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ABSTRACT:

The purpose of this essay is to, through the implementation of in-depth research methods and techniques, construct a solid, endorsable media policy in regard to free coverage for good causes for the ‘new’ Grocott’s Mail.  No media institution can function to its full potential without a well-defined policy guiding its actions and decision-making.  The policy researched in this essay was constructed via the use of various methods of research, as well as the use of the theoretical material covered within the media policy course.  In summary the essay puts forward a comprehensive analysis of the findings made and suggests a viable policy in regard to free coverage for good causes.

Introduction

“Policy is a set of principles and norms to guide action (Unesco, 1971:08 in Berger 2003:06).” Every media institution needs a coherent, working media policy, which guides its decision-making in regard to aspects such as reporting, editing and production.  A policy does not merely act as a useful guide in the day-to-day decision making process - it also ensures that the media institution - whether a newspaper, magazine, television station or radio station - constantly acts in accordance to what it stands for and what the society in which it operates expects from it. As Berger (2003:07) states, policy needs to be informed by research about the area singled out for policy.  Without this, a communication policy will not relate to real and existing conditions.  The researchers of this essay have therefore engaged in a comprehensive research process in order to construct a working and sustainable policy for the ‘new’ Grocott’s Mail.  The research conducted focused specifically on the issue of free coverage for good causes.

Research Aims

As Berger (2003) argues, the choice of objectives informs the entire strategy, and provides its rationale.  No research can be conducted either successfully or efficiently without having a specific goal in mind, to guide one in what you are setting out to achieve.  Hence, before any research was conducted, it was important to determine exactly what the objectives and aims of our research project entailed.

         The central aim of conducting research around a working policy on free coverage for good causes was to determine what would constitute as a viable stance on offering/allowing free coverage within the newspaper for so-called ‘good causes’.  Researchers aimed to conduct research, which included the views and opinions of a broader spectrum of society.  The aim was to come up with a policy, which was a comprehensive reflection of everyone’s views in the larger community of Grahamstown.  In addition to this, research aimed to focus intensely on the effectiveness of the current policies in place and establish how well these functioned in practice.  Ultimately, the primary research aim of this project was to formulate a well-researched, solid, endorsable policy regarding the issue of free coverage for good causes.

Research Methods

A variety of research methods were employed in order to successfully achieve the research aims previously discussed.  Firstly, researchers looked at the current policy, which Grocott’s had in place in regard to free coverage for good causes.  This was done through intensive collaboration with Grocott’s Mail general manager, Louise Vale.  Through a series of interviews conducted, Louise gave researchers a good idea of how well the current policy functioned in practice as well as what the loopholes of the policy were.

         However, as Steyn, E (1996:466) notes, media policy and planning are influenced and shaped by “real-world factors”.  Policy development should therefore not take place in isolation.  Researchers therefore aimed to get as many perspectives on the topic from the “real-world” as was physically possible.  Via the use of email, the editors of over 20 community as well as national newspapers from across the country were contacted, in order to get their stance on the issue.  Whilst response was very slow, most papers lacked a formal policy in regard to free coverage for good causes.  

         Researchers now, in theory, had a reasonable idea of what a good, working policy should entail.  It was now important to establish - like the SABC had done in the construction of their media policy - what the view of the general public of Grahamstown, was on the issue of free coverage for good causes.  Interviews were conducted with people from all areas of greater Grahamstown.  Researchers spent an afternoon in Grocott’s Mail, observing who came in to buy the paper and then spoke to these individuals, asking them what they thought the paper’s policy should entail.  Individuals who do not buy the paper were also interviewed.

         Finally, the research methods of the CARR course were employed and the Internet was extensively used as a tool of research.  Various searches were conducted on the topic via the help of search engines. The websites of various community newspapers within South Africa were also extensively examined and scrutinized.

Summary of findings

Whilst researching the various forms of free coverage Grocott’s offers good causes – it became clear to researchers that an important distinction had to be drawn between the terms ‘free coverage’ and ‘special coverage.’  A newspaper does not charge for the articles, which it publishes. Free coverage, as such, can thus be deemed as entailing any free space offered to advertisements and/or classifieds, which the newspaper usually charges for. According to Grocott’s general manager, Louise Vale, the newspaper offers free coverage to all the health classifieds, these include information about organisations such as Hospice, Settlers, the Salvation Army etc.  Free coverage is also given to all information/stories pertinent to the SPCA.  (see Attachment 1.)  In addition to this all information printed in the ‘Found’ classifieds is free of charge.  From the interviews conducted with Louise Vale, it became clear to researchers that Grocott’s was approached on a regular basis in regard to providing free coverage for good causes and hence a policy needs to be put in place to handle all these queries.  

         Special coverage on the other hand, can be seen to involve the allocation of coverage to good causes, which often may not necessarily be deemed as hard news or news-breaking events – but which improve the well-being of the community at large.  A recent example of Grocott’s offering special coverage to a good cause was the eco-challenge story (see Attachment 2).  This story was run over a number of editions and received significant coverage in the paper.  Whilst not qualifying as ‘hard news’ material, the story still held a degree of interest to the community of Grahamstown and also qualified as a good cause.

         Another finding was that whilst Grocott’s did a lot in terms of offering special coverage for good causes – this was not the only manner in which the paper supported good causes.  There were a variety of other ways in which Grocott’s supported good causes within Grahamstown – one such an example was the offering of free training to the many people who knock on Grocott’s door in search of employment.  Grocott’s also recently replaced all the computers in their newsroom – the old computers were donated to needy causes such as Amasongo Secondary School, Love Life as well as Radio Grahamstown.  The annual Grocott’s Christmas Cheer Fund which collects money for various good causes in Grahamstown, is yet another example of how Grocott’s supports good causes within the community.

         Researchers now had a fairly encompassing idea of what Grocott’s stance on supporting good causes in the community entailed. It was however necessary to look at the policies of other community newspapers within South Africa.  Despite researchers contacting a significant number of editors - the response was however very poor.  Most newspapers did not have any formal stance on free coverage for good causes and basically handled them as they came.  

         David Hill, editor of Cape Community Newspapers (includes publications such as Athlone news, Atlantic Sun, Constatiaberg Bulletin, False Bay Echo, Helderberg Sun, Plainsman, Sentinel News, Southern Mail, Southern Suburbs, Tatler, Tabletalk, Tygertalk and Vukani) response was simply to always put your reader’s interests first.  Mohammed Ismail, editor of the Lenasia Indicator, stated that they did not have any policy cast in stone – but should any organisation – religious, social, welfare and the like require media coverage to further its aims, the paper will oblige.  In his words, “…we help wherever we can, especially since we are a community based newspaper endeavoring to further the cause of our various community based organisations and otherwise unsung heroes.”

         From the interviews conducted with the general public of greater Grahamstown – the overwhelming response of all the interviewees was that the newspaper should provide free/special coverage for good causes.  Many believed that the paper had an obligation towards supporting the endeavors of the community. However, in response to the question, of what they thought qualified as a good cause, opinions varied significantly.  

         The employment of CARR techniques in the research process, delivered a limited amount of findings, this can primarily be attributed to the broad scope of the topic.  The Internet did however serve as a useful tool in browsing through the websites of various other community newspapers in South Africa and finding out what media policies they had in place.

Analysis of findings and recommendations

Once the research process had been completed a comprehensive analysis of the findings were made.  Due to the various needs of the Grahamstown community and the significant number of times which the paper was approached by individuals seeking free coverage for good causes – it became clear to researchers that Grocott’s needed a solid policy in place in regard to the issue of free coverage for good causes.

           The first issue, which arouse in constructing a policy was the question of what exactly constituted as a good cause.  Say you were the local manager of a community newspaper - a distressed citizen telephones you informing you that their pet parrot had just gone missing.  They also ask you for free coverage in the paper informing everyone of the missing parrot – would you regard this as a good cause?  While this scenario may seem somewhat ridiculous or far-fetched – it is not, Louise Vale (Grocott’s general manager) happened to receive just such a phone call during one of the interviews conducted.  It is thus crucial for managers and editorial staff of the paper, to have a definite policy in place on what kind of coverage they are willing to offer to so-called good causes.  

         The problem here is how does one determine whether an initiative qualifies as a “good cause”. According to BBC News Online, a good cause involves charities, the arts, sports and national heritage.  Whilst defining a good cause on paper seems reasonably clear-cut, implementing it in practice is much harder – as Berger (2003:19) states, drawing up a policy is the comparatively easy business.  Implementing it is where the test really comes.  A good cause to one person may not necessary be deemed a good cause to another person. Also, who determines what criteria, makes for a “good cause”. Defining a good cause hence becomes a very subjective process.  

         It is thus clear that implementing a policy in regard to free/special coverage for good causes involves a variety of intrinsic challenges. In summary the proposed recommendations to best address these challenges involves, the following (see attachment 3 for the complete policy layout):  the newspaper should construct a list of all good causes within the Grahamstown area, which warrant free coverage.  This should be done through intensive collaboration with the general public as well as with the charities and organisations in Grahamstown, which support good causes.  The policy should also specify how much free/special coverage each good cause will be allocated through the course of the year.  This is important since the paper also as important financial concerns to take into consideration.

         Should a good cause, which is not on the list, approach the newspaper for coverage – the paper should have a list of criteria, which sets out what qualifies as a good cause.  It is important to remember that such a ‘criteria list’ should function not as a disenabling mechanism – determining why a charity/organisation does not qualify as a good cause – but instead should be implemented as an enabling mechanism which promotes and advances new good causes within the community.

         Another policy recommendation, which emerged from the findings, was that supporting a good cause does not necessarily have to be limited to free coverage.  There are various other ways in which Grocott’s can show its support for good causes in the community – such as the donating of old computers, free training, education supplements and so forth.  It is important to look at the nature of the cause and determine which way best the newspaper can contribute; this does not necessarily always have to entail free or special coverage.

         In order to prevent misuse occurring and individuals or institutions taking advantage of a free coverage policy, measures need to be put into place to prevent this.  A recent example was when the DA approached Grocott’s, asking them to design the layout as well as print a full page spread for their election campaign free of charge.  Grocott’s refused – arguing that if they did this for one political party they would have to do it for all political parties or otherwise run the potential risk of seeing themselves aligned to a specific political party.  This would be fatal for any newspaper, which regards itself as independent and representative of the people and not politicians.

Conclusion

A community newspaper can be seen as being in ‘partnership’ with the community in which it operates.  The people of the community support the paper through buying it on a regular basis as well as advertising in it.  The newspaper in turn should support good causes and endeavors within the community through the allocation of free or special coverage.  However, for this ‘partnership’ to operate efficiently and effectively, a working policy needs to be in place to guide the decision-making processes of the newspaper.  Grocott’s Mail is no exception. The researchers trust that the policy recommendations, in regard to free/special coverage for good causes, put forward in this essay - will enable Grocott’s to maintain a working balance between supporting the community, whilst simultaneously sustaining itself.
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Attachment 1:

An example of free coverage:  Health Classifieds & SPCA information
Attachment 2:

An example of special coverage:  Eco-challenge story

Attachment 3:

Grocott’s Mail:  Proposed Media Policy

Free/Special Coverage for Good Causes

Policy Overview:
The following policy is recommended to guide the conduct of the editorial and managerial staff of Grocott’s Mail with regards to decision-making in the allocation of free/special coverage for good causes.  This policy is to be adopted by Grocott’s Mail staff as well as the larger community of Grahamstown and surrounding areas. The primary issues at hand involve what free/special coverage the newspaper can effectively offer.  What are the so-called good causes within Grahamstown, as well as, what criteria makes for a good cause.

Free Coverage

Free coverage involves the allocation of advertising, classifieds etc (things which usually provide revenue for the newspaper), to good causes.  This should be monitored and assessed by the advertising manager and managerial staff of the paper.

The amount of free coverage, which the newspaper will offer to good causes through the course of the year, should be set out in the annual budget.  The amount allocated to free coverage should be equitably distributed between the various identified ‘good causes’ according to their size and need.

Special Coverage

Special coverage involves the allocation of news/editorial space within the paper for good causes.  These may not necessarily be hard-news events but do however warrant coverage in order to benefit institutions and organisations within the community.

Concerns in regard to special coverage include aspects such as amount of new space allocated – for example does a story warrant a full-page spread, a photo spread or only an article.

Good Causes in Grahamstown 

(NOTE:  this list is not set in stone and should be compiled through intensive collaboration between the paper, the community and the various charities, organisations and institutions which support good causes within Grahamstown.)

The eight major categories which good causes can fall into include:

· Poverty alleviation

· HIV/Aids

· Health care

· Education

· Charities

· Disability

· The elderly

· Children

Organisations and institution within Grahamstown which fall under these categories include:

· Hospice

· Settlers

· Round Table

· Gadra Matric School

· Amasongo Secondary School

· Love Life

· The Children’s Haven

· Nombulelo High School

· Brookshaw Old Age Home

· Rotary

· SPCA

· St Raphael’s Center

· Salvation Army

· FAMSA

These organisations are clearly only the tip of the iceberg and therefore Grocott’s needs broader criteria, which can guide them in identifying and supporting good causes.

Good Causes:  The Criteria
· A good cause is an organisation supporting needy causes within the community

· A good cause provides a service

· A good cause operates on a limited budget

· A good cause has scarce resources at its disposal

· A good cause is NOT government or politically funded

· A good cause does not operate for a profit

· A good cause works towards the advancement of disadvantaged groups within the community

· A good causes assists those incapable of supporting themselves

Although these criteria can function as a guideline in identifying good causes – it is important to remember that each cause is essentially unique and should be treated as such.  The challenge thus lies in treating each cause objectively without bias – determining which way the newspaper can best make a contribution to the specific needs of the ‘good cause’.

