Making an intervention on poverty: what Grocott's Mail could do

Discussion paper by Guy Berger, December 2003. 

Context:

1. The paper has a history of serving the interests and interest of the elite. 

2. While it needs to keep that constituency, there is scope to serve others. 

3. Indeed, the elite have a common interest in poverty being addressed, even when they are sometimes implicated in it. 

4. This is a delicate issue, but of absolute importance. Poverty=Public Enemy No. 1.

5. The paper is not in the business of social marketing, but nonetheless a conscious and pro-active approach can lend colour to its news and its impact. 

Identifying the issue:

1. Because of SA's history, poverty is conflated with race, gender, rural location, education.

2. However, poverty remains a distinct issue. For eg. some BEE coverage looks only at race, and ignores impact on the broad poor. So: keep an eye on the poverty ball.

Identifying causes:

1. Poverty has enormous historical and macro causes that coverage often ignores (apartheid, Gear-retrenchments).

2. Poverty often has immediate triggers (eg. hunger because of bureaucratic incompetence) - a crisis does not fall from the sky.  

3. So, coverage should attribute specific causality where possible and appropriate.

Identifying responsibility:

1. Who should address poverty? Coverage should take into account the need for action by:

- poor people (they are not "objects" to be pitied and uplifted through pure charity)

- the council, province or Pretoria (elected bodies supposed to deal with it)

- civil society (ngo's, scholars, students, churches, etc.)

- employers/business/educational institutions

- individuals 

2. The key stakeholders of a given story should be queried about responsibility.

Towards a strategy for coverage to make a difference:

1. Continuous sensitisation is needed for editorial staff (and incoming students) to spot poverty angle (or glaring absence). This would integrate poverty concerns into a range of stories where appropriate. 

2. Enterprise journalism is needed. Find newspegs for stories (eg. a cold snap).

3. How to cover the subject:  editorial guidelines are needed related to issue, causes, responsibility (as outlined above).

4. A range of coverage is needed: inclusion in other stories, dedicated news, editorials, analysis, photos. 

3. Putting in place some practical systems:

Need a newsroom champion
Need fixture on news diary

Need measurable indicators (eg. an audit of each edition: how did we do in coverage, any response or change that we saw?)

Need regular report, critique and praise of staff. 

Some concrete ideas:

1. Sensitise readers so as to put the issue higher on the general agenda:

Give coverage of eg. tourism developments, council budget, that is sure to include their implications for poverty. 

2. Aim to impact on the policy of institutions (eg. council, univ, etc.): 

Give coverage that examines these institutions' policies and practices on job creation, outsourcing, BEE, buying local, their employment conditions, training.
 Stimulate debate about alternatives. 

3. Impact on individuals with power: persuade them to engage. 

Coverage that moves them emotionally, empowers them with ideas and information, encourages them to give time, money, skill.

4. Be a watchdog: 

Expose exploitation, abuses, corruption. 

5. Inspire entrepreneurship:

Publicise business achievers, 

6. Empower:

Ensure that stories are educational as well as informative. 

7. Resources for poor people:

Provide user information - where to get relief, skills, loans, jobs. 
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