
A lot of people denied Ebola. 
Sometimes it was political – in areas 
dominated by opposition supporters, 
many said it was the government’s 

ploy to deceive people. In rural areas, it 
was thought people were being taken to 
treatment centres to be killed. There were 
stories of stigmatisation of Ebola survivors, 
particularly women. It was very much like 
at the height of the HIV crisis, when peo-
ple would shun those who were infected. 
We had to bring those stories to people 
through radio, to stop the stigmatisation.

In Sierra Leone, 
literacy levels are 
less than 30%. 
Radio is king. 
There are more 
than 50 local radio 
stations across 
the country and 
BBC Media Action 
works with close 
to 40, distributing 
prerecorded and 
live programmes. 

There was a 
night when, at around 2am, people started 
phoning around and saying that if you 
washed with salt and water you’d prevent 
yourself from catching Ebola. Some people 
had heard that heat kills Ebola, so you had 
people in rural areas drinking ginger beer or 
a really hot chilli soup. We urgently needed 
to give people vital health information, 
answer questions and quash rumours. The 
first time we did the live radio programme 
Kick Ebola Out of Sierra Leone Live! was 
in September 2014. The government 
launched a house-to-house campaign to 
try to overcome the rumours and denial, 
so for three days there was lockdown. We 
had over 3,000 text messages. It was huge.

Ebola feels like a monster. No 
matter how you report it, it’s hard to 
exaggerate. I remember meeting my 
first survivor, Youssef. Ebola claimed 
upwards of 11 members of his family. 
It’s hard to report that and avoid panic. 

Huge numbers of people were at risk, 
so suddenly it became an international 
story that would not normally make 
headlines in the west. Here was a killer 
disease that could easily travel on planes, 
jump across [oceans] and kill westerners. 
When one or two health workers went back 
and developed Ebola, it was frightening. 

Ebola in New York, Ebola in Texas, Ebola 
in Spain. By August, it was the front-page 
headline on The Sunday Times. I remember 
reading the article and thinking: Ebola is 
such a demon. It was a terrifying portrayal. 
But had it not made the global headlines 
the way it did, maybe there wouldn’t have 
been the international effort to fight it.

Journalists from abroad came in huge 
numbers. Before the international spotlight, 
business had come to a standstill. Hotels 
were empty. Suddenly the Radisson, a 
really expensive hotel in Freetown, was full 

of foreign journalists 
because it has 
the best internet 
connection. Sierra 
Leone was headline 
news on Al Jazeera, 
CNN, the BBC. 

The impression 
we were getting in 
the country felt like 
if you stepped out 
of your door, you 
would be stepping 
on people who 

had died from Ebola. I’m not saying the 
media hype was wrong, but friends and 
relatives outside Sierra Leone were so 
frightened. It was certainly not the case 
living there. We were walking on the 
streets of Freetown feeling quite safe, 
going to markets, churches and mosques. 

Six months later, the hoards have 
gone, but journalists are still dropping in 
and out. Now the focus is very much on 

reaching zero [cases]. Suddenly the country 
is associated with this deadly disease and 
people are scared to go there. Sierra Leone 
was still fighting to recover from the civil war 
and shake off that image of bloody killings. 
Now it’s a new image of this killer disease. 

There are a lot of stories that aren’t 
being told, particularly about women. 
The health service collapsed completely. 
Hospitals shut down and doctors stopped 
working because so many of them died. 
Pregnant women bled to death because 
nobody would attend to them. Lack of 
care and fear have been killing a lot of 
people, even when it’s not Ebola.

It’s very challenging being a journalist 
in Sierra Leone. I practiced in England 
with the BBC for about 20 years before 
going. I felt that Sierra Leone needed 
people like us who could use the media 
effectively to fight Ebola. It was my duty.

Reporting Ebola
The BBC’s Hassan Arouni returned home to Sierra Leone to help fight the 
Ebola epidemic. The City graduate reveals how radio played a crucial role 

in saving lives

Ebola has claimed over 10,000 lives,largely in Libera, Sierra Leone and Guinea

BBC Media Action’s Hassan Arouni
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Ebola feels like 
a monster. No 
matter how you 
report it, it’s hard 
to exaggerate
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