
31. MMEGI WA DIKGANG 
 
 
"Mmegi wa Dikgang - Printers and Publishers"; the letterhead is in red and black 
alongside a thumbnail silhouette of Africa. The name means 'bearer of news'. Mmegi 
has changed since 1967, when War on Want donated R2,000's worth of equipment 
to Swaneng Hill School to start a newspaper. As conceived by Patrick van Rensburg, 
the main idea of a newspaper was to stimulate and sustain literacy. Many people 
could read Setswana but not, or only with difficulty, English, yet there was little for 
them to read. The Daily News and the monthly magazine Kutlwano were partly in 
Setswana, but both were government publications and an independent news organ 
was felt to be a healthy addition. Except that Mmegi is no longer alone in the 
printing and publishing field, the situation is basically unchanged today. At that time 
- 1967-68 - four editions of a newspaper were brought out and some job printing 
was done, before the press had to close for lack of a full-time printer. 
 
In October 1970 Mr Jack Turner, a printer-missionary from the United Methodist 
Board of Missions, arrived at Swaneng. The first edition of a new Mmegi newspaper 
appeared in February of the following year. It was in both languages and contained 
articles on the Junior Certificate results, the Uganda coup, the brewing of ginger 
beer and the opening of Swaneng Hill School Hall by the President, together with 
pictures of this occasion. Three local businesses placed advertisements. Over the 
next two years foreign news was gradually reduced except for features on Tanzania, 
an educational strip cartoon was added and there were other minor changes. The 
paper remained true to its aims, which in Mr Turner's words were: 
 
" 1.  To fill the need for an independent newspaper in Botswana, 
  2.  To fill the need for reading material in Setswana, 
  3.  To provide people with information that will help them, e.g. child care,         
   nutrition, agriculture".  
 
During 1971 the paper was published monthly and in 1972 until its closure, 
fortnightly. It sold for two cents. Sales exceeded 500 copies a month, so this was 
not a significant source of income; advertising revenue though slowly increasing was 
insufficient to bridge the gap, perhaps partly because the very concept of advertising 
was foreign to many local traders. A number of people filled the editor's chair until 
the return of a Swaneng graduate from a four-month course at Zambia's African 
Literacy Centre (also mission-sponsored) in June 1972, by which time the paper's 
future was already in doubt. Editorial policy was in the hands of a voluntary 
committee of people with some background of interest in journalism. A full-time 
business manager was appointed in January 1972, but it seems he did not fully 
grasp the requirements of his job and he was at the same time acting as salesman 
for the printing side of Mmegi. There were no reporting staff as such. 
 
Much of the load fell on Mr Turner (and his wife) whose main concern was the press 
and its commerical operation. A serious problem was posed by the varityper, the 
type-writer-like machine which prints the proof from which the plate for the press is 



taken; the erratic printing caused by the old machine's defects did not help to give 
the paper a professional look. It was replaced in July 1972. With these inadequate 
resources Mmegi was not in a position to tackle the real problem of running a 
newspaper in a place like Serowe, a rural area. Briefly, these break down into - 
 
a)  communications - relaying of news fast, efficiently and cheaply, 
b) distribution - both locally and nationally, 
c) readership - limited by the low level of literacy. 
 
Different proportions of local and outside news and of English and Setswana were 
tried but did not materially affect sales. The last issue was in October 1972. 
 
The paper's total loss over two years is not known because for 1971 the printing and 
publishing accounts were combined. In 1972 it had a net cash outflow (all figures 
rounded) of R1,200 - R100 per month or R50 per issue. Revenue from sales was 
R100, from subscriptions R70 and from advertising R690. Totalling R860, this was 
exceeded by the cost of printing alone at R985. The latter, moreover, was not an 
economic charge, which in Mr Turner's estimation would have been nearer R1,600. 
The press was in no position to afford such a subsidy; it was the stronger of the two 
but not strong enough to support both. 
 
With the paper closed, Mmegi has concentrated on building up its commercial 
printing. The training programme has finished although junior staff spend one 
morning a week with the electricians brigade trainees doing English, maths and 
development studies. Of the four local staff two were trained wholly and one partly 
by Mmegi, while one trained at Mochudi and moved to Mmegi with the machinery 
from the Mochudi Press in March 1972. The completion of training and the 
acquisition of the new (second-hand) varityper have boosted and improved the 
quality of production. Business is made up in the main of forms, receipt and invoice 
books, and letterheads. At the time of visiting in May 1973, the Serowe Show 
programme was being printed. This was a 40-page booklet containing photographs 
and a range of types, and to a layman's eye it was impressively done. 
 
Breakeven point has not yet been reached although turnover is steadily increasing. 
The 1972 net deficit was R2,300. Less depreciation and subsidies (mostly Mr 
Turner's salary) this becomes a cash inflow of R478, or R40 per month, which would 
be more than double had the newspaper been charged a realistic rate for printing. 
However, cash flows which ignore 'paper costs' are not all that meaningful, since 
there is a continuing need for machinery and the incoming manager's salary will not 
be subsidised. Printing sales (excluding sales to the paper) nearly doubled from 
R1,755 in 1971 to R3,288 in 1972, and went up another 25% in the first quarter of 
1973. This rate of increase must be at least maintained if the manager's salary, by 
far the biggest recurrent item, is to be self-generated according to plan from August 
1973. 
 
Mmegi's relationship with the Botswana Christian Council (BCC) has been a little 
ambiguous. Soon after his arrival Mr Turner noted in a letter to the Development 
Organiser that the newspaper would probably need a subsidy. The paper was 



launched and at the same time it emerged that Mmegi was operating outside any 
clearly defined administrative structure. As this was not a brigade under the 
Swaneng Board of Governors, Mr Turner requested assistance from the Methodist 
Mission Board and from the BCC. The Christian Service Committee set up a special 
sub-committee to sort out the situation, but channels between the three parties and 
their mutual responsibilities were not fully clarified until the Serowe Brigades 
Development Trust (SBDT) was established, under which Mmegi now falls, and Mr 
Turner had managed to secure two grants from the Agency for Christian Literature 
Development in London. More recently the BCC has been involved in negotiating a 
grant from Bread for the World for the SBDT, which includes an allocation to Mmegi. 
 
 Overseas Funding 
 
A. Through the BCC: 
 
   (i) From the Agency for Christian Literature Development - 
 
 July 1972 - Varityper and 8 type fonts       R 2,206-09 
 August 1972 - Towards newspaper's running costs       952-03   
              R 3,158-12 
 
   (ii) From Bread for the World - 
 
 February 1973 - New Building (first payment)          2,000-00 
 Outstanding    - Second payment            1,000-00 
                 3,000-00 
 
                Total           6,158-12 
 
B. Direct from the United Methodist Board of Missions:          Over R6,000. 
 
Most of this was to fund the Turners for three years (Mrs Turner is, however, 
employed by the Swaneng Board as a teacher at the school.). 
 
The balance sheet at 31.12.72 recorded assets of R8,043, including equipment and 
stocks worth R6,207. 
 
 Conclusions 
 
A distinction must be drawn between Mmegi the printers and Mmegi the 
(newspaper) publishers. The original emphasis was on a newspaper, and the 
machinery was sought and donated on that basis. The first four issues were printed 
in his spare time by the engineering brigade manager. It seems that the costs - and 
problems - of sustained commercial production were not fully appreciated, with the 
result that Mr Turner's assignment was in a sense an unrealistic one. The newspaper 
itself suffered from the lack of full-time, qualified staff and was also a burden on the 
press. If its closure was justified on economic grounds, what are the arguments for 
continuing with the press? 



 
The main ones are - 
 
1) Mmegi is the only wholly locally owned press in the country except for the 
    Government  Printer. Cash previously flowing out of Botswana or at best to   
    Gaborone, now stays in or comes to Serowe; 
 
2) It has created employment and may expect to create more. Its capitalisation of 
    about R1,000 per worker compares well with the figure of about R1,100 given for 
    a small printing firm set up in Swaziland under that country's Small Enterprises    
    Development Project; 
 
3) On the model of Francistown Bookshop and Stationers, the groundwork has been  
    laid for expansion into these fields. The site of the new building by the main road    
    into Serowe is an asset in this regard; 
 
4) In line with the original aims it may soon be possible to begin publishing. Text- 
    books and books in Setswana would be a priority. 
 
In the immediate future there are two problems: 
 
(a) Mr. Turner is due to leave in August. If his successor, an expatriate, is to be  
     paid by the press from the beginning, there is likely to be at least a period of     
     tight liquidity. Alternatively, a bridging loan or grant could be sought; 
 
(b) The off-set litho machine is efficient but small. For more ambitious work such 
      as books or a full-size newspaper like Selibe-Pikwe's, a larger press will be  
      needed. 
 
The newspaper is more problematic. It is unlikely that it could ever be more than a 
marginal operation in Serowe, which was described by Mr F Taylor in his May 1972 
report on Mmegi as "fairly cocooned in its isolation from the hurly-burly of the 
developing areas". 'Puisano' in Pikwe (see Report No 71) has the advantage in this 
respect and appears to be flourishing. On the other hand, Serowe is visibly 
developing, there is a large (over 1,300) student/trainee population, and it may be 
that a combination of (a) skilled volunteer (i.e. cheap) management and (b) a more 
modest format, perhaps along the lines of the cyclostyled Mochudi news-sheet 
'Lentswe', would stand a chance of getting off the ground. As a means of spreading 
literacy, news publications can probably achieve only a limited amount without being 
part of a co-ordinated educational campaign; but the rationale for an independent 
newspaper in both languages certainly seems no less valid today than it was in 
1967. 
 
J.F. 
22.5.73. 


