Remarks at Mondi Shanduka Newspaper Journalism Awards
20 April 2005, Sandton.

By Guy Berger, convenor judge. 

They look a lot like newspapers. They feel like newspapers; they even leave ink on your fingertips. Some are owned by newspaper companies. Most are celebrating soar-away circulations.

They’re called, of course, the tabloids. But an indication that they are not really newspapers, and that they play in the entertainment market rather than prosecute the business of information, is that they are conspicuously absent from the entrants to the Mondi Shanduka Newspaper Journalism Awards.

Their circulation success dazzles some, and there may even be those admirers who believe this competition should develop special categories to attract them. We’d probably then be announcing winners for stories such as “Most creative invention”, “Excellence in hyping”, or “Best adherence to simplistic archetypes like innocent hubby cuckolded by treacherous wife”. 

I fear though that this might change the overall tone of this award ceremony, if the British Press Awards are anything to go by. There the editor of the Daily Star tabloid won the title of editor of the year; while News of the World was declared newspaper of the year. That’s just a fraction of the story, however – take stock of the following: 
This year, the UK event saw a huge shouting row between Bob Geldof and various drunken journalists. Writing in the Guardian, Roy Greenslade recounted that “on both sides the language grew riper and riper, to the obvious embarrassment of the more sober present. Lady Cudlipp is no shrinking violet - her late husband's parrot was noted for his expletives. But did she want to hear Geldof screaming about his "knob" on a night which is supposed to celebrate the pride of British journalism?”
According to Greenslade: “Last year's ceremony was most notable for a punch-up between the then editor of the Daily Mirror, Piers Morgan, and the Sun's motoring writer, Jeremy Clarkson.” He adds, using the present tense in his writing: “Clarkson has taken a drop or two while Morgan is, for once, completely sober. At around 11.30pm, the Top Gear presenter (Clarkson) rounds on Morgan for allegedly abusing his wife. A couple of blows to the head later, Morgan is left nursing a swollen forehead bearing the mark of Clarkson's signet ring. The room comes to a halt and, in traditional fashion, a Sun v Mirror melee ensues. The next day Morgan boasts he has "taken worse batterings from my three-year-old son".”
The sequel to this year’s Geldof stand-off is that 11 editors from five different groups are now threatening to boycott the British Press Awards. The Guardian article again: “All were upset at the catalogue of appalling behaviour last Tuesday. Some were outraged by the judges' decisions. Some were angered by the naked commercialisation of several awards. Some think it is too expensive and tacky. All believe that the awards are bringing journalism into disrepute or, to be more honest, further disrepute.”
In short, I think the Mondi Shanduka awards might do well to keep their distance from South Africa’s equivalents of the Sun, the Mirror, Daily Star and News of the World. 

I accept that there is skill and talent that goes into tabloidism. Good luck to them. But the circulation success of their junk-journalism does not render it as valuable as the kind of work that is required to come tops in the Mondis. 

There’s no call then for the mainstream entrants into this competition to lean towards the opportunistically-claimed populism of the tabs. However, there is a need for the mainstream to still take stock of what’s happening in the media market place. The tabloids show that newspapers can grow, and that it is story content that secures sales. 
My fear, however, is that many in the mainstream are marking time, and what should be a fast-flowing stream has stilled. On the one side, the tabloids are indeed taking readers that the mainstream should rightfully be attracting. On the other, the impressive community papers – whether free or paid for – are delivering local-level news that really speaks at the neighbourhood level. Coming up behind - stealthily, but ever more swiftly – is the wireless Internet. 

Rupert Murdoch recently commented on the decline of mainstream circulation in the USA. He said: “We’ve sat by and watched while our newspapers have gradually lost circulation. Where four out of every five Americans in 1964 read a paper every day, today, only half do. Among just younger readers, the numbers are even worse… . One writer, Philip Meyer, has even suggested in his book The Vanishing Newspaper that looking at today’s declining newspaper readership – and continuing that line, the last reader recycles the last printed paper in 2040 – April, 2040, to be exact.”
Murdoch’s remedy is to call for more convergence, urging, for example, newspapers to offer blog-spots on their websites. He also proposes greater responsiveness to readers: “Too often, the question we ask is “Do we have the story? rather than “Does anyone want the story?” 


He has a point, but as is well known, Murdoch the operator takes this direction too far. He would be the first to celebrate the tabloids for sacrificing standards simply for the glory of circulation gain. And he’s not even in the business of selling newsprint. 
By contrast, the newspapers that enter this competition do have ethics and missions that are greater than sales at any cost. They lead, and not only follow, the market. The way ahead for them is to keep doing this – and to do it better. Certainly not to dump standards; instead, to raise them. 

There are some pointers here from the many entries in the Mondi Shanduka competition. One is that newspapers succeed when they invest time and human resources in coverage – such as teams to tackle big stories like the Shaik trial or the Matthews kidnap. 
A negative lesson from the entries is that we remain far from really understanding the textures and trends of transformation in South Africa. This remark reflects the fact that despite 2004 representing 10 fascinating years of change, there were scant entries that told us what’s happening – for example - to race relations in suburban schools, small towns, the public service, city hospitals and big business. The articles offering insightful news analysis were rare. There was also a dearth of information that could have helped readers position themselves within the bigger regional, continental and global picture. 
Further, the number of investigative entries was down on previous years – one fears in case this reflects a decline in the volume of work being done in this important arena. 
The mainstream needs to address these weaknesses if it wants to do better. 
Having sounded some low notes, however, let me end on a high tone. The judges in the competition were heartened to find many examples of intelligent, informative and – dare I say it – even entertaining work amongst the entries. 
This is not a mickey-mouse judging panel, but consists of respected and heavyweight journalistic achievers – independent individuals concerned only with assessing the state of South Africa’s newspaper journalism. The panel includes Joe Thloloe, Ken Owen, Sarah Crowe, Portia Kabue, Ethel Hazelhurst, Sbu Mngadi, Johan de Wet, Zubeida Jaffer, and Peter Magubane. 

On behalf of this group, therefore, I say well deserved congratulations to those winning recognition in this competition. Keep up the good work, and may you and all your peers who take the craft seriously, feel encouraged and appreciated. 
Most of all, may you be inspired to greater efforts that will show the tabloids that real newspapers are alive and kicking. Raising hell, raising eyebrows; raising the level of debate, raising laughs, yes, … and raising circulation. 
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