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ABSTRACT:
In the South African context, widespread sexual abuse of children has reached epidemic proportions and the recent highly publicised rape of infant girls, ranging in age from 0 to 2 years must surely start alarm bells ringing in society where sexualised violence against women and children is reaching unprecedented levels (http://www.scienceinafrica.co.za/2003/March/abuse.htm retrieved 29/09/03).

The above quotation from a paper by Mike Earl-Taylor and Lindsay Thomas, found at the URL above, highlights part of the concern of many South Africans on the high rate of sexual abuse in the country.  The above trend has led to massive media coverage of the cases in question. Cecilia Russell of the Star states that reporting on sexual abuse has serious implications on the victim (survivor), the alleged perpetrator, the families of both and society as a whole.  It is therefore imperative that journalists observe certain codes of ethics when covering issues on sexual abuse. It is based on this background that a research project was carried out in order to offer a proposal on the Grocott’s Mail policy on covering sexual abuse.

INTRODUCTION:

Patrick Mooney in his paper on “Some Ethical Issues for Journalists Covering Sexual Abuse Cases” mentions that the way the public view journalists has undergone a drastic change and not for the better over the last thirty years.  Moony continues to state that the public views journalists as individualistic and only driven by selfish needs and therefore have no consideration for the general public and their interests (http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Olympus/5599/journalism/journalism-ethics.html retrieved 29/09/03).  It has therefore become imperative to have journalistic guidelines that should be taken into consideration when covering stories.  In particular there is growing need for more sensitivity and care on the part of the journalist when covering sexual abuse cases.  This is due to the sensitive nature of the issue and the immense repercussions the abuse has on the victim (survivor) and the alleged perpetrator.  According to Cecilia Russell of the Star media coverage of sexual abuse cases has had a great impact on the investigations carried out by the police. In particular she makes reference to the case of Baby Tshepang and the recent rape case involving Pik Botha’s Grandsons.  


The following analysis covers the research carried out in order to develop policies on covering sexual abuse cases for Grocott’s Mail. In particular the analysis incorporates the entire research process while highlighting why particular steps were taken. The analysis also incorporates examples of policies from other national and regional dailies.  The research also specifically focussed on what the general public want and therefore the analysis incorporates data analysis from responses given to the survey that was done. As a conclusion the research offers recommendations on codes, which are intended to guide coverage of sexual abuse at Grocott’s Mail.

Main Research Question:

Durrheim and Wassenaar in Blanche & Durrheim (1999) state that the purpose of a study is explained in three stages: 1) a general statement of what the research aims to discover; 2) an account of where these aims come from, the importance of the findings and a rationale for the research; and 3) specific hypotheses or questions that the researcher is investigating in the particular study.


While sticking to the above guidelines the group members operationalised the focus of the research as follows:

“Our main objective is to formulate a policy for Grocott’s Mail on reporting sexual abuse”.


In terms of the research rationale, which incorporates other literature and research that has already been done in the field, the group incorporated policies from other newspapers. The group members also conducted preliminary interviews with scholars in fields related to sexual abuse who were able to assist in conceptualising the definition of the term.  The findings were as follows:

Definitions of sexual abuse:
Rape definition:

“The crime of sexual intercourse without consent of the victim. Often-through force or threat of violence. The victim is deemed legally incapable of consenting if she or he is known to be mentally incompetent, intoxicated, drugged, or below the age of consent at the time of the rape” (www.encyclopedia.com/html/rl/rape3.asp).

Sexual abuse of children:

“Fraser (1981) suggests that the type of act is likely to have a considerable effect on the child: he believes that they can be separated into non-touching acts (e.g., exhibitionism), non-violent touching acts, and violent touching acts (e.g., rape)”. 

Sexual harassment:

“Unwanted sexual attention…ranging from leering, pointing, patting, verbal comments, and subtle pressure for sexual activity, to attempted rape and rape” (Quina & Carlson: 1989; p.7).

Sexual assault:

“Most states broadly define sexual assault as a non-consensual contact with any sexual body area (pubis, buttocks, female breasts), penetration with any object into vagina or anus, or oral contact with a penis or vagina.  Nonconsent is defined as an inability to consent, through force (including intimidation or the element of surprise) or through the victim’s incapability of making such judgements (by reason of age, mental handicap, or the influence of drugs or alcohol)” (Quina & Carlson: 1989; p. 105-106).

Existing policies on reporting sexual abuse:

According to Cecilia Russell of the Star the following policy is adhered to by journalists of the Star when covering Sexual Abuse:-

· Do not identify a victim (or survivor) of sexual violence.

· If victim gives permission for his/her identity to be revealed the newspaper only does this when they are fully satisfied that the victim (or survivor) understands the full implication of doing this.

· Never identify an underage victim.

· The newspaper is careful not to identify the victim through describing circumstances and location of the incident or the victim.

· The law is clear that you cannot identify an underage suspect at any stage.

· The suspect can only be identified in cases of sexual abuse after he/she has pleaded.

· Photographs can also only be published after a plea has been entered.

· There are cases where the court instructs that photographs should not be published.

Elsabe Brits of Die Burger states the following on Die Burger’s policy on sexual 

abuse:-

· If a child is sexual abused and or raped one may NEVER EVER mention

 his/ her name. Child defined as anyone under the age of 18 years.

· If a child is raped by her father, you cannot mention the father’s name

even if found guilty.

· The identity of a rape victim may NEVER be disclosed or any detail that 

may lead to disclosure of her/his identity. This can only be reviewed if the victim requests to be identified. It is important to get the approval on record.

· The name of the alleged perpetrator of ANY sexual crime may not be 

published until he/she has entered a plea. 

· In civil cases (non criminal) names may be mentioned. These are only 

heard by the high court.

· Details of the crime scene are given to a certain extent and one should stop

when they are in bad taste or the details are too gruesome.


Gert Knoetze of The Herald highlights the policy of the Herald as follows:-

· Do not name the victim except in rare cases where the victim feels that 

being named would highlight the heinousness of the case.

· We protect rape victims and the victims of child abuse as the law requires.

· Avoid giving details that are too explicit.

Literature on coverage of sexual abuse:

Patrick Mooney in “Some Ethical Issues for Journalists Covering Sexual Abuse Cases” recommends the following policy guidelines:-

· Trustworthiness, which includes accuracy, honesty, promise keeping and 

independence from manipulation by outside forces. As far as sexual abuse is concerned the public should know that the newsroom and the journalist can be trusted to relay relevant and accurate information.

· When reporting sexual abuse stories journalists should endeavour to be 

impartial by giving reasonable viewpoints and sides to a story.

· Respect and consideration for all parties involved and a minimization of 

bruised feelings, as long as this does not conflict with legitimate public interest.

· Public service which involves giving information that will help the public 

make informed decisions.

· Diversity should be promoted which involves covering all of the communities, which the paper serves. Stereotypes in regard to sexual abuse should not be promoted.

(All the above information incorporated from http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Olympus/5599/journalism/journalism-ethics.html retrieved 29/09/03).

A legal brief on Cyber law in South Africa highlights the following 

guidelines on reporting on children:-

· Media must contribute to the social responsibility of raising public 

awareness about the rights of children.

· Child-rights journalists should be seen as media advisers.

· They must seek to expose hazards of children’s safety and security and all forms of exploitation.

· Media should play a role in advocating children’s rights issues.

· Reports, articles or photographs should not demean children or patronise them on the basis of ethnicity, nationality, race, gender, sexual preference, religion or mental or physical disability.

· Photographs should not depict children in compromising, sexual or degrading situations.

· Photographs of children, where possible, must be obtained with the knowledge and consent of a responsible adult, parent, guardian or caregiver.

· Reportage about children must be accurate and fair, as well as sensitive to the vulnerability of children.

· While media helps uncover cases of abuse and rape of children, their absolute right to privacy should be ensured.

· Journalists should consider the publication of any images or material, which would expose the child to further abuse from society.

(All the above material compiled from 

http:www.legalbrief.co.za/view_1.php?artnum=541 retrieved 29/09/03).


In an article on Sexual Abuse Awareness Month in Virginia the following topics on media coverage on Sexual Violence are recommended:

· General safety concerns within the community, including sexual assault.

· Long-term impact of rape on the victim.

· Why sexual assault is the most under-reported crime.

· Costs and consequences of sexual violence on society.

· Post-assault legal, medical and counselling options.

· Long-term medical consequences of sexual assault and child sexual assault.

· The impact of sexual assault on families.

· Cultural myths about sexual assault.

· Teaching the community non-violence conflict resolution: who is doing it and why?

· What sexual outreach programs exist in the community?

· Popular media and the perpetuation of sexual violence.

Hypotheses:

This incorporates a re-statement of the research aims in specific terms to the study being conducted (Blanche & Durrheim: 1999; 56).  In the case of the research under question the aims were as follows:-

· To find out how Grocott’s Mail currently covers sexual abuse?

· To find out the general public’s feelings on the said coverage?

· To seek information from the public and existing literature on how the issue should be covered?

· To find out from the public what role they think the media should play as far as sexual abuse issues are concerned.

Data collection:

The group decided to use structured interviews.  This is because the qualitative method of research was chosen.  The method was preferred because it provides in depth analysis of the data collected.  In particular the group came up with a questionnaire, which provided the person giving the response with enough scope to state exactly what they want to say.  A copy of the said survey questions is attached.


Due to time and financial constraints the survey was only administered to a total of fifteen people.  It is also important to note that the survey does not claim to be representative in any way because of the said constraints.

Data Analysis:

Since the research is qualitative in nature the analysis method adopted will be interpretive.  In particular the data analysis will be done using discourse analysis.  “Discourse analysis is defined as the act of showing how certain discourses are deployed to achieve particular effects in specific contexts” (Blanche & Durrheim: 1999; 156). In the analysis the themes arising will be used to make deductions of the general responses to the survey questions.

Data Survey Responses:


We interviewed a total of twenty people and tried to make our sample as representative as possible.  What follows is a summary of responses gained from those interviewed:

· A majority of our sample felt that the media in general reported on sexual abuse in a callous manner and with the intent of increasing sales.  They also said that the coverage was sensationalized, insensitive and exploitative.

· Our sample felt that more education was needed around the topic of sexual abuse.  They stated that people should be educated about what sexual abuse is from a young age; that they should be educated about their rights; that they should be told how to get help when they or those around them are being sexually abused.  They also felt that awareness about rehabilitation for the victim and the abuser should be made available.

· Our sample generally approved of the way in which Grocott’s Mail has covered sexual abuse but felt that it should headline and make front page instead of being hidden in the back pages.  They also felt that some sort of action should follow from the reports.  They also wanted Grocott’s Mail to warn them about danger areas to be avoided in Grahamstown and they felt that follow up stories about what happens to the guilty and the whys surrounding that issue should be covered.

· We noticed a great deal of ignorance surrounding the question  “What do you think is the cause of sexual abuse?”  A number of responses were ‘Sexual Frustration’ and the solution offered: the legalisation of prostitution.  This response is a clear indication that education surrounding this issue is desperately needed.

Expert Opinions:


We interviewed three experts in the field of sexual abuse in Grahamstown: Winoshit  Bischoff, the Manager of Child and Family Welfare in Grahamstown, Mike Earl Taylor of the MTN Crime Prevention Centre and Lieutenant Lizette Zeelie who works at the Grahamstown Police Station and is the Chairperson of the Rape Survivor Support Group in Grahamstown.  Their responses offered useful guidelines for a new policy for Grocott’s Mail and are as follows:

1. Journalists must avoid a situation where they are responsible for causing the secondary trauma of the victim.  Adult victims of sexual abuse are particularly vulnerable to this because they are able to read, watch, listen to and understand media coverage on their cases.  Victims – adults and children – face secondary trauma in court when being questioned and so the media must not worsen the situation.

2. Journalists who report on sexual abuse must be aware of the procedures followed by the police and the courts and do their best to facilitate and not hinder these procedures.  For example journalists must not publish photographs of child victims unless it is to show the extent of their injuries.  Their faces must never appear in the media.  Adult victims should only appear in the media if permission has been gained from them.

3. Journalists must be aware of the rights of the victims reported upon.  This will help journalists to create a fuller and more factual report and make their task of imparting awareness to the public much easier.

4. Journalists must be sympathetic and sensitive when reporting on sexual abuse.  Too often details are offered merely to titillate the public and increase newspaper sales.  Details, for example, of what the victim was wearing or how he or she was dancing/walking etc are completely unnecessary and must never be included in the report.

5. Journalist should try to write follow-up stories on cases of sexual abuse reported.  Winoshit Bischoff stated that she sees no purpose to reports of sexual abuse because nothing is done and nothing changes.  Action must be taken.  A way to start doing this is by following up on the stories and finding out what happens to the guilty and why.  Follow up stories on the fate of the victim should also be done as this humanises the individuals reported on.

6. Stories reported on should be a catalyst for some action or change

7. Grocott’s Mail should not just report cases of sexual abuse but educate the public on what sexual abuse is, what to do if or when happens and where to get help

The Policy:

Our policy has incorporated the suggestions of the community, the experts we spoke to and the demands of good, decent and ethical journalism.  We do not believe that this policy is unrealistic.  Sexual Abuse is a huge concern for the citizens of Grahamstown and covering this issue with the care it deserves will only help Grahamstown solve the problem


· Journalists who report on sexual abuse should receive special training on what sexual abuse is, its effects and legislation pertaining to it.  Lieutenant Lizette Zeelie recommends that Grocott’s Mail contact FAMSA in connection with a training programme for Grocott’s journalists.

· Media must contribute to the social responsibility of raising awareness about sexual abuse.  Journalists reporting on this issue in Grahamstown should form ties with the leaders of the Rape Survivors Support Group.

· Reporting on this issue must be fair, accurate and sensitive.  Something as simple as using the term survivor instead of victim can make a huge difference in how the report is received by those who have suffered sexual abuse and society in general.

· If willing the victims should have a chance to express themselves, their feelings and how they are surviving of have survived their ordeal

· The identity of victims must not be revealed until permission is gained and pictures must be used as sensitively as possible.

· The suspect must not be named until after correct legal procedure has been followed.  Grocott’s is trying to inform people and not to create a society of vigilantes.

· Reports must be made with the utmost respect.  People sharing their stories must know that they can trust the journalist writing it down and that they will not be ridiculed or humiliated in the press.

· Sexual abuse is considered to be an act commited by black people to everybody else.  This is a dangerous and racist stereotype and the media must do everything in its power to dispel this notion.  Rape and sexual abuse across all communities must be covered.

· If a child has been sexually abused by the father or mother the parent’s name must not be published.

·  Grocott’s Mail should have a supplement that educates people about what sexual abuse is, its signs, and where to get help if it happens.  Grocott’s should also warn people about which areas in Grahamstown to avoid.  According to Lieutenant Zeelie prevention is far better than cure.

· Grocott’s mail should try to reach the illiterate members of Grahamstown’s society by broadcasting this educational supplement on Radio Grahamstown or RMR.

· The supplement should be in English and Xhosa.

· Follow up reports should be done on the fate of the guilty and that of the victim.
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