
5. Radio
In an impoverished country such as Sierra Leone with a low, 35%, literacy rate (World Bank,
2006a), radio is bound to be the most effective tool for communication and dialogue. In the
words of a leading Sierra Leonean journalist, “radios are for all, while newspapers are for a
few educated citizens” (Metzger in Tam-Baryoh, 2001). Radio has great geographical reach
and, unlike TV, the listener does not necessarily require wired electricity.

An example of the power of radio in Sierra Leone occurred in 1995 when, in spite of being cut
off from the rest of the country as a result of rebel fighting, the people of Bo in southern Sierra
Leone were given hope and a line of communication with the outside world thanks to a new
private station, Radio Kiss 104 FM.

As recently as the early 1990s, there was very little radio in Sierra Leone, with the state Sierra
Leone Broadcasting Service (SLBS) maintaining only a small radio operation on short wave.
Since the mid-1990s, however, there has been a proliferation of FM radio stations, both state
and private.

5.1 Key changes and developments in the radio marketplace in the past
five years

There were an estimated 31 domestic radio stations on air in 2005 (see Figure 3): 
six state SLBS services and 25 non-state stations (private and community-run) (IMC, 2005).
This number was a marked increase on the year 2000, when there were only eight stations:
six state and two private.

Out of the 25 stations that were registered with the IMC in 2005, one station – Radio New
Song – was not on air. Of the 24 operational stations, three were commercial, 17 were
community stations and three were religious stations. The United Nations radio station UN
Radio will soon be handed over to the Sierra Leonean government and thus has not been
placed under any of the three categories. An important note is needed on community radio
stations. While two stations are licensed as community radio stations, one is being used as a
political platform while another station is operating as a commercial station due to financial
pressures despite its community licence.

As well, there are four non-domestic services available in the country: three international
services (Voice of America, BBC World Service, Radio France International) and one regional
African service (West Africa Democracy Radio).
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Figure 3: Broadcasting & Ownership of Radio Stations

Radio Station

2000 2005
Source: IMC, 2005, p.24-25; author personal research

At national level, there are no stations with a national footprint. All stations are regional or
local in reach and focus.

The state SLBS has six regional stations: one based in the capital Freetown, and an additional
five affiliate radio stations around the country. The other 25 stations, a mix of private
commercial and community run, are regionally or locally focused.

All but two of the non-state stations are new since 2001. According to the IMC, there were
only two national non-state stations (SKY FM 106.6 FM and Kiss 104 FM in Bo) when the IMC
came into operation in 2001. Now there are 25 non-state stations, a mix of private
commercial and community-run outlets (IMC, 2005).

In September 2006, the IMC declared that they would no longer accept requests for any new
radio stations to open in Greater Freetown. This has effectively halted the growth of radio in
the capital. Radio stations may still be opened in the provincial areas of the country.

5.2 Investment and growth in the radio sector in the past five years

The marketplace for radio has expanded considerably since 2001 with the entry of many new
private players. However, the sector is still under-funded.

Community radio stations6, funded through various NGO projects, have proliferated. The
community radio network, CORNET, a loose membership organisation, currently has some
13 members and around eight of these stations are on-air. There are other community station
projects, not members of CORNET, that have acquired their licences from the IMC to
broadcast and are waiting for equipment in order to start operation. There are indications,
however, that some of the so-called “community” radio stations might convert to
commercial stations, due to high running costs. Community radio stations are not supposed
to accept advertising in the same way as commercial stations. However, community
operators argue that a gallon of fuel costs the same for a community station as it does for a
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5 Licensed stations for 2005 may be broken down into commercial stations (3), (17) community stations and (3) religious
stations. The UN station UN Radio will be handed to the government. Both radio stations licensed and operating in 2000 
were commercial operations and still continue to broadcast.

6 Community radio stations have been categorised as “private” for the purposes of Figure 3.
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commercial station, and that the only difference is in wattage of the transmitter and not the
running cost (Community radios are not supposed to have transmitters with capacity of more
than 500 watts). Therefore, the community radio operators argue that they too have the right
to broadcast advertisements and receive advertising revenue, in order to support their small
stations.

5.3 Plurality, ownership and control

Capital Radio is owned by three people: Mr Adonis Aboud (a Lebanese business man,
Ambassador to Serbia, and the Managing Director of Transnational S.L. Limited – distributor
of Multichoice, DSTV, Iridium, Thuraya and Canal Sat), Mr Colin Mason (ex-British Army
officer), and Mr Dave Stanley (an independent radio and satellite engineer). Ownership of the
other private commercial stations could not be determined within the scope of this research.
Partnerships or “understandings” exist between various owners of the private stations
across the country. Radio operators generally communicate with each other on issues such
as advertisement pricing and frequency interference.

At present, most of the community radios are run by, and their programmes mainly driven by,
the various citizen groups and NGOs that were involved in setting them up. For example, the
NGO-backed Talking Drum Studio project set up FM Radio Moa, and the NGO C-MET set up
Citizen FM 103.7. Such community radios are run by committees, which act as the boards of
trustees. Many depend on outside funding for survival. For example, Informotrac (Initiative
for Mobile Training for Community Radio), a project established by the Radio Netherlands
Training Centre (RNTC), cooperates with 11 community stations, providing training,
programme production support and equipment (Informotrac, 2006).

5.4 Diversity

Radio has made an important contribution to peace and development in Sierra Leone. In the
past five years, there has been an increase both in the diversity of radio station types and in
radio programming. Broadcasting was previously the domain of the national broadcaster,
SLBS, with current affairs and news presented by government functionaries and
programmes tending to be connected to the national leadership. More coverage is now given
to ordinary people and programmes are audience-oriented. Phone-in programmes and talk
shows, where listeners take part in discussions, are popular formats – with the obvious
drawback that mobile or land-line phones are still “luxuries” in the country. The United
Nations UNAMASIL radio programmes emphasise peace-building and neutrality. Capital
Radio, meanwhile, is primarily a Western music service. Community stations include Voice
for the Handicapped FM, established with help from the BBC, and Kiss FM, established in the
provincial town of Bo with equipment donated by Voice of America (VOA) (IMC, 2005).

However, in spite of the increased diversity of content and ideas heard on radio, it has been
argued that non-state stations are still wary of completely open debate, for fear of
antagonising the state (Sesay & Hughes, 2005). There is also concern in some quarters that
increasing commercial imperatives are eroding the commitment of many stations to civic-
minded programmes. This is thought to be true for stations such as Radio Democracy which,
as funding disappears, is becoming more reliant on commercially-driven advertising
revenues.
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5.5 Quality of radio output and programming

Radio programme production quality has improved in recent years. Many stations are
producing programmes themselves as well as broadcasting programmes produced by media
development organisations such as Search for the Common Ground (SFCG, 2006). Technical
quality is improving through the use of digital editing software. News editors and readers on
radio seem to have assumed more responsibility for the quality of their efforts, and a greater
deal of professionalism can now be heard7. Some of the private commercial stations,
however, only broadcast a limited amount of information programming, and thus the scope
for assessing their skills is limited (Sesay & Hughes, 2005).

Communities outside the capital Freetown now have greater access to radio, and to radio
broadcasts in their own language. Radio stations based in Freetown and with a wide
coverage tend to be broadcast in Krio or Mende, but other stations, such as UNAMISIL radio,
broadcast in local languages all over the country.

5.6 Specific challenges

The radio sector still faces significant challenges. For instance, in a country where many
regions experience only intermittent electricity supply, all radio stations are run on
generators. In an environment of increasing oil prices, this is likely to affect the quality of the
radio business, and could result in reduced broadcast hours. Some of the other key issues
facing radio in Sierra Leone include:

the lack of a legislative instrument recognising community radio;

sustainability problems for community radio projects initiated with international donor
money; and,

the need for the SLBS to become completely independent from government.

Key findings

The landscape of radio broadcasting has changed considerably, with the number of
domestic stations increasing from eight to 31 since 2001.

Listeners now have greater diversity in terms of stations and in terms of the content on
stations.

Some observers are concerned about over-commercialisation, and declining civic-
oriented content, at some private commercial stations.

Several community-run radio stations have sprung up, but they face sustainability
problems.

One of the greatest challenges for stations is coping with unreliable power supply.

7 Author’s personal observation.




