Judges’ Statement 

Mondi-Shanduka Newspaper Journalism Awards 2006 
A new judging team enjoyed high quality entries in this year’s competition. 

The decision to limit most category entries to three items per portfolio bore fruit by compelling journalists to submit only their top work. In past years, judges have sometimes felt like victims of a blast from a blunderbuss –inundated by hit-or-miss deluges, rather getting a focused selection of the best. 

This change has meant that the judges had to spend less time in weeding out weak work. More attention could be given to assessing top quality of the 457 items entered. A total of 193 journalists entered – up from 186 the year before. 
The competition this year refreshed the judging panel by drawing in: Ebbe Dommisse, retired editor of Die Burger; Ivan Fynn, former editor of Cape Argus; Alf Khumalo, leading photojournalist; Ruda Landman, Carte Blanche journalist; Irwin Manoim, founding editor of Mail & Guardian; Phil Mtimkulu, founding editor of The Voice; and Sophie Tema, award-winning retired journalist. Prof Guy Berger, convenor, of Rhodes University’s Journalism and Media Studies School, and John Dludlu, former editor of Sowetan, provided continuity from 2006. 
Over two intense days, we read and re-read all the entries. Writing, especally in the features category, elicited pleasure – but also some concerns. The cardinal sin we found was indulgence in the shape of journalists considering themselves to be the story. Many seem to have forgotten that they’re only the story-teller, not the centre of interest; and that it has to be a pretty unique experience to justify use of the personal pronoun. 
Also on the downside, sourcing was also a problem at times: a story on a street-kid shelter featured no voices from the children themselves; often there were too many “alleged”s in stories that ought to have established the facts. 

Nothing wrong with run-of-the-mill stories, but not if told in run-of-the-mill ways. There was too big a parade of predictable topics being predictably told. Subjects like Aids deaths, child abuse, drug dealers, courts, Pomfret base, Lindlela transit camp. Items on Telkom, prisons, family murders, xenophobia, political anniversaries, etc. Readers’ eyes can only glaze over unless journalists begin close in on the uniqueness of each story and then communicate this sans cliché. 
What the judges sought was journalism that did something different. We found it. It did help if you had wholly new information never told before. But there were also many excellent entries that took old staples and yet told something new about them. Even better, there were journalists who also used fresh language, design and image in the telling. 
Where entries also scored was where journalists put leg-work into the stories, been able to grasp context, and capture reader attention through quality craft into the bargain. 
The winners, finalists and unprecedented numbers of commendees show that despite conditions of production-line journalism in some newsrooms, good journalists are still able to produce good quality products. Their achievements need to be saluted and held up as examples of the kind of journalism South Africa needs – and deserves. 
1. Hard News:
Entries here were of a high standard. Unsurprisingly, crime stories were prominent. But the diversity of topics was refreshing – from campus sex scandals to the destruction of Stone Age sites. Yet it was a series of business-related stories that best met the criteria of writing under pressure, with graphic description and pointed news salience. The winning entries by Rob Rose broke important news on the Kebble story and gave it meaty and meaningful treatment. Rose’s complex piece on Mzi Khumalo’s share dealings was also a finalist – in other words, a probable winner had he not entered his Kebble coverage. Other finalists and commendees brought to light a range of significant stories clearly told. Their news covered catch-22 in administering justice, mafia links to police chief Jackie Selebi, the recusal of judges from the Zuma rape trial, muti murders, and exhorbitant airflights by the deputy president. In this, sterling work was done by Jana Engelbrecht – from the Diamond Fields Advertiser, and from the bigger newspapers by Jeremy Gordin and Karyn Maughan, Graeme Hosken and Erika Gibson. Some otherwise very powerful stories were marred by writing that failed to capture the concrete specifics.
2. Analysis and Commentary:
Some stories were more on the comment side – dedicated primarily to passing judgement.  Others constituted non-partisan analysis. The best mixed comment with analysis. Wally Mbhele and Moipone Malefane produced the winning entry for their insightful story on divisions in the ANC. Business journalists featured prominently here – despite working in an area of life that can come across as complex or boring to ordinary readers. Renee Bonorchis and Sthembiso Msomi secured places as finalists with stories of sufficient quality to win. Indicating that politics is not the only subject for this category, Nashira Davids received a commendation for her story on soccer and social life. 
3. Feature writing:

We got tired at the extent of navel-gazing by journalists who remained wholly unconscious of the un-momentous nature of their part in the story. The industry seems afflicted by a misunderstanding that personalisation means inserting the writer into the spotlight warranted or unwarranted. Some stories added nothing to overtold themes, and much writing was pedestrian. However, the best were very well written. Profiles showed substantial research and critical distance from the personality being portrayed. Judges felt encouraged for the future at the number of young writers entering. In many entries, there was both willingness and ability to go more in-depth. TJ Lemon wins for a subtle depiction of the unspoken textures of an everyday event – the burial of an Aids victim. A profile by Hanlie Retief, and a delightful report on Brenda Fassie’s son by Kevin Bloom, made it to finalist status. Commendations went to highly original writing on sport (Carlos Amato), captivating writing on science (Elsabé Brits), and sensitive rapport with a rural woman once married to Jacob Zuma (Borrie la Grange).
4. Investigative writing:

The judges were pleased to report that the many high-quality entries, even from publications not normally known for investigative journalism, made this a difficult category to judge. It was rich pickings this year compared to last. The watchdog is alive, sniffing and barking! We looked for examples of journalists who dug up information not easily available, and who stuck with the story over a long period. The Mail & Guardian team won for their Kebble-Selebi stories. Other entries eliciting respect came from Bruce Cameron; Adrian Basson and Carien du Plessis; Simpiwe Piliso, and Fred Kockott and Sibusiso Ngalwa. These journalists have done invaluable work in exposing what some wished to keep hidden. In other cases, unfortunately, some of the writing was not up to standard. Worse, facts were often uncorroborated. There were far too many “it seems”, and “apparently”s.  The winners in this category stayed on their story virtually throughout the year, finding more and more every week. Especially the smaller papers found unique stories in their own backyards. We were uncomfortable, however, with the fact that some investigative work was funded by outsiders with particular interests, and implore media owners to put money into these stories which cannot be done on a normal newspaper budget. Invest in your reporters and maintain an unassailable independence of the industry. 
5. Creative journalism:
The best entries have a common thread: they provide a commentary on the life in the new South Africa. None more so than the winning story about the 77-year-old Berea Gogo who turns stereotypes on their heads. She lives in a crime hot spot, travels by minibus taxi and is street smart. Andie Miller wrote the story as part of a longer travelogue as she traversed this country full of surprises. Braam Kruger was a well-deserved finalist. Overall, the competition attracted entries from a range of writers sensitive to the demands and realities of the new South Africa. The diversity of our society came to the fore and there was a good sprinkling of humour in the work submitted. On the downside, a number of writers allowed the “I factor” to get in the way of otherwise good writing. But this category also saw four entrants commended for their work – which came very close to winning quality. They are Fred Khumalo, Jaco Jacobs, Khadija Magardie-Bradlow, Maureen Isaacson and Niren Tolsi.
6. Graphical journalism:


Jonathan Shapiro was once again the winner, with his unbeatable ability to summarise a complex issue in a single, incisive image. He submitted a number of cartoons, but his image of Alec Erwin with an Eskom bolt through his lips particularly impressed the judges. The standard of cartoons in the country has improved in recent years, and several smaller newspapers submitted drawings of high standard, including some in full colour. But none could quite match Shapiro's ability to deliver a knock-out punch. This is a skill that comes with experience, giving reason to hope for good work in the future from the up-coming younger generation. There were hardly any submissions of news-driven information graphics, and none strong enough to stand out. Sadly, this continues to be an area that is neglected by South African newspapers. Those graphics that were submitted, were illustrations to accompany comment articles on opinion pages. Although a number were attractive, none stood out as exceptional. The best, the judges felt, was an ironic play on the usual yin-yan logo, with vicious sharks and spattered blood, done by Anton Vermeulen. The judges believe there is a fair amount of good work being done in this area, but it is not being submitted to the competition. 

7. News photographs:

The best pictures here were taken as the action happened, with the photographer not knowing in advance what would occur. Chris Collingridge’s picture focused unusually not on the security officers, but on a woman torn by razor wire as she fled the scene. The sharpness and composition allow the viewer to feel the pain. The finalist photo by Enos Mhlongo is an unusual and poignant picture, reflecting an ugly moment combined with crowd laughter. Co-finalist Esa Alexander froze the emotional moment of Thabo Mbeki consoling the daughter of the dead PW Botha. Light, action, expression and intrigue characterise the work of the two commended photographers, Brenton Geach and Simphiwe Mbokazi.
8. Feature photographs:

Winner Steve Lawrence submitted a versatile portfolio in which his pictures of the Jacob Zuma rape trial stood out. They were relevant, well composed and well lit – with each shot standing out as a story on its own. Finalist Alon Skuy also submitted good angles on the Zuma story, and co-finalist Neil McCartney was able to convey the grief and tragedy of the funeral of a shot policeman. The three commendees Sydney Seshibedi, Muntu Vilakazi and Nonhlanhla Kambule-Makgati showed they had good colour appreciation, an eye for a picture and an ability to seize the right moment to take it. 
9. Presentation (layout and design):

The winning entry in this year's design award is the kind of work that journalism students are usually forbidden to try: anarchic pages with text inside circles, no columns, and garish colurs splashed all over the page. But Renthia Bornman has done it all boldly and with excellent spatial judgement, making for cheerful pages that stand out from the usual crowd, and are appropriate to the offbeat editorial feel of Rapport’s magazine. (Note to would-be contestants: This should not be taken as an invitation to encourage rule-breaking in future). Finalist Gabriel Seeber produced a series of elegant pages for the front of the Saturday Star's feature section. The only criticism was that the macro-sized single word in the headlines was sometimes a poor indicator of the actual subject matter. Further finalists, the joint team of Marzanne van den Bergh and Waldimar Pelser, were commended for editorial audacity in producing a double-sided front page – rather like a playing card – on the day of the Zuma verdict, posing the inevitable 'guilty' or 'not guilty' question in an unusual form. The actual design execution did not quite match up to the idea, or this might have been the winner. 
The standard of newspaper layout has definitely improved over the years, but some of the best work is not being submitted to the design category of the Mondi Awards. Ironically, pages submitted as supporting documentation to work in other categories were often as strong as any submitted here, for example some excellent front pages of The Star around the Zuma trial. Page designers should take more note of this category in future. Unlike the Pringle, Mervis and Frewin trophies, which consider issues such as printing and advertising quality, the Mondi-Shanduka looks only at editorial design. It also gives page designers – people who generally spend their working lives in backrooms – a rare opportunity to find recognition.

10. SA Story of the Year
The joint winners in this category are responsible for unpicking the complex and corrupt web that the late Brett Kebble built around him. Their work scrupulously unravelled the networks of intrigue and dubious deals, including the man’s connections with police chief Jackie Selebi.  In the light of misplaced eulogies to Kebble by his many supporters, including several who occupy high political office, the resulting stories provided the highest order of public service. What the winners’ iconoclastic journalism highlights are the unsavoury links between money and politics more generally, indeed a near-institutionalised colloboration that poses a direct danger to both democracy and development. The reportage shows that where the state is unwilling or unable to guard against Kebblesque trends, the media has risen to the responsibility. That has required appoint able and experienced reporters who are up to the task. More papers should invest in journalists like Business Day’s Rob Rose and the co-winning Mail & Guardian team of Sam Sole, Nic Dawes, Zukile Majova and Stefaans Brümmer. 
South African journalist of the year

No one enters in this category, and the verdict is based on judges’ review of all the work entered. The prize goes to Bruce Cameron, a serious and senior journalist who takes refreshing stabs at businesses that behave badly. He takes on corporate abuses with well researched information. His writing is independent, nuanced and analytical, even when covering news. Not only does Cameron do his homework well, he can also write so that a non-specialist reader can understand. During 2006, he brought his expertise to bear by proactively, and almost single-handedly, conducting a penetrating investigation into hidden abuses in the pensions industry. By bringing this all to light, and in a sustained and wholly professional manner, Cameron is the single most deserving candidate of this award for the year. 
2007 Lifetime Achiever

Raymond Louw has an intense passion for the media, expressing it fearlessly throughout his more than 60 years of print journalism and press freedom advocacy. Long before many of today’s journalists were born, he was already fighting the good fight. In the 1970s, his decade-long editorship of the Rand Daily Mail was central to making the publication the quality of newspaper it was. Thus during a critical period in South African political history, the paper shone a rare spotlight on state brutality and scholar-led resistance to it. In the 1980s, the man spent much time helping defend journalism against state-of-emergency restrictions. He then contributed much to the transition to democracy in the 1990s. Without pausing, this 81-year-old continues today to vociferously uphold journalistic freedom and standards in South Africa, and more widely in Africa. One could call him a professional advocate for press freedom, except for the fact that all service this has been done in a voluntary capacity. The commitment of this South African media war-horse is an inspiration to many.  Raymond Louw is a fitting candidate for Lifetime Achiever 2007. 
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