Excellence in South African newspaper journalism 2002: a bright time and place.  

by Guy Berger, convenor judge, Mondi Paper Newspaper Journalism Awards. 

Speech: 9 April¸ Awards ceremony.  

It's a wonderful job being a judge in this competition. You look a large, lovely and sometimes looney country deep in the eyes, and you feel how it felt over the previous year. You get a sense of the stories of our times, the regional flavours, and the individual story-tellers.  You admire the pride that each person has shown in his or her work – and you celebrate that so many members of the profession felt that it was good enough to enter. 

You work alongside a panel of dedicated, perceptive and professional luminaries. And you feel challenged to help choose, after a very hard exercise in comparing 180 entries from 29 different newspapers, which work can be graded as the absolute best. And then you have a great debate with your peer judges about who the individuals are who beat their colleagues for quality work during 2002, even if sometimes the victories are only by an “en” space. 

At the end of two days non-stop feasting on good journalism, you feel so good that you want to pump the hand of every entrant for their creative passion and their attempts to pay homage to professional excellence. 

This recollection of the judging process is not to let you think that all the entries were top-notch. In many cases, the judges named only two instead of three finalists. “Good” did not equate to “excellent”, as enjoyable as most of the entries were. 

If you look at the entries we reviewed, you'll see what we found so exciting. The awards have eight categories: news, features, investigations, creative-opinionated, graphical, photographic, presentation, and South African Story of the Year. 

CATEGORY 1:   NEWS WRITING 

In News, our attention was drawn to an expose of Gerald Morkel's denials about dealings with Jurgen Harksen.  The journalists involved motivated their entry as follows: "For the initial exclusive breaking story, we spent hours pouring over documents, bank statements, eye-witness affadavits, and hearsay evidence and meeting with a range of sources before 'doorstopping' Morkel in his office late in the afternoon on April 10." From there on, it was action-reaction-counteraction: journalism in full throttle. 

Also making for gripping reading was on-the-spot reporting about the dangerous and terrifyingly professional perlemoen  poachers denuding the Betty's Bay marine reserve. Explaining the challenges of getting the story, the journalist involved wrote: "Residents were scared, some had been attacked or verbally abused by the poachers. None would be named or identified."

Patient deconstruction characterised another news entry, which did a sterling job in unpicking four different stories from the jumble and tangle of a rather complex web. The journalist here exposed dubious dealings by the Diamond Board's CEO. He talso then reported an agreement whereby mining giant De Beers tied the hands of a smaller black empowerment diamond company. His other two stories told how this latter company itself was one with close links to senior ANC people, and further, how it had ended up in severe conflict with a community that had an unmet claim to part of the goodies.

Other news stories ranged from the Marike de Klerk murder trial and the woes of Wits' University's vice-chancellor. The infamous virodene re-appeared. There were moving tributes gathered from families of South Africans killed in the Bali bomb carnage. There were tales of rampaging policemen, tragic accounts of train accidents, series on serial killers and a host of environmental articles.  There was no shortage of compelling news in South Africa in 2002. 

CATEGORY 2:   FEATURE WRITING

Last year's Eclipse - you surely haven't forgotten it? There were fascinating features entered on the science of this story ... and likewise on the discovery of an extinct giant water scorpion. There were articles about gangs, refugees, the north-eastern Congo and genetic manipulation. Profiles gave insight into Graca Machel, Breyten Breytenbach,  Marthinus Basson, Zakes Mda, Antje Krog, Herman Charles Bosman, William Kentridge, Mbhazima Shilowa, Chinua Achebe, David Kramer and Eska Mphahlele. Driving-school rip-offs also featured among the feature story entries, as did "gif in die lug", the sorry saga of air pollution in the Vaal triangle. In total: the entries made up a captivating kaleidoscope of people, process and patterns. 

As judges, we were looking for feature articles that were electric with interest and contagious about language-quality. One entry that impressed us was a story that could easily have been forgotten. The reporter responsible had originally covered the case of Courtney Ellerbeck, an unborn baby injured when her mother was shot in a Gauteng hijacking three years earlier.  Now, having kept contact with the family, it was time to follow-up and give the public an update. The journalist said of the story:  "Colleagues phoned to say that they had cried while reading it, and a couple of policemen said they intended depositing money into the Courtney Ellerbeck Trust Fund. Readers responded by donating money to the fund and, because of this, enough money has been raised to cover Courtney's first year at school."  

CATEGORY 3:   INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM

The entries here covered, unsurprisingly, sordid stories of fraud, mismanagement, deceit and money-grubbing. Political divisions in the ruling party that pitted the "ultra-left" against the "neoliberals" was another investigative focus entered in this category. 

Most entrants had unearthed their information in the weed-ridden fields of parastatals, pyramid schemes, forged paintings, and medical care (including Aids-awareness scams with shades of Sarafina). Motivated one entrant from a small city paper: "Once my articles were published, creditors, employees, clients and agents alike were phoning in with complaints. Fraud cases piled up.  Unfortunately, one of the state witnesses ended up committing suicide three days after one of the articles was published. This was a terrible blow to the staff of the paper because we all knew him well."  

Another entrant, writing about abuse at a private drug-rehabilitation clinic, wrote: "Die storie was sonder twyfel om etiese en ander oorwegings die moelikste wat ek nog geskryf het." She describes having previously written several favourable articles about the clinic, and then beginning to question this after being approached by former patients with shocking stories. Her articles led to a government investigation into the many unregistered centres in South Africa, and the subsequent drawing up of a set of minimum standards. 

CATEGORY 4:   CREATIVE & OPINIONATED JOURNALISM

This category of journalism stressed readability. We noted that entries covered serious political columns, personal digressions, humorous satires, travelogues, book and movie reviews and creative writing.  Their subject matter included history, the continent, motor-racing, Nepad's Peer Review, weddings, cookery, place names, Elvis and Abba.  One shrewd entrant, referring to the judging panel, wrote as follows: "What's faster than a speeding bullet, tougher than a moving train? Who's more incisive than Ken Owen? More diplomatic than Jakes Gerwel? More of a convenor than Guy Berger? More culturally sensitive than Zubeida Jaffer? More organised than Latiefa Mobara? Who speaks better Afrikaans than Johan de Wet? Has a better eye than Peter Magubane? Is more beautiful (and cleverer even) than Khanyi Dhlomo-Mkhize? Almost as experienced as Joe Thloloe?" The answer comes: "Why, Karen Bliksem of course."   And the big challenge faced by this dishonourable lady? - "To be jovial every week, notwithstanding some of the awful matters on which she had to comment, and at the same time to be satirical without being too offensive."

Another entrant was the author of the "Wheel Woman" column published in KZN. She wrote: "Back in the 60s, it struck me as odd that my father's beloved car magazines were totally male oriented - dry, fact-laden reports written exclusively by men for men, with women's input being limited to the adornment of car bonnets." She explained that she uses humour “as a tool to hook women who are turned off by matters mechanical."

CATEGORY 5:  GRAPHICAL JOURNALISM

Telling stories through pointed visual artifacts was effectively demonstrated by the entries here. Health, sports, road safety, weather, food and collages featured among the entries.  Of interest were graphical representations in the form of a map of Hansie's plane crash and an impressive unpacking of Mark Shuttleworth's sortie into space. There was an entry around the discovery of the 2000-year-old mummified body in Kirkwood. A clever graphic on the complexities of a taxation issue impressed the judges. 

CATEGORY 6:   PHOTOGRAPHIC

Explaining the story behind his entry, a photojournalist described his images of a school for blind and partially-blind children: "I discovered how wonderfully the children played, understood and loved one another. Their visual impairment bonded them even closer than friends. At first they were very uncomfortable about being photographed. Over time, they got used to me, the sound of my voice and the clicking of my cameras. They would ask: 'Bhuti, when are you coming back? Take more photos."

Another photographer, submitting a sequence of arresting pictures of a battle over evictions for non-payment of rates, described the topic as "one of the typical stories of our country where there is not a simply right or wrong.” As evidence of her words, infuriated residents turned their anger on her… and then switched their aggression to a mugger who chose that very moment to grab her cellphone. 

Other powerful photos submitted included one of shaken and bleeding Protea resident Simon Mokgwathi emerging from his damaged home seconds after the rightwing's Soweto bomb blasts which left his wife Claudina Mokone killed inside the shack.  Other pictures ranged from fires, famine in Malawi, mob justice, refugee deportations, disabled sports, drug abuse, tattoos, funerals, musicians, the valuable Xhoba plant utilised by San people, and the World Summit on Sustainable Development. 

CATEGORY 7:   PRESENTATION

Layout and design saw some wonderful spreads being entered, along with creative explorations in tabloid size pages, youth-oriented aesthetics. You need to see these to appreciate the talent involved. 

CATEGORY 8:   SA STORY OF THE YEAR

For this category, the judges themselves nominated stories from the mass of entries. We were guided by the criteria of agenda-setting and impactful work on the one hand, and the delivery of new insight into the changing character of South Africa on the other. The several contending stories all tended towards either one of these two poles or the other. In the end, we effectively concluded that insight was the higher virtue. The winning story here showed initiative, effort, craftsmanship and sensitivity to life at the South African grassroots. 

So, that's the story of our experience as judges dealing with a great crop of entries during 2002. There are many weaknesses in South African journalism, but the entries in this contest did not reflect the bulk of bad and boring articles that too often disgrace the pages of our papers. What we therefore have in this Mondi competition for 2002 is encouraging evidence of what can be done, and - more importantly - what is being done. In short, the country has some great copy and quality images, and stories that are well-presented and pleasingly-illustrated. There are examples of excellence that can serve as an inspiration to the profession. Now … we just need a lot more of the same … 

A lot of journalism has taken a knock in recent times. The credibility of the profession - especially as practised by some Skynews journalists - has been thrown into question. My latest distress about journalism as a casualty of the war concerns the unquestioning parroting - even in our own media - of the words "reconstructing Iraq after the war". As if the abstract term "reconstruction" could make good the deep damage to international norms, institutions and cultural relations. As if rebuilding bombed roads and marketplaces can block out bereavement and trauma. As if an abstraction can bring back to life the thousands of broken bodies, including those of 12 journalists, killed because of this unnecessary conflict.  Maybe it would be more honest to drop the "reconstruction" rhetoric and speak, instead, of corporate business opportunities in post-war Iraq. 

If there is real reconstruction to be done, it is with journalism. Somehow we have to rebuild, through reflection and critique, a sense of collegial resp4ect within the international community of journalists. We have to restore trust between the media at large and the global public. 

The successes in these Mondi awards are being celebrated at an appropriate time. They show - in a modest, but encouraging way - that South Africa, at least has a cadre of quality journalists: people who can contribute high calibre leadership and ability to the international challenges we face. I salute them and hope they will remain beacons of professional excellence in the difficult times ahead. 

Prof Berger is convenor judge, and head of the department of Journalism and Media Studies at Rhodes University. 
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