Deepening media density: convergence is the key.  

By Guy Gough Berger

We’re short of media. Seen in terms of the global mantras about the Information Society and the Digital Divide, we are media-thin – not media dense. 

So, what accounts for the growth of media?  South Africa is an interesting case study here. Under Apartheid, political imperatives drove most media expansion – such as SABC propaganda stations on the one hand, and the alternative press on the other.  
Post-Apartheid, market forces are now supposed to be playing the leading role, yet political drivers are still extremely important. The biggest growth has been the explosion of non-commercial community radio stations in the context of a progressive broadcast dispensation plus new and cheaper broadcast technologies. 

This political (as opposed to profit) stimulus is also evident in media legislation in South Africa to set up a Media Development and Diversity Agency.  The MDDA expects to play a key part in the projected growth by 2008 of another 221 new radio stations and 30 new publications. 

However, notwithstanding these political factors, the post-Apartheid government’s orientation is that media – whether broadcast or print, state or community or commercial – has to compete for audiences and advertising in the wider market. 

But the market is also a harsh place for media, especially when there are more and more outlets competing for an adspend pie that is static. Technological advance has helped cut some costs for broadcasting, but the Achilles heel in print is the low impact of technology on cheapening newsprint and transport. 

The point is that something more will be needed to make ends meet in the marketplace. The likelihood is that this will be increased collaborations and mergers, often exploiting technological bridges across different ventures. 

Cross ownership and joint ventures are not new in South Africa, but there will be many more ahead.  There will also be rapid growth in production-related collaborations and synergies.  Already, Independent Newspapers requires many of its journalists to produce for diverse titles in the group. Two new Sunday newspapers in South Africa have been possible largely because they piggyback on the systems and strengths of their parent media corporates. 

The SABC’s experiment with bi-media in the period 1999 – 2001 has been reversed somewhat, but many of its journalists are now skilled to service both radio and TV platforms. The luxury of separate reporters covering the same event will be increasingly hard to sustain commercially, meaning that the logic of bi-media is simply not going to go away. 

These kind of developments at the level of media production have a major bearing on survival and growth.  It is no coincidence that they are occurring at the same time as emerging technological convergence, which in turn is based on the digitalization of information. 

Digital economics dictate that even though information will remain fairly expensive to produce, it is now cheap to reproduce – and to migrate copies across a range of electronic platforms as well.  Convergence of these diverse platforms means that media today can create once, and circulate many times – in many forms and even more places. 

Convergence has been especially evident in the proliferation of web platforms most of which were spun off “old media” operations in South Africa. The country had at least 16 daily news websites in 2000. What was new about them was that the wired public enjoyed new access to national information – and they were also able to access archived stories and to generate their own contributions in discussion forums. 

There was also the unprecedented benefit that South African media players could realistically grow markets outside their borders. In effect, Internet publishing was not merely an increase in media density in the region, but also a contribution to global media riches. 

However, if this was the promise; the practice has undeniably run into severe obstacles.  Stand-alone web-operations felt the worst heat and leading site Woza collapsed in 2000, a victim of the dot.com downturn. Those web sites based on “old” platforms could at least fall back on their “parent media”, but they also underwent retrenchments and radical pruning. 

One can conclude that the potential of the web, as enabling a sustainably large increase in media density, has yet to materialize. So does this experience sound the death knell of convergence? Far from it. 

The recession certainly put the squeeze on convergence in the form of web-publishing. But ironically it has also promoted much greater organizational and technological convergence between web-outlets and their parent or other media platforms. And, in time, as more people get connected, a viable business model will emerge for news on the web. 

Convergence as regards cellphone platforms has been slightly more successful, in part because the business has used a tried-and-tested model. In this, editorial content is re-purposed for cellphone reception, and delivered to subscribers (on demand, or by SMS) - at a fee that is simply added to the phone bill. 

SABC has led the way here in innovative partnership with cellular provider Vodacom. Its Newsbreak service entails a small team tapping into the computer network that carries the corporation’s internal news items for radio and TV, and then repurposing this information in the form of soundbites suitable for phones. The service grew to offer African language audio during 2001, has expanded into the Zimbabwean market and now has advanced plans to spread to other African countries.

The bottom line is that both web and cellphone news platforms have substantial futures as media, especially when closely integrated with each other and with other media operations. The ease of transfer of digital information is going to hasten further alliances, mergers and consolidations – between radio and television, between broadcasters and print, between newspapers and newspapers, web and billboards, magazines and cellphones, etc, etc. 

One area to watch in all this will be how regional economic convergence in the SADC countries impacts on media. The technological potential already exists for many more media operations on a SADC-wide production, advertising and distribution scale. If the political and economic conditions work to facilitate this, interesting developments could emerge. 

Such a scenario does raise legitimate sensitivities about South Africa cultural imperialism. Linked to this is whether South African media domination in the region will kill, or constrain, competitors, and whether the outcome will be a net increase or decrease in media density for consumers and citizens. 

Either way, new technology and convergence can – and increasingly will - be used by most players in southern Africa as a means to try and maintain – and hopefully also to expand – their operations. Success will profoundly be a function of strategic vision and organizational operations and the forms of collaboration that are developed. 

Success will also be a result of training. A contributing factor to the effective use of technology and convergence is the quality of people’s skills. A significant contributor here will be a new facility being developed at Rhodes University, to be called the Africa Media Matrix. This futuristic complex will include continent-wide research and training in convergence, multi-skilling and in new media strategy and management. 

In conclusion, when one throws the digital bones, it is clear that the short-term future of southern African media is premised upon increasing coming-together of media players and upon them taking advantage of digital technologies. 

Controversially, it may be that a degree of oligopolisation of media in the region is part of this picture, and this may even be a necessary condition of media survival and growth in harsh economic conditions. This could compete with concerns about plurality, diversity, access and control, and there will be lively debate ahead. 

What is not up for debate is the fact that new technology and associated convergence does expand our region’s potential for the mass circulation of mass-mediated messages. This does not mean the end of existing divergent media, but their extension. It does signal, though, that the days of isolated, stand-alone media outlets are numbered. Convergence, carefully handled, is the future.

---

Prof Berger is head of department of Journalism and Media Studies at Rhodes University, Grahamstown, South Africa.
PAGE  
4

