Xanthe Galanis

G05g0029

Journalism Honours 2008

Reporting in Africa
Guy Berger

October 27, 2008

Words: 

Issues in New Media

Plagiarism declaration: 

I hereby declare that this essay is my own work. I have acknowledged all other authors’ ideas and referenced direct quotations from their work. I have not allowed anyone else to borrow or copy my work.

Contents

1. Abstract

2. Introduction

3. Failure to launch
4. Online news in Africa
5. South Africa’s online landscape

6. Digitisation
7. Convergence and citizen journalism 
8. Policy and Press Freedom

9. Conclusion

10. Bibliography
Abstract
Africa remains marginalised in the global informational society. Internet connections are slow, the policy environment is hostile and there is simply no funding. This essay looks at this history of African online journalism, its failures and, more recently its successes. It discusses the future of new media in digitisation and cellphones and examines the challenges that need to be overcome before the continent can be exporting world-class African news. 
Introduction 

 “At the moment, to be blunt, online journalism compared to traditional media journalism, is rubbish. And until online starts to publish more original stories, it’s not going to be taken seriously” (Buckland, 2006). Despite recent advancements, Africa remains marginalised in the global information society. Most of the continent is not media-dense and furthermore, the information that is produced in Africa is not necessarily rational. Africa is not an exporter of content, there is limited beneficiation of imported content and the policy environment is problematic at best and utterly hostile at worst. Even in South Africa where the media environment is decidedly more favorable then in other parts of Africa, the role of the media is constrained by investment deficits and market size, language diversity, class and access issues. Despite all of this, there are glimmers of hope. Highway Africa, a partnership between Rhodes University School of Journalism and Media Studies and the South African Broadcasting Corporation, has become the centre of Africa’s debates on new media. In 2008 the conference hosted more than 800 delegates from around the continent to debate the importance of citizen journalism. The continent’s start on new media was slow but there are reasons for journalists in Africa to believe that all is not yet lost. 
Failure to launch
There have been multiple failures in Africa’s drive to develop new media. A small number of South African publications went online in the mid nineties– notably, the Mail & Guardian which was first, followed by the Financial Mail and Business Day (MGOnline 2008). The early online publishing of these publications seemed more a matter of prestige and experimentation than part of any clear business strategy to use new media to supplement and expound on the established print media. What followed was a wave of online publishing between 1995 and 2000 which crashed once it became apparent that the South African market could not sustain the level of investment in online news sites (Berger 2004). 
Vast illusions of success emerged in the 1990s which were fuelled by a range of new tactics in the search for online viability. One of the biggest problems was that initially, newspapers simply re-purposed content for the online editions, expecting that visitor traffic would attract advertisers. Most of the first media sites were text-heavy, though a small quantity of audio and video was available on broadcast sites. When content in these forms proved insufficient for viability, further new tactics evolved. Some of these included offering services like e-newsletters and chatrooms, another was to aggregate information from several sources into one website. (Berger 2004). None of these tactics worked, and by 2005 most South African media producers pulled back their web operations. 
Several factors point to why publishing via new media proved to, at least initially, have limited prospects in Africa. The most primary is problem is that the cost of Internet connectivity remains too high for market growth beyond the elite or for extended use by the existing users (Berger 2004). For those that managed to get connected, dial-up download times have meant a less-than-compelling media experience. The online media content available initially offered nothing new to users either. Furthermore, advertisers were slow to recognise the value of the Internet audiences. It took until 2003 before the Online Publishers Association was formed and another year before they installed “Red Sheriff” - a uniform and credible audience measurement system to present to advertisers (Berger 2004). 
Online news in Africa
In September 2008, The Watchdog, Zambia’s self-proclaimed “leading weekly analytical and investigative newspaper” (zambianwatchdog.com) launched its interactive online edition. Readers can contribute articles, interact with each other and share their opinions through polls. At the other end of the spectrum is the continent’s oldest internet-based news publication, The Mail & Guardian Online. M&GOnline was launched in early 1994, it remains one of South Africa's and Africa's major news publishers and is reputed internationally for its quality content. The ThoughtLeader blog, and recently SportsLeader, features opinion and analysis that allow readers to submit contributions and comment on others. Today, M&G Online takes its place as one of country's top three biggest news sites (MGOnline 2008). 
Interactive online news, whether objective or biased, remains the exception rather than the norm in Africa. With the exception of South Africa, most news reports about Africa originate from American or European media giants like BBC and CNN. This is not to say there is no African produced online news at all. Africans in the diaspora appear to be one of the largest groups contributing to African online news. Because of severe media restrictions is Zimbabwe, there is no reliable or objective news available in the country but there are around 30 on-line newspapers run by Zimbabweans in the diaspora. Two of the most prominent are ZimOnline, which provides news and the ZimbabweTimes which is chiefly news analysis (Media Institute of South Africa, 2008). A similar scenario is emerging from Somalia where the Hiiraan online provides daily news updates about Somalia and links to international Somali radio stations. Somalis in the diaspora are making use of the Internet to stay in touch with events in their home nation where there is no reliable news source, let alone a public service broadcaster. The content available on Hiiraan covers a wide range of topics on politics; sport and lifestyle assimilated from a wide range of Somali-centred print and broadcast mediums.
A similar, although more formal, service has began operating in Ghana where a group of businesses and Ghanaian-based online television and radio services have come together to offer alternative online information to Africans in the diaspora. The online service provides information on Ghana and other parts of Africa that mainstream news producers do not. NAME  is programmed to operate on very flexible billing methods of a minimum of five pounds a month for news, talk shows, reality shows, features, interviews in text, visual, and voice formats” (Nyarko 2006). 
The Afrol News agency is an independent news agency that was established in 2000. The agency’s website is poorly designed, difficult to navigate, it is not interactive at all, there is no feedback space and it is not updated on weekends but it does cover almost the entire the African continent in English, Spanish, French and Portuguese. Afrol News cooperates only with independent news media around Africa on principle because, as they claim, “Afrol News only enters into a formal cooperation with totally independent media with an aim of assisting in the fight for press freedom in Africa” (afrolnews.com). Furthermore, the agency does not charge for their services, which include free foreign news feed and procuring news copy sales on non-African markets. Afrol’s media partners allow them to reproduce a limited number of their copy on the Afrol News website.
A few African newspapers simply publish their print editions on the web: Algeria’s El-Khabar, the government-controlled daily is available online in French and English as well as Arabic but appears to offer readers no opportunity to give feedback. At least half a dozen regional and national Nigerian newspapers publish online as well, but the sites are again poor quality and lack any original content. For the majority of Africa, online journalism is borne out of the need for any news at all from countries with harsh media restrictions. Most of the sites lack substantial funding and expertise and as a result are poorly designed and the quality of the journalism is often low. 
South Africa’s online landscape

South African media companies have the money, the journalists and the online infrastructure to produce online journalism of international quality but many of them have been criticised for lacking a coherent strategy when it comes to developing online journalism. 
Until quite recently, Avusa has been a straggler in the online space, and despite having big media assets, Independent in IOL and Media24 in 24.com, have stormed ahead of them. Lately however, Avusa has rebranded The Sunday Times online edition as The Times Online with an aggressive multimedia web strategy and the company’s web rankings are climbing (Buckland, 2008).

The online edition of South Africa’s public broadcaster, SABCnews.com, reflects the lack of strategy many media companies are battling with. The SABC has extensive TV and radio assets which, if used to their full potential in the online context, could produce powerful online multimedia journalism. Despite its potential for high-quality, competitive online news, SABCnews.com is poorly designed and contains no original content. The media conglomerate’s news site was ranked a mere 33 on the Online Publishers Association rankings, behind single magazine websites that have a fraction of the SABC’s reach in print terms (Buckland, 2008). 
Caxton media has been largely inconspicuous in its online strategy. The Citizen, one of its primary print publications does have a website but there seems to be little investment in it. Matthew Buckland argues that websites “needs investment, and a company needs to weigh up the short term investment to benefit from the long term reward” (Buckland, 2008). 
Digitisation

 The world has gone digital for all kinds of reasons: in Japan all the analogue frequencies are taken, for more variety in the UK, to make HDTV feasible in the US and Canada. It is a matter of time for Africa needs to come on board or be left out. It is true that Africa cannot use all of the available technology now, but we can no longer opt for the lower powered or cheaper alternatives. 
2010 is helping to push South Africa forward to digitisation. On 11 August 2008 the Department of Communications announced its Digital Migration Policy which will govern the switchover from analogue to digital transmission, and states that the Department will provide funding to the national signal distributor Sentech. Digital transmissions will begin on 1 Nov 2008 and by 31 Dec 2009 it is hoped that 50% of households will receive DTV (Digital Television).  By 1 Nov 2011 the Department is hoping for 100% digital coverage and to switch-off of all remaining analogue transmitters (Department of Communications 2008). 
There are three major technical standards for terrestrial digital TV around the world: DVB-T, ATSC and ISDB-T. There is also fourth format, IPTV (internet protocol TV), which is less common. IPTV can be via satellite, like the Mindset educational programming on DSTV in SA (Berger 2006). 
There are two distinct elements to digitisation: transmission methods and reception devices. A conversion to digital TV for example, does not mean that consumers will switch immediately. A national conversion takes years and the process is even longer in poorer countries where new technology is expensive and few can afford it. Reception also plays a vital role in the speed at which a country digitises (Berger 2006).  Most of the new broadcasting methods rely on digital satellite transmission which, in Africa, can often only be accessed in urban areas. If urban Africans are marginalised in the global informational economy, rural Africans are even more so.   
One of the biggest concerns for switching on to digital in Africa is funding. Many critics argue that it will only be through the privatisation of media industry with the help of donors that Africa will digitise. The role of national governments is vital in creating a policy landscape that will promote digitisation. Governments have to take a view on standards, interoperability, models of licensing regimes, spectrum management policies, and public subsidies. The Southern African Digital Broadcasting Association (SADIBA) is industry wide, includes the SABC and Icasa has called for constant monitoring of consumer take-up, affordability of set-top boxes, and other issues in order to ensure that digital migration is progressing according to agreed timeframes (Berger 2006). 
Attractive licensing regimes, adequate spectrum allocations, synchronised timetables, and a coordinated market approach of content/ network/ equipment providers, including promotion campaigns is necessary for a successful switch over to digital. Consumer awareness and interest also needs to be raised, because in their view, market affordability follows the normal price curves (Berger 2006). One of the most critical aspects of migration is not the establishment of digital infrastructure (although such digital networks and services will be the catalysts for the migration) but rather the market uptake of new digital receivers and STB.

Convergence and citizen journalism
The world is like it is, argues Matthew Buckland, because

“We are in an era of convergence, which is been driven by the digital age. Convergence isn’t a “tech thing”, but a revolution that has fundamental implications for media and society. The result is that technology is become increasingly accessible, flattening established hierarchies” (Buckland, 2007). 
Convergence is the coming together of formerly separate things – it is the linking and merging of these things in a common, integrated system. Today, convergence is not simply about shoveling content onto an online edition of a conventional newspaper, it is a patchwork of connections which affects all media regardless of whether or not it is old or new, local or global, physical or electronic, profit or public-service, individual or institutional. Convergence is rapidly growing, and as it continues to grow stand-alone & single media enterprises will not survive. This presents a very real sustainability challenge to small community newspapers and radio stations as well as large state-owned broadcasters. 
Increasingly prominent in media is broadcasters who now transmit content by telecoms. This means sending audio & video via cables (wired) on the WWW via streaming or downloadable (Berger 2006). The wireless WWW is fast extending where & when this content can be accessed. There is also growth in non-WWW wireless publishing via GSM & 3G (SMS, MMS). This poses a very different situation from the previously separate worlds of Telecom, IT and Media (Berger 2006). It means that competition for satellite is growing larger and larger. Besides mobileTV on 3G, there is now also IPTV (via wired or wireless Internet). Not only is there Telecoms and Broadcasting convergence, there is also convergence within the media sector – eg. between Print & Broadcast, and Radio & TV, between real-time transmission and time-shiftable content (Berger 2006).
Convergence brings new aspect to new media – citizen journalism. With the possibility of uploading text, photos, video and audio straight on to the web from a cell phone, anyone with a cell becomes a journalist. Deuze et al argue that the twin developments of participatory news or citizen journalism are part of a convergence process: a convergence between top-down and bottom-up journalists. Such convergence is driven by commercial pressures on existing news organisations to arrest their decline in audience numbers, and by the sedimentation of participatory journalism projects as serious alternatives to the established news industry (Deuze et al 2007: 324). A third element to this equation is the emergence of new websites that operate in a third space, somewhere intermediating between top-down and bottom-up news ventures. The key to understanding the new media ecosystem is based on networked technologies that are ‘peer-to-peer’ in organisation and collaborative in principle. As such, “an embrace of this networked environment by journalism challenges news organisations to extend the level of their direct engagement with audiences as participants in the processes of gathering, selecting, editing, producing and communicating news” (Deuze et al 2007:323). 

These initiatives can be seen in the broader context of an emerging convergence culture, signalling attempts by various media industries to blur the boundaries between users and producers of content in the creative process. Convergence culture-based participatory news sites tend to emerge from institutions and organisations with a strong public service agenda or strong connection to clearly defined local or interest communities, or are set up by commercial news organisations which see a thorough embrace of participatory journalism models as a clear competitive advantage in a shrinking market for journalistic work (Deuze et al 2007: 324). Berger agrees: “much traditional media (even online) are still stuck in the mode of treating people as only consumers of content” (Berger 2007). 
The mobile phone has, over the last ten years, become an integral part of journalism. Four years ago Guy Berger prophesied that the time would come when journalists would use the devices to record audio and capture images; today virtually every new cell phone comes with a built-in camera as standard, and the quality of these cameras is rapidly increasing.

Currently, cellphones carry the most potential to connect Africans to the global media scene. They are far cheaper than computers, require far les infrastructure to operate and there are already 282 million cell phone users with an annual growth rate of 33 percent. The cell phone model can combine subscription and ad revenues, and it can be used for interactive journalism in a way that provides access and a platform for the African citizens to start interaction with established media as well as doing their own citizen journalism. Berger hopes that:
“In a few years, there will be more consumption of internet news content by Africans through cell phones, than by other internet access or by the press. Broadcast will still reach more people, but it will need to converge a lot more with web and cellular platforms for maximum effect (including audio and video contributions and disseminations”(Rap21: 2008). 
Nigeria was the first Africa country to roll out DVB-H mobile TV which places the West African country in the forefront of the world digital television technology race. This move highlights the progressive stance Nigeria’s National Broadcasting Commission is taking in the adoption of new technologies. Consumers in Abuja were the first to receive a bouquet of DSTV channels like SuperSport, CNN and Big Brother Africa live on their cellphones. Other Nigerian cities were only a couple of months behind (bizcommunity.com 2006). DVB-H mobile TV will be available in South Africa early in 2009 and MultiChoice hopes that other African countries will soon follow suit. Technology like DVB-H Mobile TV is bringing citizens into the realm of professional journalists but, as Deuze argues, 
“Citizen journalism remains dependent to a significant extent on mainstream news organisations, whose output it debates, critiques, recombines, and debunks by harnessing large and distributed communities of users. At the same time, increasingly mainstream news is taking note of what the citizen journalists are saying, and uses content generated by users as an alternative to vox-pops, opinion polls, or in some cases indeed as partial replacement of editorial work” (Deuze et al 2007: 335). 
Policy and press freedom

The South African Department of Communications passed the Convergence Bill in 2005 to 
“promote convergence in the broadcasting, telecommunication and broadcasting signal distribution Sectors; to make new provision for the regulation of communication services; to provide for issuing of new licenses and new social obligations; to provide for the control of the radio frequency spectrum; and for that purpose to clarify and augment the powers of the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa; and to provide for matters incidental thereto” (Department of Communications 2005). 

South African media, businesses and civil society organizations were encouraged; it seemed the Bill would give ICASA (Independent Communications Authority of SA) more weight as well becoming self-funded. This would subsequently lead to licences being issued based on services rather than the technology used and the sector would be opened up to allow for augmented competition. The Bill however, lack clarity in its definitions and more importantly, fails to give one over-riding piece of ICT legislation (Vecchiato 2004). South Africa has arguable the most free press in Africa, and yet Parliament is having difficulties deciding what legislation needs to be put in place regarding the Internet. 
Guy Berger argues that new media should not be seen in isolation of old media, and that neither should press freedom be seen in dualistic terms. The term ‘Press freedom’ invokes myriad responses but essentially it refers to the political-juridical dispensation of country regarding its media, in other words:
“how a country’s authorities relate to constitutional, legal and practical entitlements of citizens to produce and consume critical freedom of expression on a one-to-many basis” This is central to the state of the “public sphere” of expression in general – the cultural climate of society wherein public opinion operates with regard to what is talked about, and what is allowed to be said, where, when and by whom (Berger, 2007:1)”. 

The African Telecommunications Union (ATU) signed a memorandum in 2007 to work towards increasing awareness about Internet Governance issues and working together on the development and growth of the Internet in Africa. As more Africans gain access to the internet, African policy makers are working towards sharing ideas and information online. The memorandum is based on common goals which include addressing the need for increased awareness of African policy makers and regulators on issues related to Internet governance. Furthermore it acknowledges there is a need to increase understanding and to build the capacity of African policy makers and regulators on Internet technical and policy issues and that there is a need to strengthen the communication channel with African policy makers and regulators in order to disseminate information on issues related to Internet Governance (ATU 2008). 

Concerns for journalists 

If African journalists and media organisations are to take their place in the global informational society there are myriad challenges that need to be overcome. Training of conventional journalists on the continent is scant enough, but there is even greater need to train African journalists who are ‘net-savvy’ to develop Africa’s online journalism. Internet access is inadequate in newsrooms and as a result many journalists are poorly skilled at web research and are unable to sift useful information from outright fabrication. African journalists need to be aware that the online knowledge horizons are set by the specifically White, Western and male origins of most information in cyberspace. For journalists who do have internet access, plagiarism – “cut-and-paste” journalism – is increasingly easy (Berger 2004). Most news sites publish under-researched content in general, there is little evidence of multi-skilling and the convergence of native & online newsrooms is negligible. 
Convergence produces its own unique challenges for both journalists and publishers. Both groups need to find a way to gather and fund news for different platforms without compromising the needs of their audiences, and still maintaining ethical business practices. In essence, Quinn argues, they need to find ways to blend the twin aims of telling the truth and making money (Quinn 2005). If managers introduce convergence as a way to save money, reporters could become too busy to verify the information they find and resort to publishing material supplied by professional spin-doctors. Journalists could get so busy providing content for multiple platforms that they simply do not have the time to reflect or analyse. But under wise leadership, convergence offers opportunities to do better and more socially useful journalism (Quinn 2005). 
Conclusion: 
New media and new media journalists in Africa have a long way to go before it takes its place in the global informational society. Governments need to follow the precedent set by Nigeria and South Africa provide the necessary policy framework for media freedom and digitisation to enable Africans to gain access to new technologies. As we have seen in the case of South Africa however, more transparency is needed with regard to the drafting of new bills like the Convergence Bill that will pave the way for further development. Journalists and media producers need to be creative in their use of new media to create online journalism that is exciting, professional and uniquely African. 
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