our 
 region. One ethnobotanist at the conference explained that she had depended on the   
 indigenous people in her investigations on plant species. As she said “the knowledge we   
 have is based on your wealth”.  This statement brought the loudest applause on the last 
 day of the conference. 

2)  We agree that diaspora means many different things, and is difficult to define. There   
 are many frontiers and boundaries to the diaspora.

3)  When we talk about unity in diversity, we mean that although we don’t always have the   
 same ideas, we need to practice tolerance towards each other by trying to find common   
 ground beyond our different opinions.

4)  We believe that we can make use of our position in the diaspora to expose the weaknesses  
 and strengths of different organizations at home and also in Europe. The media can help to  
 disseminate concrete activities. 

5)  We will strive to strengthen the commitment among the Great Lakes diaspora communities  
 to organize for peace in the region, be involved in lobbying for human rights, and take part  
 in networking and in meetings.

6)  We will look at media as an instrument that needs to deal with the facts and not    
 opinions, and the media should try to remain impartial. If neutrality or impartiality were 
 like colours, then these are the colours the media should wear when it informs and   
 communicates with the public.

7)  We have to lobby and work with the Tweede Kamer, and with Embassies. The Ministries of  
 Foreign Affairs and Development Cooperation can all benefit. In the Netherlands, a refugee  
 can become part of the Municipal Council. If we lobby, maybe we can do something about  
 holding our governments responsible.

8)  We need to remind policy makers in Europe that they should consult with the Great Lakes  
 diaspora communities in Europe. Whether they are NGO or government seeking to promote  
 rule of law in the Great Lakes Region, or the IND seeking expertise in the region, the voice  
 of the diaspora should inform them. We should lobby through our programs to enable   
 diasporas to contribute to good governance, peacebuilding and accountability in the region.
 This would make it possible both to – for example – solve the problems of people in Kivu   
 and of people from Kivu in the diaspora in the Netherlands.  

9) Diaspora people have many skills and a lot of knowledge that they can contribute; policy 
 makers in Europe should be made aware that they can consult with the Great Lakes   
 diaspora communities in Europe. Diasporas can contribute to ensure that NGO and 
 government interventions help avoid conflict and polarization. They can also help advise   
 private companies and agencies looking to promote peace and development in the 
 Great Lakes region.

10)  This conference serves as a reminder that we should not forget the situation of the    
 indigenous people of the Great Lakes region, especially the Batwa. As the first people in the  
 region, we should use media to promote the indigenous people’s right to land, to culture,  
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 and to a dignified existence. We can do this through ensuring they have fair representation  
 in our diasporic media, including social media.  Indigenous people have taught us how to   
 live with our environment, and their knowledge should be valued and retained for  future  
 generations. Our reporting should recognize that indigenous people are often the first  
 victims of violence and of war. Diasporic media should draw attention to the situation of this
 group.   

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Bloggers, media workers, teachers, advocates and activists, artists, peace workers, students and 
NGO workers got together in The Hague to reflect on the role of diaspora media in peace-building 
in the African Great Lakes Region. One delegate stated: 

‘This conference is like a blanket; we are getting warm already’  

We want to share how we were encouraged to know how the Great Lakes Diaspora media can work 
for peace, against hate and to prevent violence. There are 3 main priorities: 

1.  Unity in Diversity 
2.  Engagement and Responsibility 
3.  An Action Plan for the Great Lakes Diaspora Media 

1. Unity in Diversity 
We have common historical experiences of war and violence. We can learn a lot from the past, and 
from one another. We do not wish to be messengers of hate. This conference was a fact-check for 
us. Whenever someone from Uganda or Burundi mentioned challenges, someone from Rwanda or 
Congo would share a similar experience. This helped to bring us together. Mutual understanding 
among us requires sensitivity to the hurts and hopes of everyone: Burundians, Rwandans, 
Congolese, Ugandans, Tanzanians, indigenous people, women, youth and (social) media workers 
and audiences. We learned some lessons about unity in diversity in the African Great Lakes 
Diaspora media:  

• The diversity of the Diaspora and of Diaspora media is an asset - to embrace it, we need  
 mutual tolerance

• Embracing media diversity, we can counter hate speech and the politics of blaming

• Diaspora media should include diverse opinions

• Media workers, including social media, can help build trust

• We should avoid spreading rumors, fake news and hate speech

• Our communications should check facts and aim to problem-solve

• Diaspora media can alert the public to manipulation in the media 

These lessons are part of our Action Plan (presented below, see 3). We will work to foster unity in 
diversity through responsible use of Diaspora media. 

2.  Engagement and Responsibility 
We should not assume that others in the rest of the world know better how to make progress. We 
want to defend what is best in media; solving problems and reporting responsibly. As one delegate 
said, media is like a hammer; a tool that can destroy, or mend and help solve problems.  We in 
diaspora media connect Great Lakes diasporas with people in the region. This gives us special 
responsibilities in strengthening the role of media in peace-building. 
We need to: 
• Recognize journalists in the Great Lakes Diaspora media, and in the region who have tried 
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 to ensure balanced reporting  

• Acknowledge those who have paid with their lives for media freedoms, and support others 
 who live in fear, also in Europe

• Support the challenge of countering false information and hate speech

• Report on violence and conflict in the Great Lakes region in a balanced way

• Move away from political reporting to economic and social affairs

• Address issues so that people can solve their own problems where possible

• Avoid irresponsible insults, harsh judgments and partial truths that can incite violence.

• Strive for fairness in reporting, including on social media.

How media communicates has serious consequences. Blaming and hate speech trigger violent 
actions on the ground. Our responsibility to prevent misuse of media for political and violent ends 
implies engaging with bias and political and commercial manipulations of media expression.   

3. Action Plan for Diasporic Media 
We propose this Action Plan to unite us in our diversity in practical and responsible ways. 
The main planned actions are listed here:

• To create a database of diaspora media organizations and individuals, especially those 
 working on peace and justice issues

• To encourage (social) media practitioners to mentor and train others in responsible media 
 usage  

• To agree on basic guidelines for peace journalism for the Great Lakes Diaspora  

• To use diaspora media to raise the visibility of the need to end violence

• To show that conflict is a means of getting rich and securing political office in the African  
 Great Lakes Region

• To learn lessons from experiences in Africa and beyond; we were inspired by diaspora   
 actions in Geneva for peace and justice in Eritrea

• To value the diverse languages of the Diaspora 

• To establish diaspora TV and radio, for peace and balanced reporting 

• To seek training opportunities, for example in peace journalism and non-violence, for those  
 in Great Lakes (social) media 

• To seek independence from political agendas and politicians 

• Lobby to be consulted by NGOs, government and private firms about policies and programs  
 in the Great Lakes Region

• To ensure media attention for the rights and voices of indigenous people, women and youth  
 in the Great Lakes Region and the diaspora

As well as journalists, those who use social media are part of the media.  They are central to this 
action plan, alongside professional journalists and those who work in radio, TV, the press, and who 
maintain on-line blogs and websites. 
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