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1. Summary:

Sanef congratulates the SABC board on producing the draft of policies and

For putting them out to the South African public for comment. As a public

broadcaster, the SABC remains accountable to the public and it is

gratifying to see the board living up to that commitment. We welcome,

therefore the opportunity to comment on the draft policies, many of which

accord with Sanef's principles. However, the section on "editorial

responsibility and upward referral" contains one aspect in particular that

goes against our own founding principles of separating business concerns

and editorial considerations, and which we believe would also be in the

interests for SABC and the SA public to continue to uphold.  We also believe 

that the same aspect could have counterproductive impact in another area with 

which we as an organisation are concerned, namely, the improvement of the 

quality of journalism and related training issues.

2. Background:

Sanef is a forum of South Africa's senior editors in print, broadcast and

new media, as well as senior trainers. It was formed in 1996, and has

represented the interests of this constituency in media freedom and

transformation issues over the years. High amongst our concerns is the

quality of news and current affairs information, and therefore the issue of 

training of journalists. 

It is in this context that Sanef was one of the voices in 2002 that called for 

SABC policies to be approved by the Board, rather than the Minister, and

we made representations to Parliament in this regard. 

Our organisation also stands for media diversity and independence, and we 

have carried out various activities in pursuit of these.

3. SABC's draft policies:

Sanef is a body that includes senior staff both within SABC and media

competitors. Accordingly, it is not appropriate for us to comment on the

full range of draft policies that have been presented to the public.

However, the one issue that does fall within our remit concerns the very

basis on which our organisation is founded - a separation of editorial and

business responsibilities, and its implications.

Within Sanef, this principle means that only editorial (or training) managers 

may be members of the organisation. Indeed several members who

have been promoted into business management roles have resigned their

positions and left the organisation.

The reason for this is a globally-respected and time-honoured principle -

which is that the public service role of journalism requires that it be

free of commercial influence as far as possible..

Thus, the integrity of news and current affairs means that this aspect of

media content has to stand distinctively aside from advertising and other

considerations. The particular (and complex) ethics that are brought to

bear in journalism are different to those of the advertising and

commercial sides of the business, and they need to be safeguarded from

them.

While the traditional "Chinese Wall" between the two sides is not intended

as a barrier to communication across it, such interaction does not mean

that the two sets of interests are, or can become, identical. In fact, a

healthy debate is vital for the dual (and sometimes contradictory) aspects

of serving the public without an agenda on the one hand, and the business

well-being of the enterprise on the other. To combine the two, especially

within a single figurehead, is a recipe for risky compromises to be made

without full and transparent debate about them by two different sides

charged with these distinct responsibilities. A division of labour between

business and editorial provides a check-and-balance, and ideally both

sides ought, ultimately, to have to account as equals to the governance 

structure of any media institution.

4. SABC's proposal and Sanef's response:

The draft document produced by SABC for comment insists that editorial

decisions should be free of commercial and political influence. This is a

worthy sentiment that needs to be rendered practical. As elaborated below,

Sanef's problem comes with the mechanism that is proposed to ensure that 

people are accountable for adherence to policies. 

The draft document also says that the final decision to broadcast rests with 

editorial staff (and not legal advisers). However, it then goes on to require 

areas of mandatory upward referral, and it includes the GCEO within the 

ranks of editorial staff, saying that this portfolio serves also as the Editor-in-Chief. 

In other words, final responsibility for, and power over, editorial lies with the 

GCEO, in this vision.

Sanef's first concern is that this reference to the GCEO and upward

referral is not a question of policy, but rather one of structure and

process. These two issues should be more clearly separated than is the case

at present in the document. It is only once the editorial objectives of a policy are

established, that one can then have a basis to decide on issues of responsibility

and control. In the current document, the decision to declare the GCEO as

Editor-in-Chief (a departure from practise to date) is asserted. It is not

argued for in terms of any logic arising from the desired editorial goals,

but simply included within the discussion.

The second and larger concern of Sanef is that the GCEO of the SABC has,

arguably, as his core responsibility, the business wellbeing of the

corporation. This duty does not sit easily with editorial responsibilities

as well.  Sanef is aware that the BBC and ABC operate with their Director

Generals also being Editor-in-chief.  But there are two submissions as to

why this should not pertain to SABC:

(a). The roles of a DG as an Editor-in-chief is more nominal than actual. On 

a recent (and very rare) occasion when the ABC's director general tried to

intervene in editorial, allegedly for controversial political reasons, the

upshot was him losing confidence of the Board and having to resign. It would

arguably be better were a DG not made responsible for editorial content, 

and rather that it should be those top staff who specialise in this area who 

should account for editorial decisions.  They should be held to account only 

by the Board, even though it is healthy for the DG to be kept informed.  

In the case of ABC, in addition, upward referral to the DG has come to

mean ( in practice ( the courtesy of informing this portfolio about

potentially controversial forthcoming content, and seeking advice, but not

providing a veto to the DG.  Without spelling out how control by the

GCEO-cum-Editor-in-Chief would work in practice, the impression is created

that the intention of the SABC's policy framework is that GCEO will have

full and final editorial power. This is thus different to the real and effective 

situation at ABC.

(b). Both broadcasters (BBC and ABC) have a different business model to 

SABC, meaning that there is far less potential conflict of interests between

their business and editorial operations than could be the case in our

country.

Indeed, a key rationale for SABC's draft policies is the backdrop of the

corporatisation of the broadcaster, and the establishment of the public

service and the commercial public service wings. Unlike BBC and ABC, the

SABC is faced with earning the vast bulk of its revenue in the

marketplace. Even the public service stations and channels are

expected to bring in some advertising. In this light, it makes sense that

SABC has a GCEO, and not a DG, heading the corporation.

What the SA revenue model for SABC means is that there are huge 

Pressures on the GCEO to ensure that advertising targets are met, unlike 

The situation with the BBC and ABC.  In this situation, it is certainly not

healthy for the GCEO to have to decide - for example - on whether a

particular news item might offend advertisers or not. It is an invidious

position to be placed in. But the bigger danger is that the integrity of

editorial content may in time degrade. This is why, worldwide, most media 

institutions with commercial imperatives have institutionalised a separation 

between business and editorial imperatives in different portfolios. As regards 

SABC, the hard-won credibility of news and current affairs at the public broadcaster

must never be jeopardised by business considerations having to be brought

to bear.

This is also underlined by the need for editorial to be free of pressures

of advertising interests. Another point is that it is also vital for editorial to be 

free to pursue public responsibilities which may even sometimes result in 

unpopular news being disseminated. In contrast, a market-driven model of 

news would see news contents being tailored to a narrow view of serving sectional tastes and even prejudices. Put crudely, one would not want to see a situation 

where Umhlobo Wenene carried only news of isiXhosa-speaking people, or where 

SAFM pandered to English-speaking whites by excluding news of the majority. In a context of nation building, sports news should not be carried purely with a view to

following existing markets, but rather to exposing - for example – men to neglected women's sports to, African communities to cricket, whites to soccer, etc. What might seem to make sense from a narrow niche-based business perspective does not always meet the greater social objectives of journalism in a changing South Africa, especially those required from our public service broadcaster.

Sanef notes that in new democracies (eg. Montenegro), the Director General

is required to come from a journalistic background. This arrangement is

presumably to ensure that the individual's business responsibilities can

be counter-balanced by editorial considerations. However, in our view,

even this situation is not ideal. The separation of business and editorial

considerations should not only operate, but be seen to operate. This in

turn requires two different portfolios responsible for the two distinctively 

different areas.

The same points apply to the SABC's draft organogram whereby the top

editors in TV, radio and SABC Africa report to an MD of News. The

responsibilities of this latter individual would appear, from the advertisement

for the position, to be primarily on the business side. In turn, she or he

reports to the Group Executive that includes the CFO, COO and GCEO.

In other words, decisions on editorial judgements in this view are to be

taken by several layers of people whose main responsibility is on the

business side. If the concern is budget control of news, that is assured

at present through the appointment of a senior accountant as General

Manager Finance within the News division. This person reports to the CFO

regularly on the division's spending as the division has hardly any

revenue to speak of.

But these matters are of a different order to whether editorial decisions

are made (within a budget and within editorial guidelines) on purely

editorial criteria. In Sanef's view, the preferred media practice is to

have the person or persons responsible for editorial to be an editorial

person themselves, reporting in budgetary and other administrative issues

to the highest office in the institution, in this case the GCEO, but with

sufficient access to the board to enable them to raise issues of editorial concern,

or to be called to account. 

From the vantage point of our stake in improving journalism quality, we further believe that this concern is best addressed by those top level staff whose job concentrates on editorial. This therefore is another counterpoint to the proposal to give the GCEO responsibility for informational programming. The logic of this is that it is the fulltime editors who should take responsibility for developing their journalists through training, and not the GCEO.  Were the GCEO to begin to take charge of editorial, this would produce a disjuncture between his/her area of operation and those closer to the editorial action and expected to deliver without requisite authority. In short, the authority for quality and for training should be located with those top staff whose specialisation in the division of labour is wholly with editorial. 

5. Conclusion:

As stated above, Sanef welcomes the decision by the SABC Board to seek public comment on the draft policies. 

We have made our case above concerning the principles of "different horses for different courses". What the SABC board could also well take cognisance of is a need for a system that enables the broadcaster to be responsive to pressures of news (not least in a competitive environment). 

Accordingly, it would be retrogressive to revert to the pre-1993 period where complex referral processes led to such delays as to render the particular news item redundant - and the SABC saddled with the image of a lumbering dinosaur. Editorial decision-making should lie with the editorial heads of respective platforms, who can make the necessary judgement calls - and account for them at a later point. This then is another argument in favour of retaining editorial control with editorial. 

Thus, SABC should consider that distinctions should be made in regard to responsibility for operational, production and management considerations. To be competitive, production and operational decisions have to be made under pressure many times a day, and responsibility should remain with those in charge of editorial at various levels without over-emphasis on upward referral. 

To end off by stressing our major principled argument, we urge the Board to avoid what at first glance may appear a simple reporting and accountability mechanism

for adherence to policies. To reiterate: what needs to be recognised are the

complexities of managing a public broadcaster which is as dependent on business

revenues as the SABC. Just as a clear separation has been made between the

PBS and the PCBS wings of the corporation, so a clear separation needs to

be retained between the business and editorial purposes and policies.

We believe this particular status quo is in the interests of editorial integrity, and therefore in the interests of the role of the public broadcaster. It is a principle

that is embodied in the practice of our own organisations and which is frequently reinforced by our own experience. We trust that the wisdom of this world-wide respected arrangement will prevail in the decisions by the Board on the draft

proposals.
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