Extended version of article for Sunday Times, 4 May, 2003

SABC calling.

Have your say, it’s the bright thing to do, says Guy Gough Berger. 

Have you ever squirmed in front of your TV wishing “they” wouldn’t show bodies broken - or bodies being too intimate – at that time of day? And in front of the kids, nogal? 

Are you one of those who worries that SABC could revert to being a propaganda tool for a president?  Or maybe you’d just like news more often in your home language, and with more women as sources. 

Well, now there’s a chance to have your say. SABC is putting its new draft policies out for public comment. Your take on TV and your rap on radio is important. If Joe Public and Jabu Dlamini don’t respond, SABC has only government, business and lobby groups to listen to.  

The SABC consultation arises out of the 2002 Broadcast Amendment Act. The rationale is that the broadcaster needs policies to guide it and set the terms against which it can be judged. 

Initially, the Minister of Communications was cited as the person to approve such policies.  This was rejected by many, including the SABC and the Board itself. 

Parliament accepted the criticism, and allocated approval authority to the Board. It also laid down that the draft policies had to go out for public comment. Hence, SABC has begun convening public meetings and putting its draft policies online and in post offices. 

Under a credible SABC Board headed by the respected Dr Vincent Maphai, the results of this consultation will be taken seriously.  SABC’s CEO Peter Matlare, and top editors Jimmi Matthews, Phil Molefe and Pippa Green, are all professionals who can also be trusted to listen to the public mandate. 

What you are asked to comment on are:

· SABC’s guidelines for ensuring that news is fair;

· The shape of SABC’s educational role;

· A formula for servicing South African languages;

· Airtime allocations for religious broadcasting;

· The reach of SABC signals around the country; 

· Local content on the box;

· General programming prescriptions.

When our views are in, SABC will have to aggregate the differing opinions of this diverse nation. And budget issues will be a major constraint on what’s possible.
What’s novel in the draft policies is that SABC has added to its existing policies, legal requirements and licensing parameters across a wide range of topics. If you want more education programmes, there’s a provisional policy that speaks to this. Less ( or more ( sex after 9pm? A different policy calls for your comments.

Of special interest are the proposed policies on language and local content. 

· The draft commits the SABC to giving a fairer spread of languages on television, which is still mostly in English.  Following the terms of last year’s broadcast law, there is mention of the forthcoming two new regional TV services to help achieve the language goals. But, it is noted, this all depends on extra funds being voted by parliament. 

· Local content policies are also hostage to funding. While making the right noises about more South African music and programmes, the draft policy cautions about market constraints.  

Thus, the document notes the problem that local TV fare costs more than imported. Further, “in an environment where programming is funded primarily through advertising, there is also pressure on the SABC to screen material which will draw advertisers and revenue.”

This last point wrongly implies that local content does not attract the audiences that pull in the advertising. This is the case with minority language content serving poor communities, but it is not across the board. 

Nor does the point sit well next to another policy proposal ( that editorial decisions should not be influenced by advertising or commercial issues.. 

But the fix faced by the SABC is how to balance the need to make money with the need to provide languages and local content where these are not profit-generating.  

With government opposed to funding it, the SABC has to rely mainly on advertising. In terms of the 2002 broadcast law, the corporation is being split into two separate wings – commercial and public service. The idea is for the commercial side to subsidise the other.  

What complicates things is that the public service outlets still have to pay much of their way – and so they still have to compete for ads. On the other side, the commercial operation continues to have public service obligations – like news and some local content. 

SABC’s new draft policies, as set out, are supposed to apply to both sectors. The trick therefore is – within these parameters – to have nuanced policies that can do the best under very complex circumstances. 

While the draft document tries hard in this regard, the money issue remains unresolved. And it may yet come to render parts of the proposed language and local content policies impractical. 

There is not much the SABC can do about this, although a different funding approach by government could make a difference. 

It’s not money, but control, that is the problem in another proposed policy area – that of news. 

At one level, there’s commendable stuff. The SABC affirms the Constitution and the broadcast law which guarantee it freedom of expression. It also says the corporation should “evaluate, analyse and critically appraise government policies and programmes.”  

Explicitly stated is that “the SABC is not the mouthpiece of the government of the day.” 

These provisions will meet few objections. But eyebrows may be raised over another aspect that means SABC editors’ decisions can’t always be final.  

Thus issues with “major financial, image or public response implications”  have to be referred to a level above the heads of radio and TV news and SABC Africa. It is for the top management, or even the Board, to call these shots. 

Not even the SABC’s envisaged new Managing Director of News would seem to be involved. There are already question marks over whether this position – which is still to be filled ( will intrude on the editors’ independence.

However, the draft policies - by putting an area of editorial power in the hands of the highest management, weaken journalistic judgements. They open the door to extra-editorial criteria – commercial, political or even personal – being improperly considered when it comes to important news stories. 

One can see the managers’ concerns about having to carry responsibility for decisions made below them over which they have no control. This may be why the draft policy – in an unusual formulation ( refers to the SABC CEO as the “Editor in Chief” and as the person who exerts “editorial authority and control over, and bears responsibility for the content of all the programmes…”. 

But since 1994, the broadcaster’s CEO has never been tasked with editorial decision-making. My advice to incumbent Matlare: don’t saddle yourself with that responsibility.  

In fact, best democratic practice sets out that editors have free rein (and full reign) within a policy framework that – amongst other things – puts public interest paramount. If editors overstep the mark, they can be disciplined. But their authority within such parameters needs to be total.  

Best practice also has editors reporting directly to the Board and not to the CEO.  There is nothing to stop a CEO from complaining to the Board if a particular editor transgresses policy, loses audiences or breaks budgets. But it is then the Board’s responsibility, not the CEO, to call the offender to account. 

This kind of full editorial independence is a guarantee of untainted news and an important plank of the SABC’s hard-won credibility. 

Over the years, SABC has been subject to kneejerk prejudice by people convinced that as huge a media channel as this must be secretly in government’s pocket. As we approach ten years of freedom, this has patently not proved to be the case. 

At the same time, we now have a chance to re-affirm public ownership of this national resource – to make it accountable to policies responsive to viewers and listeners and enforced on our behalf by the Board.  

So, get a copy of the draft policies and get your penny’s worth in before the June 13 deadline.  After all, we’ve already paid our TV licences, haven’t we? 

….
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