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Essay topic: Research report on the drafting of a policy on CLASS and POVERTY for Grocott’s Mail.

ABSTRACT: In formulating a policy on class and poverty for the community-based newspaper Grocott’s Mail, a lot of influences had to be taken into account. A number of varying definitions have been combined to form one coherent definition that is applicable to our topic. Interviews were conducted and data was collected so as to form a basis of information on which to build the policy. Finally this essay proposes a draft policy on class and poverty in Grahamstown which is recommended to be adopted by Grocott’s Mail.

Introduction

Before we could begin to structure a concise policy with regards to class and poverty, we had to be able to define these two terms, as this would enable us to understand exactly what we were trying to achieve with our policy.  Eventually we decided on these two definitions as we felt that they were the most representative. Class was eventually defined as: A social stratum whose members share certain economic, social, or cultural characteristics. Poverty was defined as: The state of being poor, lack of the means of providing material needs or comforts.  Once these definitions had been decided on researching and constructing a policy was easier to achieve.  However, once we began to research and conduct interviews we discovered that in contemporary South Africa class and poverty have come to be two concepts that are intertwined in each other and cannot really be separated from one another, with language having become a major part of how we place people with in these definitions. 

For the purpose of clarity in this research project, the proposition that Valerie Møller made about class being defined along economic terms has been adopted. In other words the lower classes in Grahamstown are the poorer communities of Grahamstown East, and the middle to upper classes are formed by the more affluent communities of Grahamstown West. It also important to include in this explanation that a large majority of poorer people in Grahamstown speak Xhosa, which makes the language policy of Root’s Mail a big concern.

Relevance, purpose, interests, objectives:

A policy on class and poverty is vital for a newspaper that operates in the poorest province in South Africa. Thus, this sort of policy is invaluable to a newspaper like Root’s Mail. A large percentage of Grahamstown's poor community resides in Grahamstown East and, as yet this community is not catered for by Root’s Mail. There are very few distribution points in this area of Grahamstown. Many of the people residing in this area do not have the money to buy the newspaper. Presently, Grocott’s does not cater for this sector of the Grahamstown community mainly because of lack of coverage of poverty, language limitations, lack of distribution and the cover price of Grocott’s Mail. A policy on class and poverty will ensure that these wrongs are corrected and that reverting to the current situation will not occur if the policy is monitored effectively.

List of Inputs:

· ISER

· CSD

· Rhodes Journalism Review

· Sociology Textbooks

· Business Manager of Root’s Mail

· Content Analysis of Root’s Mail

Research Methods:

Our research started out with a questionnaire, intending to find out readers' views on class and poverty; how they spent their money, if Root’s was useful to them, and how they viewed the issue of class and poverty, suggesting how Root’s should report on the issue.  We tackled the question of whether Root’s should represent everyone, and how it would go about doing this.

We were then advised to seek a more sociological point of view.  Hence we studied various sociological texts, and interviewed Diana Hornby from the Centre for Social Development, Valerie Møller from the Institute for Economic Research, and finally Louise Vale.  

We completed our research with a content analysis of Root’s over the years to discover how our topic had been covered in the past, and how they deal with the issue of class and poverty.  We realised that they only catered for a very select audience, and that our topic was not comprehensively covered at all. Most articles relating to it were of the 'charitable good works' nature, and poorer people rarely had a chance to speak on issues concerning them.

Interview Summary

Centre for Social Development (Somerset Street, Grahamstown)

Director: Diana Hornby (cell: 082 8011 374)

The Centre for Social Development (CSD) conducts a number of projects that can be classified in terms of two broad categories: Early Childhood Development and Community Development. Their focus for both of these categories is, however, placed upon children and particularly how the proper education of children can benefit the larger community. The CSD does not work exclusively with children; it also deals with parents and community leaders. The CSD conducts most of its projects in rural and township areas in and around Grahamstown. The CSD thus works primarily within the poorer communities of the Eastern Cape, including Grahamstown East.

The Centre's projects are very much needs driven, says Diana Hornby, and thus the staff are very much in touch with the communities needs and the issues that concern them. She says that one need that Root’s could help address is that of publicity about HIV/AIDS. She explains that there is still a huge stigma attached to HIV/AIDS in the poorer communities and that this is primarily because of lack of information made available to them.

Director of the Centre, Hornby, said that in a community like Grahamstown a small newspaper such as Root’s Mail had a lot of power to influence their audience. She said that there should be a two-way relationship between Root’s Mail and organisations like the CSD. Hornby gave the following example to support this statement. The CSD could alert the newspaper of events or issues that arise in the communities in which they operate, and thus provide news for Root’s Mail. The second part of the two-way relationship would be that   organisations like the CSD could use this type of positive story to recruit volunteers and gain much-needed funding for their projects.

She added that publishing success stories, rather than stories that merely evoke sympathy for the poor, could help in changing the attitudes of the middle and upper class communities of Grahamstown. She explains that by 'success stories' she is referring to stories that highlight what the poorer communities are doing to help themselves.

When asked about whether or not the community of Grahamstown East has access to or reads Root’s Mail, Hornby said that very few people in this area read the newspaper. She explained that this could be attributed to a number of reasons. One of these reasons is that many of these people are illiterate, or cannot read English. She said that another reason was that they just could not afford to buy the newspaper and that they would rather spend R2 on bread than on a newspaper that holds no relevance to them or their community.

Hornby said that Root’s need to get creative when considering how to distribute the newspaper to these poorer communities. She had the following suggestions:

· Sell a number of copies to the taxis drivers, who could then allow their passengers to read it while they commute to their workplace and back.

· Wrap food and other products in old copies of Root’s Mail.

· Provide any old copies of Root’s Mail that were not sold to distribution points such as kiosks, clinics and shelters in the township areas, so that people can pick them up for free.

· Provide a regular supplement that is published in both Xhosa and English, containing information that the poorer communities could use. For example, how to plant a food garden.

When asked how she feels journalists should approach people in poorer communities, Hornby said that it is vital that journalists show these people the same amount of respect they would give a person from the higher classes. Hornby also said that it might be helpful for journalists to learn the basics of Xhosa to gain the trust of the Grahamstown East communities.

Hornby says that the people her team works with would be greatly motivated and inspired by seeing their names, stories or photographs in the Root’s Mail.

Interview Summary 2

Institute for Social and Economic Research (Prince Alfred Street)

Director: Valerie Møller

The Institute for Social and Economic Research (ISER) conducts and correlates research on a number of topics that pertain to social and economic issues in South Africa as a whole. This means that although some of their research is relevant to the Eastern Cape, most of it is done at a national level. There are, however, some projects that relate specifically to the Eastern Cape. Two areas of study that ISER concentrates on that are relevant to the policy on class on poverty are Quality of Life research and Poverty and Basic Needs research. 

Director of the Institute, Valerie Møller, provided us with the following statistics that were relevant to our policy. Please note that most of this information has been taken from the 1999 Census figures, but the trends are still relevant in 2003.

· The Eastern Cape is the poorest province in the country

· And as such unemployment is very high and is ever-increasing

· The two major sources of income in the province are jobs and state pensions

· Poorest part of Grahamstown is Grahamstown East

· The richer communities of Grahamstown are found in Grahamstown West

· The highest concentration of poverty can be found in rural areas, female-headed family units and pensioner-headed family units

· The biggest concerns in the poorer areas of South Africa are HIV/AIDS and earning a living

· Nowadays class is defined along economic terms, meaning that generally the poorer communities are viewed as being the lower class and the more affluent communities are seen as being the middle and upper classes

Møller says that because the Eastern Cape and Grahamstown were staring poverty in the face, Root’s had a to take a more constructive approach to dealing with the poorer communities and the issues concerning them. She says that Root’s Mail should publish more positive stories about the successes of the poorer communities. She adds that people enjoy seeing their pictures and achievements in a newspaper and that Root’s should use this fact to their advantage.  Møller suggests that Root’s, as should a large part of the media industry, should move away from stories that focus on victim blaming and move towards community empowerment.

Møller says that Root’s currently reflects the huge inequalities, that stem from the pre-Apartheid days, between the poorer and richer communities, and that this should be rectified. She adds that this can particularly be seen in the advertising content of Root’s Mail, which is targeted solely towards those sectors of the community that have money to spend. She explains that this indicates that Root’s is presently only catering for a very specific group of people, and not the entire community of Grahamstown.

Interview Summary 3

Grocott’s Mail (Church Square, High Street)

Business Manager: Louise Vale

Business Manager of the Grocott’s Mail, Louise Vale, said that the policy on class and poverty should take the following concepts into account.

· Grocott’s Mail should, as a community newspaper, deal with the events and issues that concern that entire Grahamstown community

· Editorial content should look at the delivery of national, provincial and local policies that concern all sectors of the Grahamstown community, including the poorer communities of Grahamstown East

· Thus, the newspaper should act as a watchdog for the poor

· Grocott’s Mail needs to act as an integrative force, thus working with the community and the community working with the paper

· The newspaper should make itself available as a means of promoting community development projects, without killing advertising or being too patronising.

Vale also says that the Grocott’s Mail is currently not distributed to all areas of Grahamstown, but that distribution points in these areas are being scouted out. 

She also maintains that people must not be treated differently because of their economic status, and thus the newspaper must not encourage a “them and us attitude”.

Vale attributes the low readership numbers in the poorer areas of Grahamstown to a language problem, pointing out that being poor does not equal being stupid. She adds that this language issue needs to be addressed by Grocott’s as a business. Vale highlights the fact that their biggest challenge as a newspaper is to look at the economic situation of all people living in Grahamstown, and that this should be addressed by a policy on class and poverty.

Rhodes Journalism Review 

Article Summary

Issue 22: Special Edition on Training and Education of Journalists

Guy Berger

“Press vs Public Enemy”

Head of the Rhodes Journalism and Media Studies Department, Guy Berger, made the following points that are relevant to a policy on class and poverty.

· South Africa does report on poverty, but not effectively

· South African reporting on poverty tends to be sympathetic towards the poor

· South Africa's race history communicates and conceals the way in which poverty is reported. 

· Middle class journalists don't report issues from the perspective of the poor

· Examples: reporting on cold weather, but omitting what it means for the homeless people. Reporting on crime, but not considering the context of poverty. 

· The poor are often projected by the media as objects to be pitied and uplifted

· Poverty coverage related to the markets in which the various media play e.g. owners and advertisers

· Journalists often oblivious to poverty angles present in a range of stories

· Lack of follow-up stories, thus this short-term outlook impedes adequate coverage of poverty

· Much of South African journalism is reactive i.e. React to information that comes our way. This means that because poorer people don't have the resources to let journalists know of their problems, journalists do not give them coverage

Berger quotes the following definition of poverty made by the World Bank:

“Poverty is hunger. Poverty is lack of shelter. Poverty is being sick and not being able to see a doctor. Poverty is not being able to go to school and not knowing how to read. Poverty is not having a job, is fear for the future, living one day at a time. Poverty is losing a child to illness brought about by unclean water. Poverty is powerlessness, lack of representation and freedom. Poverty has many faces, changing from place to place and across time...”


This definition could be seen as highlighting all the issues of poverty that our policy says Grocott’s should address.

Practical Implications of our Policy

· Attempt to include Xhosa content on a regular basis. This could prove to be very time and cost intensive. It involves finding and paying a translator and providing extra editorial content for the supplement (in addition to the regular content of Root’s Mail). The management must consider whether or not they want to alienate a part of their audience. Providing a supplement exclusively to the Xhosa community could encourage advertisers who wouldn't normally consider advertising in Root’s to consider approaching Root’s with their advertising needs (and their money). This is referring to businesses that operate in Grahamstown East or cater for those communities.

· Language should be accessible to all sectors of the Grahamstown community. One must consider whether providing a Xhosa supplement could alienate the primarily English-speaking audience. And if a Xhosa supplement is provided, does that mean that an Afrikaans supplement should be produced as well?

· Any positive action made against poverty within Grahamstown should be highlighted and given priority.

· Increase visibility of Root’s’ in the poorer areas. This will involve a lot of time, as these areas would have to be scouted out by staff. The advantage is that by increasing visibility could lead to an increase in circulation and sales.

· Place issues of Root’s in taxis and shebeens, and paste on shop walls in the township. Use old issues of Root’s for packaging of goods, such as bread - this will not cost much extra, although it could mean loss of profits and paying for transportation of the paper to the distribution points. Management must consider which is better: getting the paper to the people who live below the poverty line or saving money. Which has more advantages to the paper and the community.

· Teach basic Xhosa to journalists - this will take time, time that working journalists cannot afford to give up. It could also cost the business money to train their journalists in the basics of Xhosa. For this reason it might be recommended that the journalists use their own time to learn Xhosa. Perhaps the Rhodes Xhosa department could provide a course to these journalists. The Journalism department could encourage its students (who would be writing for Root’s to learn the basics of Xhosa).

Assessment and Monitoring of our Policy

The following criteria could be used as a guideline for gauging the successes or failure of the policy on class and poverty:

· An increase in readership/circulation in Grahamstown East could be indicated by an increase in sales or feedback from that sector of the community. If it increases, this would mean that the policy is working well. If, however, the sales or circulation decrease it could be seen as an indicator of a failure in the policy.

· Increase in editorial content covering poverty. Currently and in recent years, there has been a lack of coverage on poverty. If more perspectives from the poor are seen, if more photographs depicting poverty are published, this could be seen as showing the success and effectiveness of the policy.

· Gleaning feedback from organisations, such as the CSD, who work with the poorer communities on both content and the attitudes of the Grahamstown people. If the feedback is positive, then the policy is working. If the feedback is negative then the policy needs to be re-examined.

· Checking up on new distribution points and methods. Speak to those people who operate these distribution points and methods and find out whether the community is enthusiastic about the changes. Obviously it follows that more enthusiasm equals an indicator of the success of the policy.

One also needs to consider how the policy will be communicated, to whom and by whom. This is important because a policy such as this does not exist in a vacuum and it has no purpose if people do not know about it. For this reason we have decided that the following bodies should be responsible for communicating the policy to various other sectors of society:

· Root’s Mail must communicate the policy to its staff and readers, by posting it at various strategic places in the office and publishing it in Root’s Mail or as a separate brochure that must be made available to all communities in Grahamstown. Focus groups and public meetings would also be an effective way of letting the general public know what the policy is all about.

· Rhodes University Journalism Department has a responsibility to communicate the policy to its students, especially those who will be providing content to Root’s Mail. 

· The Board has a responsibility to keep the advisors and general public advised about the policy through board meetings and public meetings

· The Board/Owners has a responsibility to publicise the entire policy to other media institutions, other journalists, the larger South African public and possibly the global community by posting the policy on the Internet. This will ensure that our policy can keep up to date with national and global trends within policy-making.

There are a number of people, groups and institutions that are recommended to take on the responsibility of monitoring the policy.

· The staff of Root’s Mail must provide feedback on whether the policy is working for them in a working situation. The staff must provide feedback on how well (or how poorly) the policy works when applying it to actual content, reporting and management.

·  The public must let the newspaper management and owners know how the content on poverty interest them as a whole (i.e. all sectors of the Grahamstown community). Do they feel they have been represented as fairly and equally as other groups in the community?

· The Board of Advisors has a responsibility of relaying to the board their feelings about whether the paper is catering adequately for the interests that these advisors represent.

One also needs to consider which players will initiate actions that are required to make changes to the existing policy. Should the policy need reviewing, changing or amending the Board should be responsible for debating these issues and adjusting the policy as needed. They should not act independently of the community and the newspaper management and make changes at their free will; these changes should be carefully considered and deemed to be relevant. The Board should make changes in reaction to dissatisfaction from other players such as the staff of Root’s Mail and the public of Grahamstown. Any changes made should not decrease the relevance of the policy to the Grahamstown context. They must make these changes all the while keeping in mind what works for the Grahamstown community, and what would be beneficial to all sectors of the community. 

The philosophy of intervention that this policy takes is one that is very light-handed in nature. This means that it should act as a set of guidelines for all the players to follow and adapt to certain relevant concepts. If there is a gross violation of the policy and a person or group is misrepresented, then the paper should publish a public apology. This sort of offense cannot result in the firing of the perpetrator.

Policy Proposal:

Editorial Policy:

· Attempt to include Xhosa content on a regular basis as a large sector of the Grahamstown community that is poverty stricken is Xhosa speaking and this will thereby include them in issues pertinent to the community. 

· Use of language should be accessible to all sectors of the Grahamstown community, thus leaving no social sector (with reference to class and poverty) unrepresented.

· Address issues that concern all sectors of the community, thus no social group is ignored.

· Any positive action made against poverty within Grahamstown should be highlighted and given priority.

Management Policy:

· Increase visibility of Root’s in the poorer areas. Place issues of Root’s in taxis and shebeens, and paste on shop walls in the township. Use old issues of Root’s for packaging of goods, such as bread.

· Teach basic Xhosa to journalists. Thus enabling the journalist to build a rapport with the local community, by showing respect for their language. 

In conclusion one must admit that a free media system is a basic necessity of a democratic society (De Beer 1993:448) and that this even applies to a small community newspaper such as the Grocott’s Mail. De Beer (1993:448) adds that if this is considered true, then it is vital that policies are brought in to regulate and guiding the conduct of the newspaper. This is the intention for our policy.
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