Abridged version of debate on Confidential Briefings

Convened by Sanef, 22 November 2003

Note: participants' views were presented for purposes of debate, and do not necessarily reflect their personal positions. 

Mondli Makhanya: 

Worldwide, there is a long-established understanding about contacts that are off-the-record. It is part of the process of building trust, getting access to the dynamics at play. It enables journalists to be better informed. Drawing on the principles of the Presidential Press Corps, the following categories can distinguished:

· ordinary briefings;

· off-the-record briefings where information can be used, but it is not for attribution;

· deep background briefings which are solely to inform you as a journalist. 

The debate is with the deep background category, because this information cannot be used. It is sometimes painted as setting us up against our audiences, making us colluders with the source because it is information the audiences cannot have. However, the argument that we as media people need to be better informed still wins the day. The police, the constitutional court, give this kind of deep background briefing. Nonetheless, the frequency of this category of briefing should be minimised. 

Recent controversy erupted because Vusi Mona broke the cardinal rule and has broken trust between journalists and sources. It makes it difficult for anyone in power to trust journalists’ word in regard to confidentiality. We should distance ourselves from such truly despicable behaviour. If anyone feels uncomfortable in an off-the-record situation, they should have the right to say so, and then leave. We need to restore the sanctity of the principle of confidentiality.

Justice Malala:

Mondli gave an example of getting background about a prominent individual who was the subject of a confidential briefing, so that he now knew that there questions around this person’s conduct. That makes my point: that person has been badmouthed because of whispers, and without evidence. These confidential briefings are a form of mutual masturbation. They are about powerful men showing off to powerful men that they have some dirt on other powerful men. 

In 1999, I attended a confidential briefing on criminal networks. We were asked to hold off our existing investigations in the national interest, being told by the authorities “we are about to pounce”, and coverage would tip off the crooks. It since emerged that all the information we were given came from Africa Confidential anyway, and those criminals are still at work. We had a gentlemen’s agreement, and only now is some of the information coming out because of a United Nations report. We had the facts, but for five years we carried them as a smelly secret in our pocket.  

When a man in power asks you to keep information confidential, we get flattered and think we are important. But it is a fallacy that we influence history. The facts are the things that change history. But when we go into briefings we don’t get facts. We get perspectives. We don’t interrogate or investigate. We just get taken into confidence and then publish gossip, lies and spin, because we were made to think we are important. So many of our stories say that “a source said”. If we were good radio or TV journalists we would be in trouble because we could not put a voice or name to them. 

Briefings lead to laziness. We do columns on opinions, following the line. We just carry someone else’s message as if it is our own. But it is ventriloquism. That is what has happened to our journalism. We are lulled by people with some scandal to push. “You don’t understand this, we want to give you some perspective,” we are told. These are people with an agenda, and we are used to push it. A source gives you something tangible. Someone calling a confidential briefing is not a source, but someone trying to influence the way you think, make you biased. 

The Bulelani briefing was a meeting of black male editors. They were there being spun, being given a framework on how to view information. It wasn’t a meeting where they were given a story. It was not a case of meeting a source, but someone playing with your head. 

If something is confidential, I don’t want it if I can’t publish it. Our job is to publish, so why carry secrets around? If you don’t want something in the public eye, don’t tell me. 

Briefings originate in the UK, and editors would say “I’m in with the PM”. It is becoming part of the politics of this country. But we are not political tools anymore, we are there to inform. We are not playing power games, but truth games. The spin industry is very powerful. Tony Blair hired Alistair Campbell, who briefed journalists every day on the word of the PM. But he essentially lied to the journalists. That is the kind of stuff that happens in confidential briefings. Good spin doctors don’t crudely advertise, they say rather: “you know, chief, there is an agenda behind this ...” We are falling into these traps. 

Mondli:

Justice argues on the basis that journalists are gullible – that we get used. Whatever you find out in confidential briefings, you have to test. It is a basic journalistic principle. As a breed, we should be questioning. If you look at people who attended the Bulelani briefing and see how they conducted themselves afterwards, you can’t level the accusation that the briefing influenced them to do things in certain ways. They conducted themselves as proper journalists. 

Justice:

People who brief and spin you know that you take yourself seriously as a professional. They know many ways to work around this. Distinguish them from sources who give you information. Briefers give you point of view, a new pair of glasses to think in a certain way. They are sophisticated and subliminal operators and we leave a briefing thinking pretty much what they would like us to think. They don’t give you stories, and yet our business is stories. We leave them carrying their baggage that they did not want to tell the outside world. 

Thabo Leshilo:

Justice is throwing out the baby with the bathwater. People can draw a distinction between being hoodwinked and getting genuine information from a briefing.

Henry Jeffreys: 

Journalists are not paid to walk around with secrets in their heads. The terms of these briefings should be very clear. Our job is not to keep secrets, but to inform the public. 

Justice:

Whether briefings are legitimate or not, it becomes a matter of honour to keep to off-the-record. But we must distinguish sources, even secret ones, who give you information that you can verify, without betraying their identity. But it is fundamentally wrong when a sources says you cannot use the information.

Joe Thloloe: 

You don’t disclose your sources. It is the same principle as you don’t disclose the identity of your briefer. 

Henry:

The prior step is important. If I go to a briefing where nothing can get out, then I don’t want to be there.  I want to know the terms in advance.

Raymond Louw:

You should leave if you are told you cannot use the information, because you may have other ways of finding it. You need to ask: can I use the information without disclosing the source; can I allude to the source – eg. That it is a government source. There can still be problems even when you have agreed terms – but then you never go back again. 

Gavin Stewart:


A reporter should expose a source when that party has not kept to a deal. Because that informant is using you.

Pippa Green:

Justice is right that reporters can be used.

Mathatha Tsedu: 

An information war is going on right now. Instead of taking a purist view, we just need greater alertness. Everyone is putting out stuff to the media. We need ongoing discussion and by the next AGM, we should have some guidelines that Sanef puts out to its members that people can use if they wish. 

Joe:

We have been laissez-faire. Confidential briefings have been allowed to go haywire. 

Justice:

I don’t take a purist position. Some briefs have been of value. But even now, we don’t know the terms of the Bulelani briefing. If I have integrity and I take and keep your secrets, that shackles the media in an iron way. 

