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The media’s coverage of the June 10 2015 by-elections 
A report by the Media Monitoring Project Zimbabwe (MMPZ) 

  
Introduction and background 
This report covers the media's coverage of the 10 June 2015 by-elections in 16 
Constituencies in the country from the 16th of April to the 12th of June. The by-
elections were held when National Assembly seats fell vacant in terms of section 
129 (1)(k) of the Constitution.  Two seats were held by ZANU PF and 14, by the 
MDC-T.  The relevant section states that a seat becomes vacant if: 

• the sitting MP has ceased to belong to the political party of which she was 
a member when elected to Parliament and 

• the political party concerned, by written notice to the Speaker or the 
President of the Senate has declared that the MP has ceased to belong to 
it.  

The nomination court on the 8th and 16th of April received and accepted 
nominations for candidates for the 16 by - elections.  The MDC groupings did not 
however forward any candidates arguing that reforms in the electoral process 
need to be in place before they participate in the elections. 

The media's performance during an election plays an integral role in election 
outcomes. Because the mass media provides a platform for the provision of the 
widest range of information to a large majority of the electorate, it is critical to 
have a media that reports in a responsible, fair, balanced and accurate manner in 
election periods. The media's role in an election will therefore ensure that citizens 
are empowered to make informed decisions before, during and after the polls as 
well as provide candidates a platform to put their policies and positions across. 
Media outlets also act as platforms through which citizens share political 
concerns they wish to be addressed by their political representatives as well as 
cross-examine the politicians’ manifestos so that they make informed choices 



about who to vote for. The media’s conduct during elections has been enshrined 
in the constitution and more comprehensively in the Electoral Act.  

The country's legislative framework provides for freedom of expression and 
access to information, with a specific obligation in the Constitution for State-
owned media to  

61 (4) (a) be free to determine independently the editorial content of their 
broadcasts or other communications 

(b) be impartial; 

(c) afford fair opportunity for the presentation of divergent views and dissenting 
opinions. 

Other documents that guide the media's coverage of elections include: 

• The Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (Media Coverage of Elections) 
Regulations of 2008 that provide for the behavior and performance of the 
public broadcaster 

• Broadcasting Services (Access to radio and television during an election) 
regulations of 2005 - which look at the conduct of public broadcasters 
during elections 

• Access to Information and Protection of Privacy Act (AIPPA) 

Although the public/ state-owned media has specific legal obligations during 
elections, the private media is also obliged by national, regional and international 
best practices of professional journalism to report in a responsible, fair, accurate 
and balanced manner, especially during elections. The Code of Conduct for 
Zimbabwean Media Practitioners produced by the Voluntary Media Council of 
Zimbabwe for example specifically states in Section 11 that: 

"(a) Media practitioners and media institutions must ensure that media coverage 
of elections is comprehensive, fair and balanced and make certain that all 
candidates, parties and election issues are given equitable and gender sensitive 
coverage" 

Scope of the research  

Monitoring of the media's coverage of the election covered the electoral period 
from 16 April - 12June. During the period under review MMPZ assessed six 
media outlets’ coverage of the by-elections over a selected number of days that 
fell within the selected period. In total, 124 stories made up the sample. Fig.1 
shows the media outlets that were monitored and the distribution of reports on 
the June 10 by-elections.  

 



Fig.1 Distribution of stories in the monitored media  

	  

Emerging trends in media reportage 
Election coverage skewed towards ZANU PF 

The media's sourcing patterns show that the election coverage was dominated 
by ZANU PF as an overwhelming majority of sources from the ruling party were 
quoted during this period. In the period under review, candidates from ZANU PF 
constituted 68 percent of the voices of candidates quoted during the electoral 
period. Despite the MDC parties' pullout, 11 other parties took part in the election. 
The other parties and independent candidates were significantly under-
represented as sources as they collectively represented just 32 percent voices of 
election candidates. Fig. 2 shows the distribution of candidates’ voices in the 
monitored media. This under-representation of other political players on the 
Zimbabwean scene calls into question the fairness of coverage of political 
players and limits the ability of citizens to make informed decisions about who 
they would want to govern them.  

Fig. 2   Distribution of candidates’ voices by political party 

 

Zimbabwe’s National Constitution and the Electoral Act bind the media to report 
in a fair and balanced manner during elections. Section 160J of the Electoral Act 
expressly states that all media outlets both print and electronic should ensure 
that “all political parties and candidates are treated equitably in their news 
media, in regard to the extent, timing and prominence of the coverage 
accorded to them…” By this standard the campaign activities of all the 104 
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candidates who participated in the by-elections should have been captured by 
the media. This would have helped the electorate make an informed decision 
about who to vote for. 

Politicians dominate media coverage of elections 

Politicians alone made up 60 percent of the sources during the election, which 
overshadowed the role of other important players in the electoral process. Since 
politicians have a vested interest in the outcome of the polls they typically say 
whatever they have to say to sway votes in their favor, which is why there is need 
for the media to bring in the voices of alternative sources such as analysts and 
experts, human rights defenders, election observers, and the electorate itself to 
provide checks and balances to the electoral proceedings. During these elections 
these players were under sourced.  Analysts for example formed 11 percent 
while election observers made up 0.4 percent of the sources of news stories. 

As the primary beneficiaries of the by-elections the electorate requires ample 
space in the media to share their concerns with their prospective representatives. 
The media should provide members of the public with a platform to give feedback 
to the politicians who will be canvassing for their votes.  In this research MMPZ 
observed that members of the public represented just seven percent of the 
sources quoted which is significantly low.  Fig.3 shows the overall source 
distribution. 

Fig.3 Distribution of sources by capacity 

 

Under-representation of women in election news 

The media continues to under-represent women in news coverage on elections. 
Of the 240 sources quoted by the media, women were quoted a mere 20 percent 
of the time. Since women are equal players in the electoral process the lopsided 
sourcing patterns displayed in the media not only ignore the journalistic principle 



of balance and fairness but also undermines the spirit the new Constitution which 
promotes gender equality and Section 80 (1-3) specifically calling for the "equal 
opportunities in political, economic and social activities" between women and 
men.  

Men dominate production of news on elections 

During the election period MMPZ noted that there was a huge gender disparity in 
the journalists who covered the elections. Male journalists who were attributed 
with writing the stories contributed to 84 percent of the reports whilst female 
journalists contributed to the remaining 16 percent. This trend was common in 
most of the monitored media outlets, with the NewsDay, Star FM and ZiFM for 
example not carrying any reports by female journalists during the monitored 
period. The two radio stations however used female anchors to convey news 
about election proceedings, which raises questions about the role of women in 
the newsroom. Even though the Daily News assigned more male journalists to 
election reports, it was the only media outlet that showed a semblance of balance 
in as far as the contributions made by female journalists to election reports the 
ratio of contributions made my male to female journalists at the daily was 4:3. Fig. 
4 shows how journalists from the various media outlets contributed to the 
monitored election reports.  

Fig.4 Gender dynamics in the contributions made by journalists  

 

Such disparities show the need for media houses to develop gender policies that 
improve gender parity in the distribution of duties at media houses.   

 

 



Electoral issues sidelined by election personalities 

While it is important for the media to capture the personalities of the politicians 
running for office, it is more imperative for them to interrogate the strategies the 
politicians will use to address the electorate’s day-to-day problems. This 
information could be useful when citizens make a decision about who to vote for.   

MMPZ observed that most of the reports that appeared in the media were based 
on events and official pronouncements while very few interrogated the politicians’ 
plan to address the problems affecting the various constituencies. Event reports 
made up 67 percent of the media’s coverage whilst the remaining 33 percent was 
issue based. The nature of the individual media outlets coverage is shown in fig. 
5.  

Fig. 5 Nature of reports that appeared in the media  

 

 

Information on elections dominated by election campaigns 

Access to information on all aspects of an election is perhaps one of the most 
important aspects of an election for citizens as they seek to make decisions on 
governance of their country.  Access to information is specifically enshrined in 
Section 62 of Zimbabwe's Constitution. While the media followed up on 
developments that occurred during the election period, coverage was dominated 
by election campaigns. Fig.2 shows how the monitored media paid attention to 
various stages of the election cycle. 

 

 

 



Fig. 6 Reports on various stages of the electoral cycle 

 

Nomination  

In the sampled stories there were only three reports on the nomination process. 
Ideally this period is important as the electorate gets an introduction of who will 
be running where during the elections. To help the public make an informed 
choice about who to vote for, the media would need to provide information on 
parties, candidates and the nomination process. Even though the three reports 
on the nominations highlighted the candidates who were going to contest in 
various constituencies, the profiles they gave were very brief. Reports on 
nomination made up just two percent of stories on the election 

Campaigns  

The various contesting parties’ campaign activities received prominent media 
coverage. There were 56 campaign stories with ZANU PF getting the lion’s share 
of media coverage. The ruling party’s activities received 64 percent of the 
media’s attention. Despite not taking part in the by-elections the MDC-T 
campaign activities ("no reforms no elections" rallies) received 14 percent of the 
media’s coverage.  The other political parties and independent candidates that 
took part in the elections were under covered by the monitored media outlets. 
Their activities were captured in seven stories which translated to 13 percent of 
the recorded campaign activities. This trend is highlighted in Fig. 7. 

 

 



Fig.7 Distribution of campaign stories in the media  

  

 

MMPZ observed that while most of the reports on ZANU PF and MDC-T’s 
activities were specifically on the parties’ activities, those on the other parties and 
contestants were usually lumped together. As a result of the media’s skewed 
coverage candidates from smaller parties were not able to adequately canvass 
for votes through the media.  

The national broadcaster ZTV gave significantly more coverage to ZANU PF’s 
campaign activities in its news bulletins.  Of its 19 stories on election campaigns 
17 were on the ruling party’s campaigns.  The government controlled daily, The 
Herald carried four reports on ZANU PF’s campaigns, it however did not report 
on the other contestants’ campaign activities.  

While the private media carried reports on all campaign activities, they also gave 
more coverage to ZANU PF while at the same time lumping independent 
candidates together.  

Even though the ruling party’s campaigns overshadowed those of the other 
parties, not all ZANU PF candidates got extensive publicity. The party’s 
Tsholotsho North candidate, Professor Jonathan Moyo received the bulk of the 
media’s attention, His activities constituted a third (12) of the stories on ZANU 
PF’s campaigns, which was more than any other candidate.  

Electoral irregularities  

This section mainly looks at electoral irregularities that occurred during the pre-
election period. It should be noted that 10 of the 15 reports on election 
irregularities appeared in the NewsDay.  



In their reports, the ruling ZANU PF party was said to be responsible for breaking 
electoral regulations in 12 reports, the remaining three were on the arrest and 
subsequent release of Hurungwe-West Independent candidate, Temba Mliswa 
for allegedly defacing ZANU PF posters in his constituency and for political 
violence.  

Twelve of the 15 stories were reports of intimidation and threats of violence 
against ZANU PF’s opposition in various constituencies. Two reports were cases 
of vote buying whilst the remaining one was an incident of political violence.  

The media is critical in playing a watchdog role and blowing the whistle on 
electoral rights violations. In this election, the private media made more of an 
effort to play this role. 

Election logistics  

The media has a specific role in informing the public about various aspects of an 
election logistics that allows them to physically participate in an election.  
Although the elections management body (ZEC) is mandated to provide electoral 
information, the media has wider access to the electorate and therefore can 
better serve it. Issues on electoral logistics centre around the electoral 
management body’s preparation for elections. The media mostly relied on 
statements by the Zimbabwe Election Commission (ZEC) to inform the public 
about the progress being made in preparation for the by-elections. The media’s 
reports in this section were quite informative as they provided details about 
ballots printed and where presiding and polling officers were deployed. This is 
consistent with the media’s role in election coverage however none of the 
monitored reports questioned the adequacy of ZEC’s preparations.  

Finance, Budgeting and funding  

The media was once again polarized in their portrayal of ZEC’s financial capacity 
to hold the June 10 elections.  There were six reports on the electoral body’s 
funding situation with both the government-controlled media and the private 
media carrying three reports apiece. ZTV and The Herald gave the impression 
that the elections were adequately funded for while the private media was 
generally skeptical about the ‘inflated’ cost of the by-elections. The NewsDay for 
example carried two reports that questioned ZEC’s projection that the elections 
would cost $36 million. The paper cited a report by election watchdog Election 
Resource Centre (ERC) that argued that there was no transparency in ZEC’s 
election cost structure. In an earlier report ZEC had told Star FM that it was 
sourcing for money to fund the elections. There was no follow up on where the 
Commission had eventually found the money to hold the elections.  

Voter registration  

On April 22 ZEC announced that it had just begun a seven-day pilot voter 
registration process in 14 constituencies that were going to hold by-elections on 
June 10. The media has an obligation to give updates on the registration process, 



question the adequacy of the time allocated for the process and the distribution of 
polling stations in each ward. They are also responsible for educating the public 
on the importance of the registration process.   

During the monitored period NewsDay (23/4) through its Southern Eye 
supplement registered its suspicion over the expansion of polling stations in the 
Tsholotsho North constituency from 59 to 72 stations. There was however no 
clarity in the report on what had caused the significant increase in polling stations.   

In a separate issue, ZTV (27/4) followed the Electoral Court case in which ZAPU 
leader Dumiso Dabengwa sought a court order to compel ZEC to compile a fresh 
voters’ roll in all wards throughout the country. Dabengwa also requested the 
commission provide the “voters’ roll in print or electronic form to anyone who 
requests it after paying the prescribed fee”. The Electoral Court reserved its 
ruling after ZEC said it did not have the financial capacity to carry out its 
constitutional mandate to conduct a national registration process.   

Voter education  

One of the primary functions of the media is to educate the public. During an 
election period the media have an important duty to enlighten the public about 
the electoral process especially to encourage citizens to exercise their right to 
vote. During elections political experts and human rights defenders are important 
to interpret for the public some of the developments in the electoral process.  

While there were very few stories on voter education per se, the media quoted 
many political analysts and members of civic groups giving their professional 
opinion on many of the developments that occurred during the run up to the June 
10 elections. Analysts formed 18 percent of the 232 sources that were quoted 
during the monitored period; second only to politicians who formed the bulk of the 
sources quoted in the election reports.   

Election Day proceedings  

It is important for the people to know the prevailing atmosphere during election 
day and how voting progressed at all polling stations. The media deployed 
correspondents to most of the polling stations. To prevent being overtaken by 
events print media outlets gave periodic updates on the voting process on their 
websites and social media platforms like their official Facebook and Twitter 
pages. ZTV dedicated more time on its 8pm bulletin to giving updates on the 
Election Day proceedings.  

While the government controlled media gave the impression that the election had 
progressed smoothly in their reports they neglected to mention that there had 
been low turnout for the elections. This was picked up by the private media who 
attributed the voter apathy to the effectiveness of MDC-T’s call for citizens to 
boycott the elections.  



The private media also shed light on a number of violations that reportedly 
occurred during the day of the elections.  These included voters being turned 
away in Hurungwe West and slow moving queues at many polling stations 
throughout the country, which resulted in many people not being able to cast their 
votes in the by-elections. The private media’s reports were based on 
observations made by journalists and civic groups who visited polling stations 
around the country. 

Journalists and media houses are ethically bound to report truthfully as this will 
help give a true reflection of the electoral process but the monitored media’s 
conflicting reportage on election day proceedings makes it difficult for members 
of the public to really tell what really happened. Instead of enlightening the public, 
this type of coverage leaves them with more questions than answers.  

Results – Announcement and overall reaction 

When elections have been held the media have a very important task to publish 
or broadcast the results as announced by the electoral commission. They then 
have to get comments from the candidates to find out whether they are content 
with the outcome of the elections. It would also be important for the media to get 
election observers to give an assessment of how the elections were conducted.  

The news that ZANU PF had won all 16 seats in the June 10 elections received 
mixed feelings from the local media. The framing of the results indicated the 
polarized nature of the Zimbabwean media.  

The government controlled media viewed ZANU PF’s victory as a legitimate one, 
which consolidated the party’s status as the premier political party in the country.  
The private media on the other hand discredited the elections and pointed out the 
low voter turnout as an indication of the illegitimacy of the polls.  

Their selective sourcing of analysts used to applaud the elections or to discredit 
them also showed the partisan nature of the media. The same can be said for 
losing candidates who were accessed to comment on the outcome of the 
elections. ZTV and The Herald only quoted losing candidates who conceded 
defeat while in the private media particularly NewsDay and Daily News quoted 
only those who had queries with the outcome of the elections.  

In addition the media outlets also carried commentaries, which showed their 
stance on the outcome of the elections.   Daily News (12/6) carried an Editorial 
Comment headlined ‘By-election results vindicate MDC-T’ while on the same day 
NewsDay carried a headline which read ‘Sham poll vindicates boycott by 
opposition’. Both commentaries justified the MDC-T’s decision not to take part in 
the by-elections citing many electoral irregularities that vindicated the main 
opposition MDC-T’s claims that elections in Zimbabwe will never be free and fair 
until electoral reforms are implemented. The Herald (11/6) on the other hand 
painted a different picture to that of the private media as it gave the impression 
that Zimbabweans had turned out in large numbers to vote in the by-elections.  



The government controlled daily carried a commentary headlined ‘Thank you 
Zimbabweans for respecting the vote’ which commended Zimbabweans for 
coming out to vote “in their thousands” and shaming “detractors who 
mistakenly believe they hold the key to the legitimacy of the electoral 
process”. 

Partisan coverage of the election outcome by local media outlets is misleading, 
as it does not help satisfy media consumers’ information needs.  

Hate speech in the media during elections 

Definition 

• “A general term for speech (or the use of language) intended to degrade, 
intimidate, or incite violence or prejudicial action against a person or group 
of people based on their race, gender, age, ethnicity, nationality, religion, 
sexual orientation, gender identity, disability, language ability, moral or 
political views, socio-economic status, occupation or appearance, mental 
capacity and any other distinctive liabilities”.  

Hate speech overview 

As compared to other elections in 2008/ 2013, for example, instances of hate 
speech were few but still present in the run up to the June 10 By-elections. 

Perpetrators of hate speech 

• As noted in previous reports politicians are mostly responsible for the 
propagation of hate speech.  

• Politicians were directly responsible for 40% of the recorded incidents.  

• Journalists’ comments accounted for 40% of hate speech in monitored 
media 

• Columnists accounted for 20% of the incidents of hate speech 

Victims of hate/inflammatory speech 

• Politicians 

• Morgan Tsvangirai and his party MDC-T was the target of 60% of the 
comments.   

• Ousted ZANU PF members, Temba Mliswa and Joice Mujuru were at the 
receiving end of the remaining 40% of the comments.  

Examples 

A report in the Herald on Morgan Tsvangirai and his party’s decision not to 
contest in the by-elections says; “For patriots and moralists, Tsvangirai 



continues to be a huge insult to integrity and the decency of basic 
humanity”. (The Herald, 21/5) This therefore implies that patriots and moral 
people would not want to be associated with the MDC-T leader. 

Example 2 

In the Herald’s report headlined Mliswa confirms Mujuru cabal, MDC-T link 
ousted ZANU PF members are referred to as a “putschist cabal”. Mliswa’s 
association with the MDC-T is framed as an unsavory union. The report reads, 
“The Mujuru putschist cabal’s ties with MDC-T have been exposed after 
one of its members, Mr. Temba Mliswa, yesterday implicitly confirmed the 
embattled opposition MDC-T was already campaigning for him in the 
Hurungwe West by-election set for June 10”. (The Herald, 16/4) 

• NB Should anyone not know what a putschist cabal is… - a secretive, 
illegal, organised group set to overthrow a government  

Example 3 

In one of its editorial Comments The Herald likens Morgan Tsvangirai to 
“Lucifer” whilst his call for the boycott of the by-elections was said to be 
“childish”. The paper argued, “We hail the voters even more for ignoring the 
childish call by the self-styled democrat, MDC-T leader Morgan Tsvangirai, 
whose action and conduct show he is to democracy what Lucifer is to 
Christianity” (The Herald, 11/6)  

Conclusion 

The role of the media during an election in Zimbabwe remains a critical area of 
concern during elections in Zimbabwe, particularly because the performance of 
the media will influence the outcome of elections.  It remains necessary that the 
media reports in a fair, accurate, balanced and responsible manner. In order to 
effectively carry out its mandate in service of the public, MMPZ therefore makes 
the following recommendations for future reporting on electoral processes: 

 The government of Zimbabwe should monitor compliance to set guidelines 
on the media's reportage on elections through established mechanisms 
such as the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission and the Zimbabwe Media 
Commission; as well as recognize and promote the role of non-state 
actors in promoting the media's role in elections 

 The government must, as a matter of urgency align media laws with 
provisions in the Constitution on freedom of expression, freedom of the 
media, access to information and editorial independence to ensure that 
the media can play an effective role in election processes  

 The media should adhere to the guidelines set out in national, regional 
and international instruments on the best practices in reporting elections 
as stipulated in documents such as the Constitution and the Zimbabwe 
Electoral Act regarding the need for balanced, fair and gender-sensitive 



coverage during elections. Adherence should be actively promoted 
through capacity building, training, engagement and dialogue. 
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