
Daniel Kalinakl Tribute 

Reflections on 
three decades in 
the newsroom 
As he retires from the mainstream media news~oom, 
NMG-Uganda's General Manager, Editorial, Daniel K. 
. Kalinaki,. reflects on three decades at the coal face of 
j ournalism practice~ 
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" Cardinal goal. > 

The details 
of how it can 
be sustained 
profitably will 
have to be 
worked out, 
but if media 
houses face an 
existential th­
reat to remain 
in business, 
the journalists 
we are leaving 
behind in the 
newsrooms 
must figure 
outhowto ' 
stay in journa­
Ii sm. 

I 
don't remember the subject of 
my first newspaper headline, 
but I can never forget how it 

1Ilade me feel I had run and ed­
ited handwritten pamphlets sinceI 
was eight or nine in primary school, 
but this was the real deal, an article 
in a printed newspaper. 

The article itself still had to be 
handwritten (this was before com­
puters, but more on that later) and 
then handed to the receptionist at 
the newspaper front desk, in my 
case, at the tri-weekly The Crusader 
office on KampalaRoad. 

Then came the wait. There were 
no ernails, and mobile phones were 
so expensive that the operators 
charged for airtime in dollars and 
were a s14tus symbol owned by on­
ly afew wealthy people. (They made 
sure to show them ofI;often by strut­
ting them in holders oh their belts; 
I never saw women with mobile 
phones backthen!). 

The only way to find out if you 
had been published was to read the 
newspaper. To save money on other 
boring writers, you politely asked a 
newspaper 'lendor on the street to 
thumb through a copy. If you hadn't 
made it, you thanked them politely, 
then wandered pffinto the distance, 
fighting back 
tears. 

But there it was, a day or two lat­
er. In a sea of black ink, there was 
the unmistakable set of letters ar­
ranged to spell out my name. My 
hand dived into my pocket, fished 
out a few notes and handed them 
over in exchange for the newspapa; 
the first I had ever bought! I retreat­
ed to a corner of the street and rav­
enously ate up the article, a strange 
sensation of hearing rnyselfspeak in 
a new voice. 

The next step was to show off my 
newfound status as a published au: 
thor and public intellectual. There 
was no Internet on which to blog 
or brag,no social media platform to 
post or share. 

But there was a perfect analogue 
spot; the Nile Grill restaurant out­
side Uganda House on Kampala 
Road, where cadres from the Ugan­
da Peoples' Congress (UPC) spent 
their days waiting, I suppose, for 
Apolo Milton Obote to somehow 
make a surprising return.. 

I ordered a soda, casually flipped 
the newspaper open to the page 
with my article, and waited for 
sqmeone to ask to read the pafjer. 
But no one did. These UPC fellas had 
either already had their daily dose 
of media or had their own supply ar­
rangements. I Startedjudging them 

for completely ignoring me. I 
noticed their threadbare 

shirt collars and slioes 
so scruffy; no wonder 

they had not been 
able to run into ex­
ile. 

Eventually, I 
went horne and 

shared the good news with the peo­
ple who really mattered. I, of course, 
insisted that they wash their hands 
before touching the paper. I realised, 
there and then, that this is what I 
wanted to do for a living. The bug 
had bitten, and I was infected, incur­
ably. 
If getting in was hard, staying in 

the game was even harder. You were 
only as good as your last byline, and 
you had to keep finding stories that 
were interesting enough to publish 
and which no one else had. A few 
privileged journalists were handed 
the easy scoops that carne offthefux 
machine,OI;whenllieInternetstart­
ed appearing, from foreign reports 
about Uganda 

Mostly, however, one had to -find 
and cultivate sources, or go out to 
look for stories, often literally. When 
I encountered the creaking and 
groaning lifts at, of all places, Ugan­
daHouse in lateryears,itled to ast:6-
ry about how health and safety pro-. 
tocols were ignored in public build­
ings. That story is true today as it 
was three decades ago. 

Competition was stiffinside the 
newsrooms. When I tried to venture 
into sports writing,Iranintounfore­
seen turfwars.Ail the big events had 
big names attached to them, under­
standably.But every small one that I 
expressed interest in, whether darts, 
chess, or hockey, also, suddenly, had 
someone going to cover it , 
Covering sports 

One day, there was a big football 
game at Namboole stadium, and it 
was assigned to a senior staffwrit­
er. But i bought myself a ticket and 
went, anyway. The sports journal­
ists always sat together, bantered, 
and dragged their feet back to the 
newsroom to file,sure that the press 
would wait fortheir big stories. 

When the match ended, I dashed 
back to the newsroom, typed out the 
story (yes, computers had come, col­
leagues), and handed the file name 
to Mark Ssali, the then-sports editor. 
I stepped away from his desk but 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),ci1lled the as­
signed staffwriteI; and told him not 
to bother corning back to write the 
match report 

My fIrst sports byline the next 
day was almost as pleasurable as 
the first-ever. There was a tinge of 
guilt about how I had obtained it, 
but success sometimes goes to the 
swift-footed. 

The stiff competition inside the 
newsrooms was softened some­
what by the camaraderie. There was 
rank, but the layers of bureaucra­
cy were flattened by youthful swag­
ger and talent An endearing image 
is of Andrew Mwenda sitting with 
his feet on the office desk ofWafu­
la 'Waf"Oguttu, the editor-in-chie±: 
while he narrated some exclusive 
story. You had to have big balls -
and even bigger stories - to get away 
With such impudence. 

Journalism in the 'good old 
days' 

Rosy introspection is 
the tendency to look 

at the past with 
rose-coloured 

shades and 
v i e w it 

more fa­
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bly than it really was. This is a flaw 
reminiscing about journalism in 
the 'good old days' must contend 
with. For instance,look closely at old 
newspapers, and you will see terri­
ble design, sloppy editing, and sto­
ries told Without background orcon­
text.In a 2004 piece writtenfrom the 
lofty IvoryTower of graduate school, 
I argued, for instance, that our jour­
nalism was sci shallow, we couldn't 
bury a dead dog in it. History will 
judge ifit got any better. 

Yet journalism exists in specific 
contexts, and some of what we wit­
nessed and lived through felt mo­
mentous. Take the coverage of the 
Constituent Assernbly,t:fl:e 1996 elec­
tion (the first in 15 years and the first 
to elect a president directly), or the 
Sixth Parliament, to whom the task 
first fell to superintend the new con­
stitutional order. 

Or consider the journalists who 
covered the Rwanda war in 1990 
and the genocide that followed in 
1994, those who walked into thejun­
gles of DR Congo,orthose who bore 
witness to the brutality. of the Na­
tional Resistance Anny (NRA) coun­
terinsurgency in northern Ugan­
da and the Lord's Resistance Army 
(LRA) rebellion that followed. 

Compared to 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 ofhisto~to 
paraphrase and bastardise Francis 
Fukuyarna This does not make con­
temporary journalism any easier or 
any less important, but it does feel 
a bit lighter sometimes, even spuri­
ous. 

What hasn't changed is the incred­
ible tolljournalisrn takes on its prac­
titioners,particularly in POOI;Pre-in­
dustrial, and autocratic countries. 
Manyjournalistsjoin the newsroom 
·as young, passionate idealistas. We 
don't just eXist in the world; we seek 
to change it, one story at a time. 

And while words are powerful, the 
world is stubborn in its ways, and 
the laws of physics are immutable. 
Some leave when this reality hits. 
Others, when aggression and repres­
sion draw unbearably close. For the 
majority,itis down to finance andfu­
tigue. 

These political-economic tensions 
have defined contemporary main­
strearnmediain Uganda Thefound-. 
ers of The Monitqr left the Weekly 
Topic so that they could write and 
speak more freely, but there were al­
so underlying economic considera­
tions. Those were clearer and more 
explicit in the case of the journalists 
who then left The Monitorto found 
The Crusader, the Red Pepp er, the 
The WeeklyObserver,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
reers and financial growth. 

Others stucktothe course but were 
eventually worn down by the long 
hours. Many good fernalejournal­
ists never returned when they went 
to start families or left soon after, 
finding the long hours incompatible 
with these new responsibilities. 
Patigue claimed its fair share. 

In their farewell notes, James Tu­
musiirne and Richard Kavurna,both 
former colleagues here, who then 
left and later edited The Observ­
er,spoke with the weariness of old 
men that beliedtheiryoung ages.~ 

"Our-politicaland economic real- . 
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ities, coupled with the pressures of 
the craft itself, make it difficult for 
top journalists to stay on, well into 
their 50S and 60S, as in other coun­
tries,"Turnusiirne said in 2018."Jour­
nalists have dreams and ambitions 
too, and when these are not beingre­
alised and yet the work is stressful 
and thankless, the tendency to opt 
out is understandable." 

Covid·19 mass exodus 
The coronavirus pandemic trig­

gered deep introspection ·and a 
mass exodus from many careers, 
journalism included. My colleagues 
Margaret Vuchiri, carol Beyanga,Jo­
sepbine Karungi, Williams Kato,and 
Linda Kibombo, among others, all 
left within two years of the end of 
the pandemic. Others here and else­
where continue this quiet retreat -
one that I now must sadly join - in 
search of calmer seas and fresh chal­
lenges. 

That there is a whiff of sadness to 
it is to be expected. Like fine wine, 
journalists get better with age as 
they temper their radicalism, clar­
ify their perspectives,. anp. deep­
en their understanding of how the 
world woIts. The departureQfthese 
oldhan~ here and elsewhere leaves 
a hole at the very moment journal­
ism needs to reclaim its relevance in 
a world where everyone is a con~t 
creator and where some of the best 
subject-matter experts and storytell­
ers are not evenj<;>urnalists. 
This challenge, of how to remain 

relevant, is one that younger jour­
nalists must fuce and find new ways 
to overcome. In a world of dazzling 
new technology every other day, -
some of the answers are surprising­
ly old-school and have always been 
at the heart of journalism 
In September 2009, a rurnour rap­

idly spread that the Kabaka of Bu­
ganda, Ronald Muwenda Mute­
bi, had been arrested. There was a 
standoff between the kingdom and 
the Central GOvernrnent,so such an 
arrest was plausible but would be a 
severe escalation. 

We had to verify, but how? We 
couldn't call the front desk at Bu­
lange, the seat of the kingdom at 
Mengo, for a comment. It was after 
hours and the kingdom's civil serv­
ants had taken their medications 
and gone to bed. 

We had to put boots on the ground. 
So, Don Wanyama, then a sub-edi­
tor on the papa; who lived inKi.rek? 
and had first-hand knowledge of the 
area, was sent with a photo.grapher 
to the Kabruars palace in Kirekil. to in­
vestigate. 

As they approached the palace 
gates, armed soldiers descended on 
the car and roughed up thejournal­
ists. Eventually, calls were made, and 
the journalists were sent away, but 
we knew that the Kabaka was still 
in his palace and free. The story died, 
but thejournalists lived. . 

This ability to verify, including the 
willingness to take one for the audi­
ence,rernains at the heart of journal­
ism. And in a world where a routine 
maintenance flight of the presiden­
tialjet can serve as a prop or'proof' 
of a fake story about the health sta­
tus of a prominent personality jour­
nalism that can be trusted and re­
lied upon remains premium. 

The details of how it can be sus­
tained profItably will have to be 
wo!i{ed out,but ifmediahouses fuce 
an existential threat to remain in 
business, thejournalists we are leav­
ing behind in the newsrooms must 
figureouthowto stayinjournalism. 
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