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--

A Minister laughingly told me recently about an occasion a while back when his cellphone rang.  Ooops. Please take a call from the President.  The words followed from on high: “Greetings chief, look, we may have a problem here. You are being quoted as having said (xyz). .. Did you say that?”

“Er, yes, I did,” said the Minister. 
“Look, I’m afraid you need to withdraw it,” came the instruction.
Replied the Minister, “I hear you Mr President - I’ll say I was misquoted.”

Recounting this story is not to suggest that government members never play it straight in their dealings with the media. Nor is it to imply the opposite – namely, that the media is populated by saints (despite what some of its staffers may think). 
Even as you read this, some devilish journalists are sniffing around politicians’ private parts with bad intent. In a reverse of the creation story, they take humans and turn them into dirt. It’s done purportedly by professionals working in the public interest. Yet, the reason is often sheer publishing sensation or being party to political intrigue. 
And besides the mischief-makers and ideologically-driven reactionaries playing fast and loose with facts, there are also the many incompetents and plagiarists holding down jobs in the media.  
These are the roots of stereotypes about press people, and about politicians. Each resonates with perceptions on either side. But there is more to the whole shebang than the occasional lying Minister and the spectre of scurrilous journalists.  
In fact, some edu-tourism is in order, so as to get a more nuanced grasp of the wildlife in the Public Sphere game park. We’re going to scrutinise the Big Five. Live. 
Consider the media as one of the Five. Its representatives are sometimes regarded as wild dogs, even as hyenas. Fair enough in some cases. Yet even as such, these creatures are a rightful and even valuable part of the overall eco-system. They may often be irritants, but very few are actually the equivalent of malaria-bearing mosquitos. 

Think of other media as well. There is that which co-exists, rather than competes, with the political lions, leopards, karakuls and cheetahs in this arena. This is the journalism that, instead of scavenging for rotten scraps, actually helps to grow life. The mediascape also includes a huge hippo like the SABC, flowering groundcover in the form of community media, and pollinating bees like the Media Development and Diversity Agency. Quite variegated, in other words. 
The other four creatures in the Big Five are the primary political institutions: ruling party, parliament, presidency and ministry. ANC is the common colouring through all these; but nevertheless these institutions are, or should be, different sub-species.  The party sets the direction for the spring migration, but its fellows in other herds are charged with travelling through different spaces.
In this overall savanna, replete stereotypes about “media” and “politicians”, and relations between them, it is helpful to haul out the binoculars to examine the nuances and contradictions across the board.

Ecosystem of different animals 
First, not only is media a mixed bag, it’s dynamic. Some parts of it are too close to (parts of) the Big Four. Other elements are at loggerheads with the same. Some journalism combines both elements. There are some journalists who see their roles in ways that fail to distinguish being a watchdog for the underdog, and behaving like an opposition political party.

There are also rivals amongst this camp. There are editors at odds with other editors, and bosses unhappy with editors. There’s a contested concept called editorial independence that upholds the notion that news people should be immune from the influence of owners, advertisers and sources. That’s an area of substantial tensions.
Second, the Big Four are also multi-dimensional. On the one hand, there is a lack of coherence between them, and on the other there has also been too much cohesion – such as when one of the Four has inappropriately blurred distinctions amongst the whole.
Within the Big Four, this is how it goes. 
· The Party’s role is to win elections on the basis of broad policy proposals, which should then be followed through by the legislature and the executive. But in cases like the ANC’s repeated policy call to decommercialise the SABC, this is ignored by the three other political institutions. 
· Instead of pushing for its broad policy to be effected more specifically, the Party has gone to the other extreme and become involved in micro-control. For instance, the Parliamentarians are in charge of interviewing candidates for the SABC board ahead of nominating a slate of names to the president. But last year, they forfeited this by submitting the list to the Party HQ for approval. And when the Party, without regard to the first-hand experience and knowledge of the MPs, changed the list, the MPs accepted this.
· The MPs are supposed to hold the executive to account. But when they resolve that the SABC board should be fired, the (then) president with whom lies the power, simply ignores the call.
· The Ministry elaborates policy and drafts laws. But in the case of the Electronic Communications Act, there was no substantive policy – and Parliament had, in effect, to try and work through the issues at the same time as re-writing the law over a two year period. 

· Parliament makes law that is more-or-less in line with the ruling party policy, although including cognisance of wisdom in other parties as well. But the Party’s communications committee and ANC members of the Parliamentary communications portfolio committee operate almost as parallel bodies. 
Seeing the wood for the trees in the tangle of this political jungle, it’s clear that there have been cases of conflating roles on the one hand, or of acting as a law unto themselves on the other. One institution has disrespected the mandate of the other. Equally, there are cases of an institution operating with disregard for the others.
What we need to discern are the different purposes and mandates of the diverse animals in both media and political packs.

Love, hate and misunderstanding
Seen within the big picture, there’s a fickle synergy between many in the media and many in politics and governance. Using, and abusing, each other. There’s consent and manipulation, and love and hate, amidst mutual dependence. 
For instance, there’s resentment amongst the ANC political people. The freedom they fought for, is now being used to criticise them. There’s also some unhappiness about confidential briefings of journalists, although sometimes the same circles are involved in the dirty business of leaking information. There is hurt caused by negative coverage that is sometimes unfair, and even when it’s not. Sometimes such coverage is fair, sometimes not. It’s only human nature to experience even justified criticism as unwelcome. 
On the journalists side’, there is concern about spin and secrecy, and about having regulatory guns put to their heads.  
Add to this, is a huge amount of ignorance and misunderstanding all round.  Very few journalists actually know how government works. 
Very few political people understand how news media in a competitive context works as a complex, and usually chaotic, machine which confounds the single-minded pursuit of a specific partisan agenda.  With the dynamism of news, even a defined political orientation is not easy to sustain without inconsistencies and contradictions.  

The result too often is a resort to stereotypes, and credence that “the Other” is a hotbed of hostile conspiracy. Suspicion, ignorance and unfamiliarity fuels this outcome.
One recent misunderstanding on each side is around the issue of self-regulation.  Some in the press misperceive this as being a device to serve the industry, rather than as a sincere mechanism to makes available redress opportunities to members of the public who are aggrieved by coverage. However, under the strong regime of ombudsman Joe Thloloe, the reality is beginning to challenge self-serving conceptions.
Amongst ANC politicians, many incorrectly think that the ombudsman system deprives citizens of their rights to approach the courts with complaints. Yet, people remains free to go straight to court to seek redress. It is only if they choose to go with the self-regulatory system that, akin to any arbitration process, the participants agree to take as final the decision of the press council which hears appeals against the ombudsman. 
On all sides, there is also a shared misunderstanding about “the role of the media”. This idealistic discussion assumes that there is a single entity called the media, and that it can simply play a defined part in society if we could only just agree what that should be.
But for most media houses (though not all – see community media, for instance), their fundamental role is business survival. That’s through assembling audiences and selling them to advertisers. After all, if they’re not economically viable, they don’t even exist to play any other role.  The point is that their roles are not based on noble notions of their value to society in isolation of factors like economic structure, market niche and business model, not to mention legal status and professional capacity. 
This applies even to SABC which has a legislated role. Likewise other broadcasters have statutorily-defined mandates as laid down in the licence conditions. Print media is a little more free-floating, but its parameters are also severely constrained by real world parameters. In all, there are various determinants that are too often forgotten in the normative and voluntarist discussion about “media role”. 

There are thus many roles in media reality, not only by design but also by default. And these can shift according to issue or timing. There are also often even contradictions between roles. A given journalist may want to increase the educational function of a worthy story, but the audiences being served prefers to consume the light and entertaining stuff. 
In the realm of the informational role, there are usually shortfalls between the “prescribed” ethical role and the actual practice. It is common for politicians to criticise such discrepancy between lofty journalistic ideals and grubby reality. There is a view that journalists are pure hypocrites and that their high-minded professional claims and public-interest rationales are really hollow, even cynical, mystifications. 
But to be dialectical, both the ideal roles and the real roles need to be held onto – in order to keep sight of the connection, flimsy as it might sometimes be, and urge reducing the gaps as much as possible. 

Elections ahead 

As part of this edu-tourism excursion to study the Big Five, it is now opportune to signal that there’s a “voter crossing” junction hoving into view. In this regard, the general points made above, about roles – about rhetoric and reality, have immediate relevance. They pertain to what performance we can expect from both media entities and political players in the upcoming national election. 
There is a probable assumption that this is an occasion for each side to “grease” the other’s particular needs, and for defined roles to be played so as to ensure that an interested electorate picks the party with the best promise for the country. 
That is the case, but this is also a somewhat blinkered perspective. It sees elections in a very narrow way, reducing them to being an end in themselves.  Yet a poll is something more profound than a “horse race” contest about which specific force is ahead or not, and whether media aids one contender or another.  And certainly it is also more significant than how a media house can sell extra copies or increase audience share at a time of increased political interest. 

From a longer-range point of view, an election is about building citizenship identities – developing civic cultures, participation and social accountability.  It is not only about who gets to lead and define how society will move and which followers will enjoy priority access to pastures green, important as these are. It is also profoundly about the behaviour and collaboration of everyone en route, and it has a major bearing on what happens after the milestone of a poll has been passed. 

In short, an election is a means to an end and it entails much more than the issue of who will govern. In order to see this, we need to take to the air, rising above the day-to-day details to the level of an eagle. It means remember the view when you soar above electoral contestation issues and take account of the longer-term lay of the land.
How possible is such a perspective amongst the participants in the Public Sphere park? Unfortunately, it’s probably unlikely for some ANC members, and also unlikely for some journalists.  
The obstacle to understanding media and the political sphere, and the characters of each, lies largely in misperceptions on both sides. Three readings of the media can be identified within the ANC. 
Third try lucky

Party president Jacob Zuma has analysed the media as being ideologically out of synch with the rest of society, and argued that “what masquerades as public opinion” is really “minority opinion”, reflecting the still-untransformed nature of commercial media. Many in the Alliance go further and see the “media” as “racist” and “counter-revolutionary” – a lapdog of the ruling class, as a mouthpiece of the capitalists or an ideological apparatus of the advantaged. 

This “us and them” analysis can be argued for the case of some privately-owned media, mainly newspapers – where journalists often don’t seem to get much above the fray. Some examples help to confirm the perception of an intrinsically prejudiced and hostile media.
But the analysis is not so clearcut with other media sectors. It also tends to overlook the influence and control of ANC people like Cyril Ramaphosa, Tokyo Sexwale and Murphy Morobe in the media. It risks overgeneralising and simplification.
Others in the Alliance take a more strategic approach and assess the media as a whole as a fluid site of struggle, rather than as a tool of a single force. In the ANC’s policy conference in June 2007, the media indeed was characterised as a terrain in the battle of ideas.
Again, that analysis can be argued for and seems confirmed in a number of instances. When a few warning shots are fired at the media hyenas, they make a noise but they also moderate their worst behaviour. 
Yet this contestation characterisation of media under-rates the possibility of journalists living up to the aspirations of their craft. It cannot see anything else than them being drawn into or against one or other camp or ideological tendency. Instead, this analysis implies that everyone is engaged in a struggle and the either/or reductionism that if you are not with “us” (the ANC in general, or a particular camp in particular), then you are against us. 
Accordingly, it reduces the institution of journalism to a shell where wider interests and ideologies contest, and diminishes both the potential of professional journalistic ethics and the power of personal integrity in regard to practitioners. Just as the institutional integrity of each the Big Four is sometimes reduced by the overwhelming presence of one of them vis-à-vis the others, so too there are problems in perceiving media in purely instrumentalist terms.
A third perspective on the media, again suggested at the ANC’s June conference, allows for more flexibility in analysis.  In line with this outlook, the party resolved that the organisation should strengthen interaction with journalists in all media, acknowledging that even where there are disagreements with the media, “opportunities nevertheless exist for progressive voices”.  It followed that the party urged its members to engage with the public discourse in the media. 
It was in this spirit that, before he became President, Kgalema Motlanthe addressed a meeting of the South African National Editors’ Forum earlier this year. He said then that the party’s new leadership had met with SABC CEO Dali Mpofu to complain about what he called the "obvious” factional role of the broadcaster in the build-up to the Polokwane conference. Mpofu, he said, had accepted the criticism, and would henceforth only appoint journalists with “integrity”. 

Of course, conceptions of integrity are not likely to be shared across the board. Motlanthe’s point brings to mind the once-shocking remark in the early 1990s by Nelson Mandela that he accepted the integrity of FW de Klerk. Rather than being a sign of being naïve at the time, it was a profound reaching out by Madiba to elicit the best within people. That was a far cry from a cynical reading of humans as immovable and eternally untrustworthy foes.
This pinpointing of integrity is also applicable to an analysis not only of media, but also of the Big Four political institutions. To even allow for South Africans being “alive with possibility” in regard to integrity is to avoid the two pitfalls of a wholly deterministic view, or a wholly combative view of media. It breaks down rigid thinking that politicians are inherently power-crazy and corrupt, or that journalists are intrinsically challenged on ethics.
During the coming elections, it is this third analysis that needs to be foregrounded on all sides. 
Let free media roam
The strategic thrust of three conceptions of media described above can be summarised as writing journalists off as incorrigibly anti-transformation, as open to contestation, and as having ethical potential. These are, one can argue, all views of the savanna when the day is young and the light is bright. 
A different set of snapshots emerge at dusk when an uncertain night is falling, and angry cloud cover threatens to block out the stars. This is the analysis that comes from assessing some political forces who take a hardline view that journalism needs to be forced into a particular model of behaviour – and notably before the election. 
Such has been there in the unedifying sight of parliament’s efforts to force the dismissal of the SABC board. Lest we forget, their target is the very same slate of names that the very same MPs sent to the president for appointment not even 12 months earlier. 

When MPs took the rare step of initiating legislation to force the president’s hand, their unseemly haste came across as being driven by short-term electoral concerns rather than by genuine interest in structural overhaul so as to strengthen the independence of the broadcaster. 

Amongst the really important steps that should have been taken to depoliticise the public broadcaster are:

· The board’s terms should be staggered, so that it is never possible for the entire members to be appointed or removed in one fell swoop.

· Some appointments should be made by sectors outside the political institutions  – such as by vice-chancellors, trade unions, religious groups – and SABC staffers themselves. 

· The corporation itself should be remodelled along similar lines to that of Germany, so that instead of being one massive tempting target, it is divided into several independent and parallel public broadcasting bodies, each with their own boards. (As with the unbundling of the Bell telephone company in the USA, this would also break with the inefficiencies endemic to an organisation of such large scale and complexity).

Instead of the nation seeing parliament engage with these issues, it was exposed to a quick-fix change to oust the board ahead of the polls. In the end, of course, the law change proved to be probably redundant when the President himself was fired. 

The point being made here is to highlight the spirit of institutional capture in what almost became a short-term obsession to topple the board. Seen as having been a tool of the Mbeki camp in the original contaminated nomination process, the parliamentary actions appeared to be cynically aimed at forcefully seeking to shift control to the other side. 

How much better would it have been to see serious considerations for insulating the integrity of SABC and ensuring that its own board and staff really champion the existing legislated Charter and its requirement of political independence and fairness in the public interest?
Besides for this case, a penchant for coercive pressure has also come from some forces in the ANC in the recommendations around investigating a “Media Appeals Tribunal” for the press.  Raised at the June policy conference, this proposal was hardened in Polokwane in December with the addition of the word “statutory”. 
The resolution claims that a MAT would “strengthen, complement and support the current self-regulatory institutions (Press Ombudsman/Press Council)”, but it flags the desire of its authors to see compulsory state-based regulation through an institution “established through an open, public and transparent process, and be made accountable to Parliament”.
One factor driving this approach appears to be unhappiness arising out the Sunday Times’ coverage of former Health Minister Manto Tshabalala-Msimang. Thus, the initiative is justified as ensuring an appropriate balancing of “the right to freedom of expression, freedom of the media, with the right to equality, to privacy and human dignity for all”. 
The starting point for this is the claim that the existing institutions of voluntary self-regulation in the print sector do not work. That’s hard to sustain, because the ombudsman was never tested by Tshabalala-Msimang, and nor for that matter were the courts. 
In contrast, when Jacob Zuma felt unfairly treated in some media, he went to court rather than cry out for regulatory controls. Further, when he perceived that his reputation had not been damaged, he reduced his claims to infringement of dignity. 

All this is why the MAT is read as being a strategy to control the press. It is the case that broadcasting is statutorily regulated. But that is because public airwaves are being used, and specific claims can legitimately be made of the operators to abide by political neutrality, carry local content and tread carefully about intruding disturbing content into households. Newspapers, however, have no such character, and attempts to have their content overseen by a state institution would probably be unconstitutional. 

A third big-stick diagnosis of the media is where advertising is threatened for punitive purposes. This was the case with Grocott’s Mail in Grahamstown, where the Makana Municipality instituted a year-long advertising boycott in response to coverage of an Auditor General’s report about missing monies. The council backed down in August 2008 when faced by a legal challenge that its action was unconstitutional and a violation of municipal governance protocols. 

In terms of public finances, advertising spend is the use of funds for the most cost-effective means to reach designated audiences. Abusing it as an instrument for other purposes – like punishing critics, or rewarding sweethearts – distorts the fundamental rationale. 
These control-oriented approaches to media are the dark side of this edu-tourism expedition. Should SABC be weakened, rather than strengthened, in its capacity to transcend political leanings, its full election potential will simply not fly. If the MAT was implemented, print media would equally be grounded. If advertising is used as stand-in tactic for problems that should really be addressed through other channels, the manipulation of state resources for narrow ends will distort democracy. 

If South Africa should not go to those places, where then should we be heading?
Media mutation or developing diversity?
We enjoy media freedom today, but an ongoing concern of most South Africans is that the media landscape inherited from the past is still inadequate - especially in terms of choice of service in mother tongues. 
In print, the major companies of Independent Newspapers, Avusa, Media24 and Caxton do not address this need. Aware of this, the ANC around the time of the political transition, faced two choices.  It could either press, controversially, for the break-up of these groups and/or their diversification into community-service, or it could try to complement them by supporting newcomers so as to diversify and expand the sector. 
The second option became the selected route, and the vehicle designed for the journey was the Media Development and Diversity Agency. In a masterly development, the MDDA was set up not in competition with the mainstream, but with both print and broadcast industries as paying partners. Although government today provides more than half the budget, the two industry sectors are firmly on board in supplying the remainder. 
This importance of this development relates to bigger issue of how media reflects the society. There is often the accusation that many journalists missed, or underestimated, the movement that culminated in new political leadership in the ANC. While there is no dispute that journalists should have done better, there are two reasons why they did not:
· The first relates to their closeness to the people who used to be in power. It is a common phenomenon worldwide of journalists beginning to take on the perspectives of the political elite – and it points to the importance of vigilance that professional ideals remain foregrounded as countervailing ideals. 
· The second reason can be attributed in part to the character of the journalists and the kind of media they work for. In many cases in regard to both aspects, there is a middle-class tilt. Partially this goes with the professional white-collar status of many journalists; much more, it flows from the predominant business model of the media.

What happens is that media gets skewed so as to serve up audiences that are desirable to advertisers seeking to reach markets with the purchasing power to consume their products. The result is that poorer people, and those not speaking English or Afrikaans, are ignored or poorly catered for.
It’s not too often that advertisers can bully or bribe editors and owners, but the bigger issue is structural: an advertising-based business needs to orientate its content mix to group demographics that constitute an attractive market. This commercial model arises out of the particular class and racial configuration of South Africa, and it also permeates the SABC. 
Last year, for instance, the broadcaster registered that it needed to start providing public service programming to cater for fast growing sectors of people who previously never had access to TV or electricity.  But as long as it depends on advertising revenue for most of its revenue, this can only happen with difficulty. It depends entirely on cross-subsidisation. The contradiction for the SABC is that to do more public service broadcasting, it needs money. To make more money takes it away from public service broadcasting.
It is against this backdrop of the limits of mainstream print and broadcast that the work of the MDDA is hugely significant. This work is in developing businesses and business models for viable media at the “bottom of the pyramid”. These are grassroots enterprises that can operate below the economic thresholds of the bigger media players, because they are able to mobilise unpaid volunteer labour and hyper-local advertising (from a township butchery for instance). Such small-scale media also have no inhibitions about catering to local communities in their mother tongues.
But now we come to a surprise observation in this edu-tour. We need to pause and focus our gaze on other creatures that are doing media business at community level. This is the mass tabloid print media – the most sold and read of all print media (though mainly in English).

Talking tabloids and populist politics

A paper like The Sun seems apolitical, and certainly it doesn’t play at the level of mainstream expose and political debate.  However, the former editor of a sister paper once argued that their combined influence should not be underestimated – that they, like their British counterparts, could swing an election.
Most political people probably ignore these papers, and prefer to read about leadership battles and investigations in the Mail & Guardian, Sunday Times and City Press.  It’s certainly more in their line than tabloid stories about tokoloshes, tik addiction and soured love trysts.

But the tabloids obviously are touching on some aspects of ordinary people’s lives – they would not be selling otherwise.  While the tabloids may not necessarily decide election results at this stage of our history, they do have other political significance. 
One such instance is the less-than-constructive role that a paper like The Sun has played in regard to xenophobia – at least in years prior to, and in the earlier phases of, the 2008 violence. South African media across the board needs to do far more to reflect the multi-national nature of this country, and to combat the resort to violence as a way to deal with conflicts, and The Sun’s leadership really need to raise issues of integrity in regard to coverage around xenophobia. 
And the Big Four political people need to understand this towering teenager within the media. The Sun is calculated to have 5.14 million readers, and it keeps growing. 
Engaging with the “enemy”
The resonance of tabloids with reactionary tastes and sentiments at grassroots level raises a deeper issue about whether South Africa’s media should directly reflect their audience, or whether they should also seek to challenge and change some of the things in that constituency.  

There’s a conception amongst many ANC people that in the 2004 national and 2006 local elections that the leaning in media coverage was out of kilter with how the electorate turned out. But opposition parties also have a different view as regards coverage by SABC (eg. of live broadcast of party conventions). And research by groups like Media Tenor also paints a different picture to the conception.  

More important, however is the underlying sentiment amongst some in the ANC that each medium in general should reflect, proportionately, the political diversity of this country. The dangers of such an equivalence are recognised in the philosophy of our broadcast media regulations in regard to election periods. These provide for boosting minority views so as to help level the political playing field. 
The “proportionalist” perspective also suggests an alignment whereby the media only follows, rather than also provides leadership, to the audience. Yet, considered plainly, not even parliament necessarily reflects the majority views of South African society on every matter – for instance, on capital punishment or abortion. Instead, MPs abide by their over-arching responsibility to respect the constitution on these kind of questions. 
As long as the media respect the constitution too, their synchronisation (or lack thereof) with popular attitudes should be seen within the same framework. It is not only their right, but it is also wholly legitimate for them to go against the grain if they choose to do so.  
Ultimately, where there is an enforced correlation between coverage and status-quo, it is dissidence and free speech that suffers.  In a democracy, media freedom means that (aside from public service media like SABC) media are entitled to be as partisan as their owners permit their editors to be.  They may voluntarily choose to mirror the mindsets of the majority, or they may lean towards one or other minority view, and they can change the balance according to issue and timing. 
If parallelism is improbable, this is a reality that has to be lived with. The Big Four constituting the political sector can deal with media unsympathetic to articulating what Zuma has called a “progressive left perspective” by engaging in the kind of media liaison advice dispensed on the website, www.impacs.org. In short, this counsel underlines the importance of being available to the media, being prepared, and keeping the “beast” fed with publishable information. 
Impacs’ common-sense advice is that if you don’t know something, or don’t want to give an answer, never lie or fabricate. That behaviour will boomerang back on you. The easiest thing is to say that you need to find out, and then get back with as much relevant information as you can.
Hiding behind official spokespeople is certainly not conducive to credibility for anyone in the Big Four. A leaf can be taken here from the police services. The SAPS Standing Order 156 operates on a philosophical basis that any of its member is free to speak to the media – within some reasonable parameters. These conditions are that the issue at hand should be within the police officer’s expertise or responsibility, and that police work should not be jeopardised. 
There are a few taboo areas (eg. suicides), and a couple of areas that have to be referred upwards. The general ethos is that on all else, the media can get concrete details, context and colour direct from the source. This makes for much better journalism than the alternative of publishing bland, often delayed and second-hand information from a spokesperson. 
The Standing Order also suggests commendable ethics. As public officials, police are banned from exercising favouritism by giving news to one medium and not another. They are also discouraged from giving confidential briefings.

The Big Four can also benefit from understanding their interlocutors. On the media side, the South African National Editors Forum is about the only effective journalistic player in the country. Most of its members are concerned about ethics and about what their peers think of them. But it also operates on the principle that, because each editor takes final responsibility for the content of his or her medium, there is generally non-intervention in each other’s affairs.

Because of this, Sanef stresses that it is a forum for discussion, not a party with a chief whip. At the same time, it does come up with some general positions – for instance, recommendations on the tricky issue of confidential briefings. It can therefore be engaged on a range of matters by the political actors.
Keep the faith

As within Sanef, there are many in the media who still believe in the beacon of ethical journalism and whose practice strives to live up to it.  There will be differences in interpreting what such ethics mean in a given instance, but the overall integrity of the intention should not be dismissed in a kneejerk fashion. Equally, for journalists, there are many in political life who retain an idealism. 

Taken in ensemble, the Big Five are an integral part of the democratic landscape - and all should work towards their respective ideals. Seeking to conflate the five into one monolithic entity is not the way to go forward. 
Under apartheid, editors of the Afrikaans-press were often explicitly political actors, while people in resistance media at the time also saw no reason to distinguish the two identities. But in conditions of democracy, it’s possible – and desirable – for them to be separated, and the difference respected. These difference may often involve tensions between the different interests, responsibilities and visions of each. That doesn’t mean stereotypes and suspicion are inevitable. 
Especially with the election upon us, now is not the time to see either press-bashing or politician-bashing. Instead, the country’s fourth democratic celebration should be a time to move beyond all-round cynicism and reflect some of the flames of the democratic dream to which each surely subscribes. 
Disclosure: the author is a Chair of the board of the David Rabkin Project for Experiential Journalism, owners of Grocott’s Mail. He is also a member of the MDDA board, and of the Sanef council. 
