2010 Mondi Shanduka Paper Newspaper Awards

Statement by Prof Guy Berger, convenor of the Judging Panel
Point 1. 

One year ago, this speech included the phrase: “Journalism in a time of Malema”. It referred back then to the fact that many stories we were judging at the time were about the consequences of intolerant youth who are no strangers to issuing threats of violence – and worse, resorting to violence, when it came to foreigners. 

Since then, intolerance against foreigners has eased somewhat, but intolerance has intensified as regards the media.  Mr Malema’s immediate circle today is not just criticising, but attacking journalists - through intimidation, threats and blackmail. And doing so with impunity. We would be blind if we did not see where this could end up:

· First, there will be cases, such as in Mpumalanga where crime-exposing whistleblowers are assassinated, only this time it will be journalists who are taken out.  If things continue in the current direction, a journalist is going to be killed one of these days. 
· Second, there will a political climate shift where free media serves as a scapegoat for government’s failings. 
· Third, fetters will placed upon journalists as to what then can or cannot be reported. 
Do media people fight this fire with fire, or with water?  Or, as some would argue, with earth? Hit back at demagoguery with the incontrovertible soil of facts and truth? 
The truth is: we probably need to use all of these methods: counter-fire with smart soundbites, cooling water, and good spadefuls of soil. Great journalistic performance, the rich earth of our response, is absolutely essential. But it is not enough. We need the counterfire: not just to walk the talk, but to talk the walk. 
In my view, the media needs its own Malema to champion this kind of talk. Someone credible who can lead a popular counter-charge, speaking out powerfully on behalf of all journalists – and of course on behalf of the citizenry who have such a strong interest in successfully combating those who would shut down free speech.  And not forgetting the combined media and public interest in combating those elements who would use state authority to keep the sunlight out of the court rooms and put a gag on public prosecutors. 
Journalism in a time of Malema can’t be business as usual. It’s not for sissies, and it calls for strategy.
Point 2. 

Contrary to our President’s assessment, the ANCYL are not the leaders of tomorrow. They are highly influential leaders of today. Fortunately, though, they are not the judges of this competition. Instead we have wise “elders” if I may call them that: Sophie Tema, Phil Mtimkulu, Juby Mayet, Mandla Langa, Ebbe Dommisse, Ivan Fynn, Tyrone August, David Wightman, Tumi Makgabo, Martie Meiring, Peter Magubane, Liesl Louw, Irwin Manoim and Paula Fray.
We spent two days in February doing the judging. I guess you may see a different picture if you are Joe Thloloe, Press Ombudsman – a person inevitably on the receiving end of with complaints all the time. But we judges had the privilege of scrutinising the best of South African newspaper journalism, and we were greatly heartened at the quality of the journalism we saw, give-or-take a few concerns – to which I will come later in these remarks. 
Point 3:

Our judging panel brings centuries of experience to its work in judging this competition.  But there is some wisdom that predates the lives of even these eminent individuals. 
One insight comes from the Emir in Gwando, Northern Nigeria, who pronounced on the nature of football in early colonial days, as per a story told by Wole Soyinka. Taken to see a game by a colonial official, the Emir was thoroughly unimpressed with what he saw as “a pitiable spectacle” of a bunch of men running after a “piece of leather as if they were either drunk or mad”. “Take this money,” he told his assistant, “and buy each one a ball for himself”. 
We’d love to have a ball for each entrant to the Mondi awards. But like football, there are leagues here, and in each of them, many teams are players - but only one gets top prize.   
At any rate, like the Emir of old, it’s worth looking at institutions with the fresh eyes of an outsider. For example, looking at the male dimensions of the World Cup itself. Ever wondered about the gender of Zakumi, for instance? Why not a female mascot in line with our liberation focus on women…? 
The fresh eyes of an outsider were also what characterised the work of Alan Kirkland Soga, the editor after whom the Mondi Shanduka lifetime achiever award is named. He was born in 1871, a child of the first ordained minister from the Amaxhosa, the Rev Tiyo Soga, who had married a Scotswoman Janet Burnside. Soga-junior schooled in England and took a law degree at Glasgow.  He then returned to South Africa in his twenties, working for the Cape Department of Labour and becoming an acting resident magistrate. But recognising the colonial emperor to be wearing stolen clothes, he soon resigned out of disgust with the exploitative system he was hired to administer. 
In 1898, aged 27, he became editor of Izwi Labantu – a paper founded in opposition to JT Jabavu’s Imvo which campaigned for the Cape’s African voters to support the Afrikaner Bond party in parliament.  The alternative party of Cecil Rhodes was no friend of the Africans, but certainly the lesser of the two evils. AK Soga remained consistent in this strategic assessment, even interrupting his editing for a few months to fight against the Boers in the Anglo-Boer War where he served as a trooper in Brabant’s Horse regiment. 
By 1904, Soga had also become president of the South African Native Press Association. And not taking a narrowly South African view, he also finalised a book with a remarkably resonant title: “The problem of the social and political regeneration of Africa”. The man further developed strong ties with African-Americans in the USA, and he was part of an intellectual network of his period which formed the kernel of the global movement against racism – something that ultimately fed into the liberation of South Africa. It was probably through his international connections that Soga picked up the motto for his paper: “to comfort the afflicted, and afflict the comfortable”. He was altogether a fascinating antecedent of today’s journalists.
Today, re-appreciating the world through these kind of old-world eyes may be yield a wisdom that has contemporary relevance. Strategic alliances to avoid the worst of various evils, active engagement at the battlefront, internationalism, and deep passion for the role of journalism as a compassionate and crusading enterprise. 
Point 4.

Soga’s name today is not as well-known as that of Jabavu, but he was a much more honourable man. In a similar vein, the journalist we chose for the Lifetime Achiever this year is also not a hugely famous individual. Adrienne Sichel, however, has been a leader and a pioneer – not just in her subject matter, but in the way she expresses it.  Our cadre of other winners at this Awards ceremony is excellent in research and reportage, but less so in rendition. This brings me to the concerns of the judges. 
The importance of how stories are rendered to readers is amplified when you take into consideration that, increasingly, South Africans have more and more sources of information available to them. And we ain’t seen nuttin’ yet. In this context, what makes journalism distinctive is often less the story as such, than what journalists do to it. 
In turn, this is fundamentally about what value journalists can add to information. A key component here is the additive of knowledge – conveying what the information means more broadly. But another component in the distinctiveness of journalism is the quality of the telling – in words, layout and image. 
Consider a hierarchy of excellence in presentation. At the lowest level is where words, design or pictures actually get in the way of clarity of meaning. The reader has to fight to get to the meaning. We have some journalism in South Africa that is like this.  The middle rung of the hierarchy is where these tools of communication are so effective that they become transparent: the reader gets the gist without even noticing the window pane that has frames his or her attention. That characterises the bulk of the Mondi Shanduka entries. But the highest level is one where the reader not only sees the story in all its vivid glory, but also recognises that superb craftsmanship has made this possible.  
This topmost level is where readers do not take journalism for granted. It is rather a case where the skill in rendering the story becomes a memorable and appreciated part of the knowledge that is gained by the person absorbing the piece. In sum, and this is a sentiment the judges will share, there is still a lot of space for today’s journalists to follow in Adrienne’s footsteps at the highest level – concentrate on the quality of writing, or as the case may be, on the quality of layout, photos, infographics and cartoons.
Point 5. 
Monday was 3 May, World Press Freedom day. This particular date was chosen by the UN General Assembly in recognition of the historic Windhoek Declaration, which was a powerful statement on press freedom written up by newspaper journalists at a conference in the Namibian capital in 1991. 
We missed an opportunity in South Africa to make a big splash about the day in 2010, but next year is the 20th anniversary of the historic Windhoek conference.  I have no doubt that the need to talk the walk, as mentioned earlier, will still be a priority a year hence.  To make May 3, 2010 a public success, we need to be walking even taller than we are now. That means more knowledgeable journalism and a higher quality rendition of journalism. It means talking up the importance of free journalism for a free society. That should be what people talk about, rather than about the embryonic mafia that runs the ANC Youth League. 
Congratulations and salutations to the winners, the runners-up and the commendees, and the best of luck for next year’s competition – the 10th year of these prestigious awards.
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