Remarks at Mondi Shanduka awards function. 

Guy Berger, 25 April 2007.
I thought perhaps I’d start by telling you about reportage on gay sheep. The report I cite comes from the New York Times. It tells of a scientist, Charles Roselli set out to discover what makes some sheep gay. Then, it says, “the news media and the blogosphere got hold of the story.”
Continuing: “Dr. Roselli, a researcher at the Oregon Health and Science University, has searched for the past five years for physiological factors that might explain why about 8 percent of rams seek sex exclusively with other rams instead of ewes. The goal, he says, is to understand the fundamental mechanisms of sexual orientation in sheep.”

A story like this is, of course, almost too good to be true.

The news coverage, perhaps significantly, was heaviest in England and Australia. It saw headlines like “Ewe Turn for Gay Rams on Hormones” and “He’s Just Not That Into Ewe.”

But according to the NYT, the story of the gay sheep became a textbook example of “the distortion and vituperation that can result when science meets the global news cycle”. The “grey lady” cited error after error in reporting, including in the UK Sunday Times, as the story became more and more sensational. Not least when gay tennis star Martina Navratilova got involved along with PETA, the People for Ethical Treatment of Animals. 

Then, there’s the story about horse sex. I quote here from Seattle Times columnist, Danny Westneat, writing last year. He said:
“As I look back at the year in news, it's clear I should have focused more on people having sex with horses.
“That's the conclusion I reach after reviewing a new list of the year's top local news stories. … This is the people's-choice list.

“It's not a survey of what news you say you read.

“It's what you actually read.

“What's more, four more of the year's 20 most clicked-upon local news stories were about the same horse-sex incident.”  
Westneat said he hoped this column would attract more hits because of him mentioning the horse sex.
The actual story? Well, the guy who perished died of a perforated colon after the sex.
Now, in this Mondi Shanduka competition, we didn’t get any stories about animal sex. From that you may deduce that once again, the tabloid newspapers didn’t enter – despite some correspondence between myself and a representative of one of them. 

The tabloid rep concerned had emailed the Print Media Association saying: “I want to know if tabloid newspapers and journalists are welcome to enter because our existence and effort was never recognised in the past. Please forward this enquiry to the convener, Guy Burger (sic), before we waste our energy and resources entering”

I responded: “I can assure you that entries from yourselves will receive the same 
meticulous attention that all other entries do. There is certainly no blanket prejudice on the part of the judges which would discriminate unfairly against your submissions. As you will see, we have a respected panel of former journalists as judges and I would urge you to have confidence in them.” 
To this I got the following reply: “My enquiry was motivated by your 2004 speech, in which you made sarcastic remarks about tabloid journalism. It was not welcoming indeed, despite the contribution of this form of journalism in drawing new newspaper readers into the fold. In the subsequent years I don't think the Shanduka have done anything to endorse the role of tabloid journalism in South Africa. We're now more than five years in this business, and yet your panel does not recognise that with the appointment of at least one practitioner of tabloid journalism.”

It is true that our judges do not include anyone with experience of tabloid journalism, but I can state with all honesty that this lack does not translate into blind antipathy to this genre. Indeed, I hereby invite suggestions for names of suitable judges to add to those which I annually propose to the newspaper industry panel that makes the competition rules and which is the body that actually appoints the “judiciary” for this competition. The only condition is that we need, like all judges, people who are not fulltime involved in newspaper journalism today as that could cause a conflict of interests. 
And let me again repeat, on the record – and for deep background, or even for anonymous source attribution if required! – that the tabloid newspapers are encouraged to enter in the categories we have. My message to them: if you don’t even enter, as has been the case by and large, how can you rate yourselves as newspapers?
“We do it by our massive circulation – the public voting with their money,” I hear you answer. My reply: the American people voted for George Bush indicates popularity, but as his case illustrates, that is not necessarily the same thing as quality. So, in short, my message to the tabloids is, bring on your best writing, your top layout and photography, your hard-hitting investigations. Even animal sex stories. We really will give them a fair hearing. 

If tabloid entries, sadly, were not part of this year’s competition, what was? The answer is 457 items, painstakingly compiled and submitted by 193 journalists. 
Over two days, the judges scrutinised and debated all the entries. Besides myself, the team comprised: 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. John Dludlu, former editor of Sowetan, provided continuity from the 2006 judges’ panel. 

We stuck close to the criteria in each category, which served as firm guidelines for what we were looking for. There was a lot of pleasure in doing the judging – with one exception. This was too frequent self-indulgence in the shape of journalists considering themselves to be the story. Many seem to have forgotten that they’re generally only the story-teller, not the story, and certainly not an automatic centre of interest. Personalising stories is a different matter to using the personal pronoun. Your involvement has to be a pretty unique experience to justify use of “So there I was”, “When I arrived”, “I immediately felt …”, etc. etc. Sure, if you were a survivor of horse sex… Otherwise, get out of the picture. 
What was impressive was the range of new stories we found, as well as new angles on old staples. Quality, and quantity, were up in some categories – like investigative journalism. But although good work is being done in South Africa in graphics and presentation, it was not as present as it should have been among the entries that were contributed. We encourage more entries especially in these areas. 
Most encouraging was the range of new names amongst the winners, the finalists and the journalists who were commended. People often complain about the state of print journalism in South Africa. Indeed there are mistakes – many more than in the gay sheep story cited earlier. Too often the language is pedestrian and cliched. Instead of us reading that the “atmosphere was tense” one more time, couldn’t we get some vivid and concrete evidence thereof?
But on the whole, and here I can speak for all the judges, we had more praise than criticism, and a good feeling about the service to society being provided by our entrants – whether it was information, aesthetics or entertainment, or fusions of these three. If these journos were waitrons, we’d have a world class tourism service in SA.
What’s especially exciting about the entries this year is their significance: namely that they are hard evidence that print journalism is in a class of its own. I recently heard the editor of Le Monde interactif give a frontline report from what he called the Web’s ongoing war of innovations. He said: “The press has lost all the battles so far – most blogs are now done outside of us; photographs are posted on Flickr; video is on YouTube; social networking on Myspace; classifieds are at Craigslist.”

His verdict: newspapers are losing in digital land to all kinds of new companies. And, he didn’t even touch on Google! (Question: where do rich young Joburg women go to get their queries answered? Ans: Ku-gel!). 
South African newspapers are still some distance away from major competition from and within the online arena. 
Some people say this industry is in cahoots with the telecoms industry to keep it this way. But government policy on telecoms and internet, combined with technologies like wi-max for cellphones, will change this in time.  Convergence between print and online will become a much bigger proposition.

When that happens, newspaper journalism will be well placed to play and succeed in the cyberspace jungle that is the Internet. 
I’ll bet that it won’t only be sheep and horse sex topics that draw the traffic there. It will also be the outstanding words, images and layout like that which we are honouring today. This is not to be complacent, far from it. But to say there is a great base – it needs to be maintained and invested in. Congratulations to those who proved there’s a place for great journalism this year, commendations to others who came close, and commiserations to everyone who went to the enormous trouble of entering. Keep them coming, and we look forward to new surprises next year. Long live excellent newspaper journalism, whether on broadsheet, tabloid or online. 
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