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Abstract

State broadcasting in Africa is a bag of mixed issues prominent among them transition to genuine Public Service Broadcasting (PSB), policy and regulation, competition, funding and digitisation.                                                                                                                                            This paper traces the history of state broadcasting through Africa’s historical eras of colonialism, post colonialism and globalisation discussing the forms and shapes state broadcasting has taken and the uses it has been put to in these three eras.                                        
Using a few country cases as examples and the continental standards in place as a measure, this paper attempts to establish whether or not the theory and the practice are in agreement. 

The paper argues that PSB is still not only necessary but critical to the satisfaction of diverse information and entertainment needs and rights and that its removal would hurt more than it would help the broadcasting industry and audiences in Africa. 
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Introduction/ Contextual background      
With a history of state broadcasting monopolies inherited from the colonial era, the broadcasting landscape in Africa has been largely government controlled; governments have dominated the sector as major players as well as regulators. Broadcasting has also been the most restricted of all media, the obvious reason being government’s recognition of its ability to reach more people than other forms of media such as print (Kupe 2007). Much like colonial governments who used media as a tool to advance their interests, post colonial governments used state broadcasters as a tool in their construction of “African statehood” (Banda 2008).  This meant state broadcasters being used for propaganda and other self-serving interests in the name of nation building and development. In newly independent nations, State broadcasters, like other state owned media, “were structured and operated under the influence of the ideology of national identification, unification, and development” (Banda 2008: 11).                                                                                                                                           A tight state monopoly was maintained through laws that kept out competitors. This, however, has seen major changes over the years: the pro-democracy waves of the 1990s weakened state monopoly and the liberalisation of the market saw more players in the form of private and community owned media come on the field. Equally important, progressive steps have been taken towards turning state-owned broadcasters into Public Service Broadcasters (PSB). There is a consensus on this transition as can be seen in existing international treaties and protocols such as the African Charter on Broadcasting, the declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression in Africa and related SADC protocols.

Currently the broadcasting landscape is alive with such questions as: are public service broadcasters really serving the public interest or simply operating as government mouth- pieces under a different name? What funding should the public broadcasters go with: state or commercial? What are the repercussions of either choice? Are PSBs up to the digitisation challenge? And maybe not as often asked but equally important, is PSB worth the place it occupies in the media or should it step aside for “more progressive” types of broadcasting? Who needs it anyway?                                                                                                                                               This paper will attempt to discuss these concerns and, as far as possible, present alternatives and recommendations. 

Theoretical Framework 

In 2001, the African Charter on Broadcasting was adopted as a follow-up to the Windhoek Declaration which was silent on broadcasting issues. This charter seeks to advance the importance of independent broadcasting including, in particular, genuine public service broadcasting which operates in the public interest in contrast to state-owned and government controlled broadcasting. The charter also recommends the creation of well-funded independent regulatory bodies for licensing and licensing conditions (African Charter on Broadcasting 2001). In the same year, two Southern African Development Community (SADC) protocols were adopted. The SADC protocol on Culture, Information and Sport deals with freedom of the media and sets a standard on what measures countries should take to ensure this freedom. The SADC Declaration on ICT promotes the creation of a three- tier separation of power that assigns responsibilities that are meant to be strictly separated. The Declaration recommends that governments be responsible for a conducive national policy framework, Independent regulators for licensing and provision of services be left to a multiplicity of providers in a competitive environment.                                                        

These SADC protocols have been ratified by most member states but their provisions have not been sufficiently fulfilled.
In 2002, the African Commission of Human and People’s Rights adopted the Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression in Africa. This Declaration states that State and Government controlled broadcasters should be transformed into Public Service Broadcasters accountable to the public through the legislature rather than the government. It states that the editorial independence of the PSB should be guaranteed and that funding should be adequate in order to protect them from arbitrary interference with their budgets.                                                         It also states that the PSB should be governed by a board which is protected against interference, particularly of a political or economic nature and that any public authority that exercises powers in the areas of broadcast or telecommunications should be independent and adequately protected against interference particularly of a political or economic nature. The Declaration further states that the appointments process for regulators should be open and transparent, involve the participation of civil society, and should not be controlled by any particular political party and that PSBs should, as an obligation, ensure that the public receive adequate, politically balanced information, particularly during election periods (Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression in Africa 2002).
Scenarios from a number of State parties indicate that these principles are not having much practical effect. The principles continue being widely not adhered to in spite of the Declaration being binding for all African Union member states.

In 2006, the Maputo Broadcasting Reform Initiative was held by the Southern African Broadcasting Association (SABA) and Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA) to assist in building a consensus on basic principles and promoting the strengthening of broadcasting reforms. One of the initiative’s recommendations was that a broadcasting policy outlining the principles of a diverse broadcasting landscape, independent broadcasting regulation and public broadcasting be developed.  The initiative further recommended that harmonisation of broadcasting regulation principles in the SADC region be preceded by a consensus on the reasons for and areas of regulation as well as the independence, responsibilities and structures of regulatory bodies.                                                                                                                         The recommendation that I will briefly discuss was for attention to be given to the establishment of an African Public Broadcasting Peer Review Mechanism (APRM), as a way to advance the reform and improve Southern African broadcasting (Maputo Broadcasting Reform Initiative 2006). This proposal was endorsed at a SABA AGM as an opportunity to address weaknesses and enhance strengths.  
According to Berger (2006), an APRM for Public Service Broadcasters would set out agreed standards for PBS in African conditions and a technical process to assess participating broadcasters in relation to these standards.  It would be voluntary and with criteria and review team based on consensus amongst participating public broadcasters. The mechanism would not be a “beauty contest” to be the best or “a defensive cartel by competing players, but an honest sharing by peers seeking progress” (ibid: 11 ppt).  
The Practice

In a number of ways, different African countries are not adhering to the treaties and charters they are signatory to. What this means is that the protocols and benchmarks that have been put down on paper do not necessarily reflect what is happening in Africa as regards state broadcasting. The transition from state to public service broadcasting is at different stages in different countries largely due to the different political dynamics in these countries and the media laws in place. Generally there are still systems in place that are frustrating the attainment of genuine public service broadcasting, but gains have and are still being scored. Some countries have made more strides than others and in the unique case of Zimbabwe no steps have been taken towards transformation. 
                                                         Regulation

According to the Broadcasting Pluralism and Diversity Training Manual for African Regulators (2006), regulation is a necessary part of broadcasting for purposes of ensuring diversity, pluralism and access; it is not about control.                                                               PSBs, in theory, do not have a profit motive and what regulation attempts to ensure is that they have as a specific part of their mandate, responsibility to meet the information and entertainment needs of various minority or neglected groups: national or linguistic minorities. Regulation also plays a role in ensuring that not only one section of the audience is catered for. Commercial broadcasters are most likely to have programming that suits audiences that are of interest to advertisers, which is why they usually have an urban focus. Regulation is therefore necessary to ensure that the information needs and rights of all people are met.
What country scenarios show, however, is that regulation is about control; it is about maintaining monopolies, keeping competition out, censoring dissenting voices and so on.    

Zimbabwe is an example of a country that has not embraced the principle of diversity and pluralism and has a government-controlled broadcaster as the sole broadcaster. It has maintained a tight state-broadcasting monopoly and is the only country in Africa where there are no private or community-owned broadcasting stations. Large sections of what should be public media (the Zimbabwe Broadcasting Corporation) is government controlled and has never enjoyed full editorial and programming independence or appointments to the board, management and editorial positions on merit, qualification and experience (Kupe 2007).   
Botswana is another country where both the national Radio and TV channel are run and controlled by the government and do not operate as an independent public service broadcaster. Media and telecommunications regulation is also under government control and it appoints members to the authorities (Kupe 2004). There is some diversity in the form of private broadcasters. 
In Kenya, like many other African countries, news media was once a central tool of the new authoritarianism of the post-colonial state. This use of media as a tool is to some extent still the case in regard to state broadcasting. The Kenya Broadcasting (KBC) is a public broadcaster largely funded by the state treasury. Although it also receives substantial income from advertising, government’s footprint on the editorial policy is exercised through its powers to appoint management (Mwesige & Kalinaki 2007).

Licensing is another area where governments exercise control in the name of regulation; licenses for both commercial and community are usually given to pro-government operators. What this does is effectively keep out divergent views and/or competition. Sometimes applicants have to wait for years before their licence is issued, what does this do to a business plan and what message does it send to potential investors in the sector?

In Zambia, legislation requires those who apply for a radio or TV licence to approach the licensing technical committee of the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting Services (MIBS). The public broadcaster Zambia National Broadcasting Corporation is part of this committee, which means in effect that only ZNBC retains national licences and that the corporation also enjoys protection in the form of potentially exercising unfair competition in regard to possible rivals (Banda 2007: 82).

In Zimbabwe there is a fairly new regulator the Broadcasting Authority of Zimbabwe. It is nothing but an advisory agency to the minister who has final decision-making power on licensing issues. Government is the main player in policy- making, an operator and a regulator (Kupe 2007). This is of course a contravention of the three tier separation of power as promoted by the SADC Declaration on ICTs.     
Challenges 

Some of the main issues facing PSB include political and economic interference. Both cases are contrary to the existing standards and protocols that promote independence particularly from these two forces.  Equally important are such challenges as competition, commercialisation, access and digitisation that come with the transition from State controlled to PSB. Other issues include media workers’ mindsets; some journalists working in state broadcasters have a propaganda or civil service mentality (Berger 2008) and apply self-censorship when it comes to reporting stories critical of the government. This is a disservice to the public and defeats the purpose of public broadcasting where public interest comes before political and/or other loyalties.            

In a number of other cases, it can be concluded that the imperatives of the market (commercialisation, delivering audiences to advertisers etc) are in tension with the nature and mandate of genuine public service broadcasting (diverse, inclusive, accessible, not profit driven etc).
The Broadcasting Charter states that “broadcasters should be required to promote and develop local content, which should be defined to include African content, including through the introduction of minimum quotas” (African Charter on Broadcasting 2001). Yet this ideal is faced with a situation: “many state broadcasters are reluctant to embrace wholeheartedly a public service ethos. …. They also rely on advertising revenue and therefore need to compete with satellite broadcasters by offering US imports” (IBT n.d:1). This issue is further discussed in one of the following sections. 
                                                Competition

Competition from private and subscription broadcasters is another challenge state broadcasting is faced with. Digital broadcasting will mean new and additional competitors in this area. PSBs risk losing their share of the market unless they can offer credible and popular content (Berger 2006). An example of PSBs and competition is Tanzania which has enjoyed a fairly unrestricted broadcasting landscape. By 2006 there were 47 licensed radio stations and 15 TV stations and what this has meant for the state broadcaster is that it cannot compete against the commercial broadcasters. The influence of big advertisers, including media owners with other diverse economic interests, is significant in editorial content of most commercial broadcasters in Tanzania (Mwesige & Kalinaki 2007). What is unclear is whether the state broadcaster does not have these big advertisers because it wants to maintain editorial independence or whether it simply cannot attract them. Either way, it raises questions of funding for public broadcasters: should they be left to compete in the marketplace or should the state increase funding? 

                                 Funding and political interference 

The question of PSB funding arises out of what appears to be the failure of public and commercial interests to co-exist without one disadvantaging the other. PSBs around Africa are funded through adverts, state and licence fees. Generally there is a lot of pressure to earn money and the most visible danger in this is that the PSBs are likely to pursue commercial interests at the expense of public service.                                                                                                                 
In Uganda (Chibita 2006) this problem manifests itself in the sidelining of native languages by the public broadcaster. This limits people’s ability to participate in the democratic process via the broadcast media which is one of the things a PSB should enable. Chibita (2006) argues that one of the factors limiting Uganda’s ability to preserve a significant amount of indigenous language broadcasting include the commercialisation of the broadcasting media and the shift in emphasis from serving the public interest to maximising profit. Research findings revealed that a wide range of Ugandan people interviewed suggested that they are more willing to participate in programmes if they perceive them to be linguistically relevant (ibid: 197). 

Pressure to make money at whatever cost can be lessened or removed through state funding. This, however, is a debatable issue as some sections believe state funding is equivalent to state control. Berger (2008) argues that state funding does not necessarily translate into political control of an institution. He argues that an institution can be state funded but still maintain its independence through properly regulated governance (by independent regulators such as ICASA) and transparency (ibid: 33). But Rumney (2008), in specific reference to the SABC, contends that the corporation abandoning commercial revenue for more state funding is a sure way of turning into “a true outlet for government propaganda”. He contends that such a move would mean the corporation becomes “a sinkhole for taxpayer’s money; undermines the growth of new competition in broadcasting, and ends up toeing the government line” (ibid: 32). 
What seems certain to make PSBs reliant on external funding is digital migration, the whole process is likely to be donor-driven and that will mean potential external influence on programming decisions.        

The entrenched interests of governments in state broadcasters remain one of the biggest obstacles standing in the way of transition to genuine public service broadcasting. Pluralism might be one way of successfully challenging this. This is so because it has the potential to reduce both “the strategic significance” of a PSB and “the rationale” of those seeking to control it making it less of a political target (Berger 2008: 33). Although Berger (2008) specifically discusses SABC, the depoliticisation possibilities he puts forward can work- to varying extents- for other PSBs.  He proposes the unbundling, i.e. “transforming the SABC into several separate entities”, asserting that in its current state, very big and powerful, the corporation will remain “a target of take-over” (ibid:33).
While PSBs prioritising commercial interests may mean a dearth of public centred programming and local content, I think competition, as faced in the marketplace, keeps PSBs on a perpetual quest to improve their content in order to maintain and even grow audiences and advertisers. 
                                          Digital Migration  

This part of the essay discusses what could be the greatest challenge for state broadcasting in Africa and that is the imminent digital migration. This is clearly the way African broadcasting is headed and what this raises is the question of the overall state of preparedness with regard to policy and law, infrastructure, funding, content and so on. Digitisation has many potentials including creating a (in some cases adding to an already existing) digital divide between those who can afford and those who cannot.  It will not only change state broadcasting as we know it but also affect regulation.                                                                                                                                          As digital broadcasting advances, it will remove one of the traditional justifications for regulation, the limited frequency spectrum (Training Manual for African Regulators 2006). According to Berger (2007) the potential for digitisation and general media convergence is bigger than the huge costs involved. He says even though this is the case, the preparation for the transition is generally being neglected by governments (ibid: 166).
The digitisation process has two realms; transmission and reception. In first world markets the migration has different drivers such as scarcity of frequencies in Japan, economics in the US, increasing demand for spectrum for mobile use internet use in Canada and so on. These however, will not be the case for Africa, where the drivers will be external rather than internal. The migration will largely be donor-driven and will happen as a spin-off of transitions in first world markets. It will also depend on technologies in those markets declining in cost over time (Berger 2006). An exception to this is South Africa where digitisation is being driven by the country’s hosting of the soccer world cup in 2010.

As Berger (2006) highlights, two important phases in this transition are the switch-on of digital broadcasting and the switch-off of analogue. What this will require is a timetable and set criteria for the switch-off.

In terms of policy, governments have a pivotal role in creating an environment for digital broadcasting and ensuring local content. Governments will intervene via setting the rules for the market place; determining who enters the market place; and the state itself as a player in this space (Gillwald in Berger 2006). In the event that governments fail to voluntarily give up their role as owners of a large sector of the national information infrastructure, a dangerous contradiction of government as the “rules setter, selector of players and major player” itself will arise. This, however, can be remedied by regulation of the whole terrain that is independent of government interests even though part of government’s broad policy (Berger 2006).

If digital transmission will depend on external resources, the question that remains is who will pay for digital broadcasting reception? Berger (2006) posits that it is highly likely that for a long time digital TV will be largely a subscription model even when operated by a PBS. He raises a very pertinent question of what this will mean for those citizens who cannot pay; will they have to remain condemned to analogue service for many years yet not forgetting many do not even have analogue at this point in time?(ibid:2).        
Conclusion and way forward 

This paper has discussed state and public service broadcasting, how poor policy and regulation combined with political interference, commercial impact on programming and funding all shape PSB as we see it today.   
 As some country reports show, Africa is clearly not at its best in regard to public service broadcasting but is important to note that a number of gains have been made. Some years ago governments maintained, through state-controlled broadcasting, the role of choosing what audiences should learn and know. An example is former president of Namibia Sam Nujoma, who at one point, appointed himself minister of information and banned all foreign content on TV. This kind of control and overt contravention of the set charters and benchmarks is no longer possible given the many sources of news at the public’s disposal.

As Bussiek (2008) observes, blatant propaganda is much harder to sell now than in previous times. “People are not easily fooled any longer by blatant propaganda or content with government using the airwaves purportedly to ‘inform’ its citizens while in fact crowding out almost all other information or points of view” (ibid:1). Zimbabwe, however, is one country where the government has to a large extent maintained tight control in different forms including what has been referred to as “Minister and sunshine journalism” (Kupe 2007) where the government expects the media to be a ‘cheer leader’ focusing on government officials delivering development projects and blacking out all else.
All said, one thing emerges for me: state broadcasters should be maintained but not in their current form, reform efforts should be intensified so that they become genuine PSB. I believe a PSB remains necessary for the provision of diverse content that takes care of educational, cultural, social, entertainment and religious needs of people. Community and commercial stations may choose to have a diverse content that meets these rights and needs but this is not guaranteed. Commercial broadcasters are advertisement-driven and this makes them most likely to have not only an urban focus but also more US imports than local content. The little local content they maintain may even be of poor quality because their interest may not be the content itself but their effort to meet licence conditions/ requirements.

Community broadcasters may be argued to have the grassroot communities as a priority but these do not carry detailed news and are generally lacking in sufficiently qualified staff. This is one of the reasons the quality of programming and presentation is almost always lower than PSB and commercial broadcasters.   

PSBs usually have nationwide reach and while this is seen as an unfair monopoly as far as community and commercial broadcasters are concerned, I would argue that this is what makes them the cornerstone of broadcasting and their preservation necessary.        
Removal of PSB would be a huge disservice to poor, illiterate and other marginalised communities as they would be even more cut off than they currently are. Poor people need access to local content so they can voice their concerns, be communicated to about important things such as their health (disease outbreaks, prevention etc), participate in public policy debates and so on. This way poverty gets reduced (IBT n.d).     

What  I consider a very critical and necessary step in the transition to genuine public service broadcasting is summarised in Berger’s (2008) statement that the way forward is for broadcasting not to be seen as “an instrument to be wielded by a given force” but “an institution with own integrity, parameters and audience accountability!”(ibid: 39 ppt). 
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