gaby_neujahr@web.de  Gaby Neujahr [g.neujahr@kas.org.za]

 World Democracy Report: Media in South Africa 
by Guy Berger 
Guy Berger is Professor and Head of Department of Journalism and Media Studies, Rhodes University, South Africa. 
17 December 2004


1. General conditions 
South African media in 2004 marked ten years of operation in a free legal environment thanks to a decade of democracy. This environment has impacted positively on media over the period, and media in turn has helped consolidate democracy. 

In marked contrast to the situation under apartheid, the country’s current constitution guarantees freedom of expression and of the media.  As regards political conditions, the role of the media vis-à-vis government is a mixed one, but generally positive from a democratic point of view. Economic conditions continue to be a challenge, both with regard to the development of new outlets and the excessive commercialisation of much existing media. From a social point of view, there is progress regarding the pressures of racial division and conflict. However, the quality of journalism in the new era is of concern, and there is a need to achieve more from training. 
Nonetheless, taken all together, South Africa’s experiences amount to an exciting success story of a transition from media under a racial despotism to a situation of non-racial democracy. These issues are discussed consecutively in this report.
2.Legal environment
 

 Apartheid was enforced through physical force as well as information control. Sometimes, these two aspects were combined – thus the old regime jailed journalists like Zwelakhe Sisulu for 251 days, and Peter Magubane for 586 days.  In contrast, South African journalists today can do their job with political impunity, and without any fear of being harassed by the state. Similarly, the media as an institution is also in a very different situation to what used to be the case. These freedoms are largely a result of the country’s basic law.
2.1 The constitution and media freedom
Free speech and free media are enshrined in South Africa’s constitution. However, it should also be noted that these constitutional guarantees do not provide for absolutely unfettered free speech. Instead, the constitution expressly states that these rights do not extend to extreme and dangerous hate speech. Further, the constitution also provides for a balancing between free speech and free media rights on the one hand, with the rights to equality and dignity on the other. At the same time, there is a welcome democratic caveat to the effect that rights can only be limited if this is “reasonable and justifiable in an open and democratic society based on freedom and equality”. In addition, any limitation would not only have to be “reasonable”, but also proportional to the problem to be addressed, and when there is no alternative available. This would make it very hard to curb citizen’s liberties to produce media on an arbitrary or undemocratic basis. 
Some might argue, however, that such curbs are enabled by the ban on hate speech in the Film and Publications Act (1996). This law applies to both film and publications which are not members of the national print media association. The implementation is by a board which classifies certain kinds of content with age-related and distribution-related restrictions. Such control was initially post-publication, but in early 1999 it was extended to cover pre-publication (i.e. production per se of offensive content became an offence). 

The law covers hate speech in a broad sense, including sexual and “religious hatred” content, except in cases deemed to be bona fide artistic, scientific or discussion-oriented purposes.  These constraints accord with the “human dignity” provision in the constitution. Even though they clearly limit freedom of expression, it is arguable that this is not a limitation that goes to the heart of media’s role in democracy or socio-economic transformation. Successive apartheid governments used laws purportedly designed to prevent race hatred in order to suppress criticism of white domination, but there have been no media convictions under the new law.

It is thus safe to say that on the whole the constitution’s provisions on free speech are overwhelmingly positive from the point of view of media and democracy. For example, they were a major reason for substantive revisions in 2004 of a draft law on combating terrorism. This draft legislation, formulated as part of South Africa’s international legal obligations in the era of the post-September 11 World Trade Center attacks, was sufficiently vague in its first incarnation to constitute a potential threat to free expression broadly. It further violated journalists’ rights to maintain the confidentiality of their sources – which although not expressly part of the constitutional right to media freedom, could be seen as an essential component of this right. Strong representations by civil society groups, including the media, led to the more problematic aspects of the bill being removed before it was passed into law.

2.2 Constitution – access to information

The constitution also goes further than keeping government interference out of media and communication – it also opens the state’s own information resources to public scrutiny. This is provided for in the constitutional provision for the right of access to information. Indeed, the right also extends to access to information held by non-state entities in-as-much as information in this sphere is needed for the exercise or protection of any rights. This aspect of the constitution has also been implemented in the form of legislation – the Promotion of Access to Information Act. However, the relevant law allows for an effective limitation on this right by making it subject to the administrative and financial capacity of the state. To date, although there is strong symbolic value to the law, there has been very little utilisation by the media. A practical exercise in 2004 showed very poor responsiveness by state agencies to requests made under the legislative provisions.  
The relevance of the access issue to democracy can also be expanded to assess the media openness of proceedings of organs of the state. Television is permitted in parliament, but not generally in the courts. A significant concession was granted in 2004 allowing for broadcasters to transmit approved edited excerpts in a case involving Mark Thatcher. However, rather than setting a precedent, the matter of granting access to electronic media was rejected in the Shabir Shaik trial in the same year (once before the Thatcher verdict and again - for radio only - afterwards). 

In short, strides in the area of access to information allowed for by constitutional provisions have lagged behind those achieved by the media freedom dispensation. 

2.3 Legacy legislation and media’s democratic role. 

Unfortunately, much legacy legislation remains from the apartheid era. Despite lobbying by the South African National Editors Forum (Sanef), these archaic laws have not been repealed or amended. On certain occasions, such legislation has been used by the state to suppress information, for example around armaments exports and biological warfare issues. Even though the constitutionality of such laws is questionable, they have not yet been taken on test. 
One of the most controversial of these legacy laws is Section 205 of the Criminal Procedure Act. In terms this law, journalists can be subpoened to give evidence in judicial proceedings, and face imprisonment for refusal. Under apartheid, a number of journalists were in fact jailed under this. However, in the context of democracy and the constitution, a positive memorandum of understanding was agreed between the Ministry of Justice, the Director of Public Prosecutions and the SA National Editors Forum in 1999. This document established interim limitations on the state’s use of Section 205 against journalists. However, it has not been consistently observed, and meanwhile there still remains to be action on journalists’ desire to see full legislative amendment or repeal of problematic legislation. 
The situation is that the power of subpoena continues to be used – including even of one journalist to a Commission of Inquiry during 2003. Still, there has been a sea-change in attitude amongst the authorities so that even the 2003 deployment of subpoenas was exercised with sensitivity. Accordingly, journalists were initially “invited” to testify, and though they all declined, only one of them was subsequently subpoenaed. In this case, the judge also said he would not necessarily expect the reporter to reveal sources and would entertain objections to certain lines of questioning. The matter never came to this. The journalist refused to testify entirely, and her appeal against the judge’s insistence that she testify took so long that he concluded the inquiry without the matter being resolved. 
While legacy laws like Section 205 remain a practical problem, it is also the case that media has operated with broad impunity irrespective of legalities.  When the majority of newspapers broke the law and published evidence in the Mandela divorce case, no action was taken against them. When the Sunday Independent newspaper ignored a court interdict and also transgressed restrictions under an apartheid-era law, the paper was not charged for either offence. In 2004, blatant violation of sub judice provisions did not lead to legal repercussions against the media. That the statutes are still in existence, however, means they could be used at a different juncture should the state decide to apply them.
2.4 New legislation and practice

While old laws remain on the books as a potential threat, there are also some some problems with new laws. The anti-Terrorism law has been discussed above; another new item of legislation of potential relevance to curbing media’s democratic role is the Interception and Monitoring Act of 2002. This law could enable monitoring of journalists’ communications by state or employers under certain conditions, although to date it has not been implemented as such. 

One post-apartheid legal development that represents a major improvement for the media has been that of a more media-friendly interpretation of defamation. In South Africa, these matters are handled as civil law issues. During the apartheid years, the press was persistently curbed or intimidated by court cases, or the threat thereof, by litigants citing defamation.  Not only politicians, but also various government ministers, corporations and business people successfully silenced or chilled the media by securing protection from the courts in terms of conservative application of defamation case law prior to 1994.  This chilling situation was ended with the celebrated Bogoshi judgement in 1998. The ruling saw the courts reinterpret the law in the light of the new constitution. The effect was that journalists no longer had to prove that what they published was true, but only that they had not been negligent in trying to verify truth. This meant that the media has been substantially strengthened in its ability to publish.

2.4 State-owned media and broadcast regulation
South Africa’s constitution provides for regulation of the broadcast industry through an independent broadcast regulatory authority. The authority is designated as needing to “regulate broadcasting in the public interest and to ensure fairness and a diversity of views broadly representing South African society.” The establishment of what was known as the Independent Broadcast Authority (IBA) actually pre-dated the constitution, being legislated into existence in 1993 as a result of political negotiations in preparation for democracy. 
Over the years, this status for the regulator has been cause for important democratic victories. Most importantly, it has been the backdrop for the SABC being held accountable as a public broadcaster as distinct from a state or government broadcaster. Of equal importance, the body has been able to oversee the independent evolution of a pluralistic broadcast environment consisting of three sectors – public, community and commercial (private). 
It was also on this constitutional bedrock about the independence of the regulator, that the ANC majority in parliament failed in an attempt to undercut the IBA in 1998.   
This constitutional protection of the IBA (now called ICASA – the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa) does not mean independence in the form of a wholly free hand for regulation. Political influence remains through broad (but transparent) policy directives which may be issued by the Minister. Further, the parliamentary committee which interviews and nominates people to serve on the regulator’s council. This multi-party committee reflects the strength of the majority party in parliament, and the result has been appointments of individuals sympathetic to that party. In addition, the state president can reject, and has done so, candidates put forward by parliament.  On the other hand, the system at least allows for an arm’s length relationship by government, and for a strong degree of public accountability. This is distinct from a structural arrangement where government could exercise direct control. 

2.4 State-owned media – the SABC

Another legal factor affecting media and democracy has been legislation relating to the SABC. The public broadcaster was, and remains, the overwhelmingly dominant institution in terms of national reach and numbers of listeners and viewers. Under apartheid, the SABC board had been chosen directly by government. It came under the control of an autonomous board just ahead of what was the country’s first democratic poll. Like the IBA board, the SABC board is now chosen by a parliamentary committee through public interviews with candidates nominated by civil society. The state president can approve or reject the nominations. 
The 1999 Broadcast Act further reinforced the independence of the public broadcaster by specifying that coverage should include “significant news and public affairs programming, which meets the highest standards of journalism, as well as fair coverage, impartiality, balance and independence from government, commercial and other interests.” Despite the fact that the independence of the SABC was therefore enshrined in legislation, this was not set in stone. In 2002, the Minister proposed amendments which would drop this clause. She further said that the SABC needed formal editorial policies in order to be accountable, and that she would execute the process of developing and approving these. A public outcry resulted in parliament rejecting this approach. Instead, the independence provisions in the law were retained, and the SABC was required to develop editorial policies through a consultative process with the public. The relevant body to adopt these would be the Board of the corporation, not the Minister. Thereafter, the regulator would be responsible for monitoring and compliance. The wide-ranging consultation took place in 2003, and the final version of the policies was adopted by the Board in early 2004. The political independence and democratic contribution of the public broadcaster is further elaborated in these policies. 
However, controversy erupted in 2004 in regard to how SABC was responding to controversy about politicians appearing in its programmes in the run-up to the elections. Concerns were also expressed when the corporation gave live coverage to the annual conference of the ruling ANC just ahead of the formal electoral period in 2004, and did not extend the same facility to opposition parties. The regulator, Icasa, ruled that this was not an enfringement of licence conditions, nor of its own electoral coverage regulations. Subsequent monitoring of election coverage commended the SABC (and other broadcasters) for unbiased coverage. 
Nonetheless, all this did not prevent criticisms being made by opposition parties that the new SABC Board which took office in 2004 was predominantly aligned towards the ruling ANC. In response, Board members said they acted professionally and were not political appointees. The same argument was made by the ANC-aligned journalist, Snuki Zikalala, who was appointed Managing Director of News in 2004. 

2.5 Summing up.
In short, the section above shows that the legal context of a democratic South Africa, has meant the country’s media has been better placed than ever before to play a democratic role unfettered by government. The question that then arises is what role the media has played within this environment. 

3. Political conditions

3.1 Background to the role of the media in regard to democracy.

During apartheid, the media was politicised and polarised. The ethos was of a partisan media – broadly for or against apartheid, with little room for anything outside of these alternatives. The Truth and Reconcilation Commission (TRC) in 1996, concluded that the bulk of media — even though there were some important exceptions — either expressly promoted apartheid, or implicitly complied with it, and in both ways contributed to a climate where oppressive social engineering and gross human rights violations could continue to take place. The TRC commended the “alternative press”. Today, the issue now is what stand media people take given that they are free to choose. 
3.2 Diverse democratic roles

With the advent of democracy, the various players in this complex media landscape bequeathed by apartheid were compelled to reassess their roles – especially vis-à-vis their approach to state power. This was accompanied by rapid structural change whereby the “alternative press” lost some of its raison d’etre as well as a lifeline of foreign funding. Many of its erstwhile members became prominent figures in the mainstream, which in turn also began to develop a vision that extended beyond the confines of conservative white news for conservative white audiences. 


In this flux and new context, there were some media voices that urged support for the new democratically-elected government in its efforts to reconcile divisions and build a new South Africanism – including even some from the previously reform-minded Afrikaans-language press. Other media people, including many from the “alternative press” - held out for an independent and critical role. This group also included some – for example from the English language mainstream and SABC - who had gone along with the previous regime and who now belatedly, and expediently, discovered the value of playing a watchdog role. Finally, there were also some who decided it was now possible to be neutral and sought not to rock an unstable boat by supporting or criticising the government. Their role, it appeared, was to withdraw from media playing a part in the political arena, and instead to simply to do the job of blandly informing, educating and entertaining the public. 
The core issue revolved around whether media people should now behave as journalists first and foremost, and political beings second, and indeed what kind journalists they should be – watchdogs or development journalists. 

This contentious issue continued to repeat itself in a different form throughout the years. One especially recurrent form was whether journalists should agree to testify in court cases or not, particularly when subpoenaed to do so under Section 205 of the Criminal Law Amendment Act. Some media people argued that the journalistic ethics of protecting sources should trump the interests of the legal authorities, others felt it was important not to be above the law. 

There are many critics who feel that an assertive media role today is not being put forward nearly strong enough, and that institutions like the SABC and the foreign-owned Independent Newspapers are far too soft on the government. On the other hand, there are others who feel that a "kneejerk” adversarial-style antagonism and a default suspicion of those in power is just as problematic and inappropriate in the conditions of South Africa. 
Perhaps it is fair to say that most media voices today are – of their own volition - broadly supportive of government policies, although there are a number of select exceptions to the support. For example, reportage on government policy on HIV-AIDS and Zimbabwe has been almost universally subject to negative interpretations in the media. In contrast, there has been almost no critical debate about the government’s orientation on economic policy. Instead, criticism of the latter has been forthcoming in regard to the implementation of policy, rather than the intrinsics. Arguably, however, South African democracy would be better served by vibrant debate on whether the economic orthodoxies are up to the challenge of eliminating the scourge of poverty that still afflicts millions of South Africans.

This is not to say that journalists’ limited coverage on this issue means they have become ideologues for government. On the whole, they subscribe to a self-image as independent professionals. Coverage on issues such as government race-related redress policies is often robust. There are regular investigations into corruption or cronyism. There is thus in general no love lost between media and government, and there remains enormous suspicion amongst ruling party politicians about the motives of what is still often seen as a white-oriented and controlled media. However, there is also no sign that the authorities intend going beyond their criticism of the media into more substantive attempts at control. 


However, there is still some concern amongst journalists that the tone of governmental antipathy to media criticism, as voiced occasionally and with invective by President Mbeki in a regular internet column he writes. The criticism is not conducive to a climate of tolerance. There is a fear that the government could construe its triumphant return to office in 2004 with an even larger majority than previously, as evidence that the media is out of step with the country – for example, on criticising governmental policy on HIV-AIDs and Zimbabwe.  Nonetheless, most journalists are uncowed and continue to believe, strongly, that they have a role to speak against power when necessary, and even against majority public opinion or broad electoral endorsement if need be.  
The result is a range of shifting roles whereby on varying issues, some reportage will critique government, and other coverage support it. In all cases, what is significant is that the decisions are made within the media and not by the authorities themselves – except in certain instances of media manipulation or underhand collaboration. Some politicians and their “spin doctors” still seem to believe that journalists should be active and unconditional supporters of government efforts, and are angered and disappointed when this fails to occur. Very few journalists, however, would like to see their profession revert to the role that was played (and discredited) under apartheid. This culture of independent journalism is an important democratic characteristic in contemporary South Africa – even if it is sometimes compromised by members of the media themselves (see below). 
Another key aspect of media’s role in democracy is the extent to which there is a range of information and opinion choices made available to the public.  This issue can be assessed in terms of both internal and sector-wide pluralism media within the country. 

3.3 The political conditions and broadcast pluralism 
The role of media after apartheid changed to recognise the full range of viewpoints and political diversity in South Africa. Thus, the spectrum of news within almost every medium was much wider than previously. Indeed, it became almost “politically correct” for most media institutions to act as a forum for contending ideas and information. In the case of broadcasting, political bias in favour of a single party was excluded in license conditions. 

Broadcasting independence and pluralism has also been backed up by law and regulation. Thus no politically-aligned association or individual can qualify for a licence, and all those who are licenced are required to be politically independent, especially during elections when strict neutrality and balance conditions are laid down. There have been controversies, but in general electoral impartiality is respected by broadcasters, and indeed it is enforced by the broadcast industry’s “in-house” ethics body – the Broadcasting Complaints Commission of South Africa. Standing behind this council is also the national regulator’s Broadcast Monitoring and Complaints Commission which ultimately has the power to revoke licences. 

From the point of view of the sector as a whole, far greater media pluralism in terms of diverse outlets came into being as a consequence of democracy. This began with the regulatory authority, the IBA, licensing some 80 entirely new community radio stations in the first three years of democracy. The IBA also reduced the size and contentrated power of the SABC by privatising some of its more commercially-oriented stations to new owners (mainly black). In addition, the IBA also licensed seven new “greenfields”, commercial radio stations and a commercial national television network, known as etv.  The regulator has also operated with restrictions on private media concentration, though in 2004 it began a process to dilute its rules and allow for greater consolidation of ownership in the commercial sector. Meanwhile, pluralistic private ownership of radio stations persists.
Underpinning the three tier broadcast landscape of public, community and commercial broadcasters was a democratic philosophy envisaging a division of labour between the different sectors. Thus, community radio was seen as providing local access to the airwaves, SABC as delivering public service programming, and the commercial sector recognising the interest of those seeking the freedom to make money from the industry. Despite the complementarity of the different sectors, however, there was also strong competition not only within each, but also between them. 
Still, from a democratic point of view, the three sectors have meant a range of different voices and audience choices on air – although in some aspects, it has also entailed homogenous content as each broadcaster seeks out the most popular formats. As a result, public service programming is not distinctive, as compared to commercial, while community radio can often be found emulating the mainstream. There is thus less diversity than the number of broadcasters might lead one to expect.  Community radio has also proved valuable in playing the role of a local forum, but its ability to develop professional news and current affairs content has been very limited.  

Nonetheless, from a vantage point of ensuring that the public broadcaster does not become a government broadcaster, the broadcast pluralism has been a good thing. It has constituted an additional check and balance on the independence of the SABC, in that the fact of pluralism has meant that propaganda broadcasting by this state-owned broadcaster would risk the danger of audiences migrating to more credible stations. Losing audience share would mean losing not just influence, but also advertising, and the broadcast landscape thus compels the SABC to be competitive with other players on the airwaves.
In 2002, government decided that two additional commercial TV channels should be created with a mandate to broadcast entirely in indigenous languages. Initially, the view was that these would be directly accountable to the Department of Communications. However, protests by civil society and business saw these eventually being designated as public broadcast stations within the SABC’s portfolio. For its part, the SABC has indicated that resourcing for such facilities would need to come from the central fiscus and it is not at all clear that the media landscape will see these being established any time soon. 

3.3 Pluralism in other media

Pluralism in the print media has been much slower to grow in the democracy era, largely because of the tougher economies of printing and distribution. Most print media remains in English or Afrikaans, although there has been strong, if small, growth in isiZulu publishing (Durban) and isiXhosa (Cape Town). However, the three large companies in the print media sector (Independent Newspapers – Irish-owned; Media24 – Afrikaner-owned; Johncom – black-owned) do compete and offer alternatives. From the old “alternative” press, the Mail & Guardian newspaper (now Zimbabwean-owned) offers another distinct alternative view (leftist). Tabloid newspapers targeting blue-collar readers have been growing fast in recent years, becoming the largest-selling daily publications. Their role, however, is entertaining rather than informational. This does not make them irrelevant from a democratic point of view, but they do not fulfil the more classic roles of public sphere media in a democracy. 

A level of print pluralism is maintained by ICASA regulations on the limitations of cross-ownership to 20% shareholdings between print and broadcast operations. While this is likely to change, it has in the interim served to block some of the newspaper groups from significant expansion into radio. 

The MDDA, the Media Development and Diversity Agency a new (and independent) body that has been set up by government supports not only community radio, but also grassroots publications and print entrepreneurs, to complement the large corporate-owned print media. The initiative was the fruit of civil society groups who eventually persuaded government to set it up in 2003. However, financial commitment by government remains paltry. 

Also as distinct from the pre-apartheid era, the 1990s saw the rise of the Internet as another mass medium. While access in South Africa remains limited mainly to the middle-class white community, this outlet – with its participative dimension – has meant another way in which different views can be expressed, debated and disseminated.  
3.4 Summing up

The political conditions for media in democracy exhibit the normal tensions between government and independent media in a democracy, but with respect from each side towards the other. The most wide-reaching medium, i.e broadcasting, is several steps removed from political control, and there is pluralism across the spectrum as a whole. However, the prospects for deepening these positives are constrained by economics. 
4. Economic pressures
4.1 The import of finances
All media in South Africa, but especially community and public broadcasting, have been deeply shaped by financial models. 
Community radio has been largely donor-funded, but some public funds have also been channelled into the sector. The bulk of these are given direct by the Department of Communications, although this does not seem to have come with political strings attached. A much smaller amount is disbursed by the MDDA which also draws on donations from the mainstream industry for its budget. The notion that community broadcasting could tap into new and local advertising for its existence has not been fully realised, and the sector is not as secure as many democrats would like it to be. However, the reality is that a large sector of broadcasting is made possible through a non-commercial model that depends largely on unpaid volunteer labour. 
Financial models also impact on the democratic role of the public broadcaster. The SABC draws most of its revenue from advertising; licence fees yield just 13%. This is not only unpopular with commercial broadcasters, who resent amongst other things the power of the corporation to bulk market its outlets to advertisers. It has also attracted severe criticism from civil society, and even from the ANC, for what is seen as a commercial agenda that compromises public service programming – especially in regard to transmission in the minority languages of the country’s 12 official tongues. 
The commercial financing model at SABC further leads to imports of cheap US television programming rather than investment in more-expensive indigenous talent, despite local content quotas. But there seems little likelihood, however, that government policy will change to start funding the SABC from the national fiscus, or that licence fees will ever constitute a preponderant source of revenues. 
Instead, in an effort to streamline the situation, government policy in recent years has been for SABC to separate itself into commercial and public service wings – the profits from the former then subsidising the latter. This complex disentangling is complicated by the fact that the public service wings will still continue to carry advertising. Overall, the impact of this funding model on democracy in the narrow sense is not necessarily negative. However, if it means insufficient resources for programming in diverse languages, this could have repercussions on the language of empowerment and on the informational divide amongst citizens in South Africa. 
4.2 Commercialisation

Another factor that endangers the credibility of journalism in South Africa has been the increasing commercialisation of the media industry.  This is evident in the mainstreaming of market-driven journalism, where content is tailored to follow (rather than lead) existing tastes and prejudices. Audiences are carved up and treated one-sidedly as consumers, rather than being addressed as citizens.  Even the SABC as a public broadcaster is substantially skewed in its contents due to this dynamic. Part of this picture has also been an indiscriminate “dumbing-down” of content, and increase in sensationalism. Many mid-market media outlets have emulated the apparent success of down-market tabloid journalism instead of rather differentiating themselves from this activity. 

Further, the democratic standing of the media has been undermined by numerous violations of the boundary between advertising and editorial or programming content. Further, to an individual, editors complain about how much they have to concentrate on the business side of the media, such as on sales or on attracting audiences as ends in themselves, at the expense of being able to focus on editorial content and its intrinsic value. This situation in turn reflects the historical decline in power of the editors – who nowadays report to a CEO or to managing director, rather than having direct access to a board. Editing content is now subservient to commercial agendas, and democratic considerations come second.

5. Non-state repression: social pressures on the media. 

South Africa today enjoys a public opinion climate where criticism of the authorities is accepted as legitimate. Journalistic output in the media is both a cause and a beneficiary of this development in civic culture. The result is that free speech is a cherished right. The wide spectrum of the public today can be described as tolerant of journalists – a very different situation in comparison to the dangerous days of between 1990 and 1994 in the four year build-up to elections. Then, extremist forces on the left or the right did not hesitate to intimidate or threaten journalists. Occasional cases of individual officials or criminals assaulting journalists still surface, but politically-driven violence has gone. There are four areas of social life and identity that colour journalism in ways not always conducive to democracy, however: race, nationality, class and gender. 
5.1. Repressions related to racial-mindsets in thinking. 
Racial identity in South Africa has been closely linked to the tensions of racism.  Thus, when racial identities come into play (which is not all the time), subjectivities are constructed not just as different to, but as necessarily against, each other. This is of course a function of historical legacy at the levels of both perception and practical inequities of power and privilege, and it has been a factor influencing journalism for a long time. 
These issues were explored at an inquiry in 1999 into media racism by the SA Human Rights Commission (SAHRC). The commission is one of the constitutional institutions charged with monitoring and advancing the impact of the democratic constitution on South African society. Its inquiry saw bitter testimony by many black journalists, and a degree of mea culpa being expressed by their white counterparts. The event entailed the humbling of many white journalists, and, the awareness that black journalists could also unthinkingly perpetuate racist content. These developments led to a subsequent reduction of race tensions within the media. 
The result is that almost all media today explicitly support the project of countering racism in society by only reporting race when it is relevant to a story, and by exposing incidents of racism that still exist. To this extent, media can be said to be part of a broad thrust of nation building, wherein there is an effort being made to construct a sense of a democratic and unitary South Africanism, notwithstanding socio-historical diversity and a background of rifts and conflicts framed in racial terms. Some might consider this self-censorship, but most people regard it as part of a mainstream national consensus. 
Today, whereas much media previously stressed or underlined the separateness of South Africans, producing ethic/racial content for ethnic/racial audiences, the thrust now generally tries to bring people together. There are still frequent criticisms of a white worldview and disproportionate race bias in coverage. This is despite the fact that most formerly “white” media now has a majority audience of other race groups. That there is sometimes still a “white” paradigm at work is not without substance - and it reflects in turn the slow pace of social changes in a society undergoing transition. For example, early coverage of the crisis in Zimbabwe focused excessively on the tribulations of white victims of the Mugabe regime’s actions, ignoring the plight of their black counterparts. 

Three specific issues of social prejudice, however, continue to challenge media’s role in mediating social tensions. The first is xenophobia against foreigners from other African countries. This is frequently reinforced in South African media coverage through gratuitous references to nationality as in “Nigerian drug-dealers” or “Zimbabwean criminal syndicates” – tarnishing entire nations in the process. 
The second challenge is that a major continuing factor underpinning racial division in the society is economic inequality, and here media have done little to help address the stark disparities in income between racial groups. While the small black middle class is indeed reported upon, poor people remain almost entirely black and often they are left out of much of the media loop. 
A third challenge is that despite the country’s progress in advancing the position of women in all areas of life, women are still grossly under-represented in coverage. A study in 2002 revealed that only 19 percent of news sources were women, and even worse, that black women (who constitute 45 percent of the population) made up only 7 percent of the total. Black men made up 27 percent of news sources, and white men 32 percent. The statistics had improved by a couple of percentage points when the research was repeated in 2004. However, there is a still a way to go in ensuring that media does a better job in representing both quantitatively and qualitatively the society’s demographics of race, language, nationality, class and gender.
6. Conclusions and recommendations
Possibly the most substantial issue in assessing the democratic significance of South African media concerns the quality of journalism and its impact on democracy. This relates to internal problems of ethics, understanding and skill amongst the country’s journalistic cadre in regard to their democratic role and professional responsibilities. 
6.1 Ethics

A good proportion of the criticism of the South African media by the government is, in fact, justified by the volume and scale of ethical and accuracy problems amongst journalists. In recent years, severe cases of plagiarism have come to light, and – worse – the responses by editors to these have been surprisingly limp. There have been several cases of journalists having conflicts of interest. Further problems have also been raised in regard to the participation in 2003 by certain editors in a particularly controversial confidential briefing given by the National Director of Public Prosecutions (NDPP). The exclusive character of the briefing (African male editors only) led to questions being raised publicly about the media’s goings-on. The fact that the public was also made aware of secretive meetings taking place between media and elites further did not reflect well on an institution that is purportedly at the forefront of transparency as an ingredient of democracy. Lastly, the fact that several of the editors failed to stick closely to their commitments to respect the “off-the-record” character of the briefing, also dented the integrity of journalists.
Compounding all this, were certain journalists in 2003 operating with a highly personal, rather than professional, agenda which in turn coincided with external factional political agendas. This saw the City Press publish highly damaging – and untrue - spy allegations against the NDPP. These claims had been fed to the paper by supporters of the deputy president Jacob Zuma who at the time was being investigated by the NDPP for possible fraud and corruption. The publication served to tarnish the credibility and independence of media more broadly. During the saga, several journalists also came as having been caught up in various sides of external political agendas either wittingly or through simply having allowed themselves to be used. This illustrated the danger of South African media becoming involved in political matters that compromise their independence, and wherein they became mouthpieces for hidden external forces. 

6.2 Training

An audit of skills by the South African National Editors Forum (Sanef) in 2002 showed a huge shortfall on the part of reporters. Accuracy is in short supply and there is often uncritical, even verbatim, regurgitating of press releases. In turn, these deficiencies can be blamed on weaknesses in training institutions as well as on inadequate leadership by newsroom managers. Money-driven owners are also a source of the problems because of their insistence on small staffs and low pay, causing a braindrain from the media. Meantime, while all the stakeholders mentioned here are central to breaking the impasse, there are not many co-ordinated efforts to remedy the problems. 

However, cadet schools have been revived within newspapers, while national standards for a basic journalism qualification have been developed.  More mid-career training is taking place. However, a state scheme that levies industry in a bid to promote training through a so-called Sector Education and Training Authority has been a disappointment. This body was supposed to stimulate work-place skills development, but is characterised by bureaucratic problems. Much still needs to be done to raise the quality of journalism in South Africa if the country’s media is to play its full role in democracy.  

6.3 Looking ahead: recommendations  

For all its difficulties and challenges, the independence of the journalism has been secured, and there has been major expansion in pluralism in content, outlets and ownership. There has been progress in regard to the reduction of race tensions. The problems of commercialisation, weak ethics and poor skills need to be addressed, but these do not invalidate the positives of the big picture. The issue is not whether media has a part in the country’s democracy, but rather the extent to which this role can be deepened and widened.
The trends discussed in this report make it unlikely that the country’s media will evolve to be a negative factor for democracy, but new issues will arise. Amongst these will probably be increased technological convergence and concentrated ownership. There will also be globalisation and the challenges of foreign corporate ownership on the one hand, and the expansion of the South African media industry into other African countries on the other. These will constitute both threats and opportunities for the democratic significance of the industry. It may be, meanwhile, that some of the successes – and problems – notched up to date could provide helpful insights for those working for democratisation elsewhere.
Against this backdrop, KAS can continue its supportive work for media freedom in South Africa and beyond. This would include support for training at all levels, for networking independent journalists across Africa, and for building media sustainability through promoting advanced technology, management skills and quality journalism. A lot still remains to do if the democracy-media link is to be consolidated and deepened to the point of South Africa becoming a vivid role-model for the African continent. 
