Remarks at Mondi Paper Newspaper Journalism Awards ceremony (for the year 2003), Johannesburg, 6 May 2004

---------

Journalism is under threat. Not from governments. Let’s not pass the buck. The danger comes from journalists and editors. The custodians of the craft themselves. 

We seem not to have learnt from our lapses last year. Instead, we began the year milking the Desai rape case. We proceeded to trivialise the Genderlinks challenge that we rethink back page sexism - dissing the organisation as a way to dismiss the issues. More recently, we’ve had Darryl the thief back on our pages, even Ranjeni has returned. Give people a second chance, yes – but surely they need to admit some mistakes first?! As David Bullard faked in his Sunday column: bring back Vusi, all is forgiven. 

Grief, imagine if Hansie had been a hack – we’d be expected to start a new prize category in his honour for this competition – probably one for ethics in journalism. I could go on, like telling you of a senior journo who told me recently, and I quote: “Ag, everyone knows that ethics is what you can get away with.” I could tell you about the decline of journalists’ organisations, and about the difficulties of getting editors to really take part in Sanef. 

Oh, we’ve got all sorts of excuses and rationalisations. Editors blame the bosses for squeezing newsrooms. Bosses point upwards to boards and shareholders wanting superprofits. News eds blame the training institutions for the raw material coming in. Trainers in turn finger the school system. We all blame the PR industry and political weasels for manipulating coverage. And there is some truth in all this. 

But the problem with such buck passing is that it leaves a tarnish behind at every stage. It reminds me of an experience, wow 30 years ago, when I was a kid just out of school and serving time in the SADF. The year was 1974, and I would later become part of an invasionary scouting force deployed in southern Angola. We were what the media-government axis liked to call in those days “the boys on the border”. By the way, this was a year before the official large-scale invasion in 1975 – the news of which was kept secret within South Africa, even though the BBC reported it on a daily basis. 

Anyway, one particularly brutal day of mindless brainbashing and inhuman physical exertion, one anonymous troepie took midnight revenge on the officers by releasing the full contents of his somewhat stressed bowels on the floors, the walls and everywhere else in the top dogs’ toilets. The collective punishment that ensued from this protest entailed a long line of conscripts being compelled to transfer the excreta from bare hand to bare hand, component by component, from one troepie to another, until it reached the pit latrines of the rank-and-file some 300 meters distant. Some of the stuff was stiff, some was slimy. All was stinky, and unfortunately most was sticky. 

This gross memory is not one I enjoy recalling, but it’s prompted by the state of our journalism and the big-time buck-passing. It’s all pretty disgusting. What makes it even worse in the case of journalism is that we’re often implicated in what we seek to pass along – and even if we’re not, we sure are impacted. 

At least, I guess, in the army we could wash our hands afterwards. Not so easy in journalism. We can’t wash our hands of the mess. We can continue to blame others but at the end of the day it is down to each and every individual journo to help stop the rot. It’s that, or we accept a continued loss in street cred and in self-respect. And we let the public drift away disillusioned with our claim to deserve their trust. Or we let them deem us mere entertainment, devoid of deeper values about our role in democracy and development. 

What we don’t seem to realise is that newspaper journalism in particular is facing fairly serious competition. 

TV entertainment continues to steal time and attention from readers and potential readers. Studies show that as internet speeds rise, so users double the hours they spend on line – that’s beginning to happen here as homes get broadband connections. Then there are cellphones. Apparently, one of their major uses is to apologise for running late. Obviously, this utility is tailormade for South Africans! But whether it’s that, or chat, or smsing or datadownloads to come, the prospect is that readers are going to spend even more than the current two years of their lives of being glued to a handset. And this is notwithstanding the rubbish one has to put up with irritatingly sticky tunes on hold, or 101 times of being shunted back and forth between a switchboard when seeking the precise human being you need to make a difference. 

But, despite all these threats, our journalism continues its merry way. But the content that we seem to think is fit to print is not going to guarantee to make us fit enough to survive the competition.

In the midst of this gloomy assessment, the Mondi Paper Newspaper Journalism Awards at least give a glimmer of light. As judges, we were heartened by the increased entries received. The rise in numbers showed that there are still many individual journalists out there who respect their work and who want to get it rated in relation to that of their peers. 

The reading public does not see the work that lies behind your bylines, but we judges certainly know and appreciate the effort it takes. Our panel this year consisted of me as convenor, former Sunday Times editor Ken Owen; Portia Kobue from Kaya FM who is also secretary general of SANEF; Ruth Seopedi Motau, reknown photojournalist; Johan de Wet – ex-editor of Rapport; and veteran journo Joe Thloloe who now heads up etv news.

People in the press know that it is not easy to win a Mondi. It’s also very competitive to make the finalist list, and thence be named as a runner up – or winner. And, in regard to the other status recognised, nor do the judges give away commendations as if they were condoms. We want our verdicts to count for something – as recognition of quality and the best that SA journalism has had to offer over the year. 

We will hear about the winners and runners up later in the programme, so let me tell you now about those who earned commendations, and whose names will not, tonight, be called again. 

The News story category has two commendations here: the Sunday Times’ Clinton van den Berg, and Diamond Fields Advertisers Vuyisile Ngesi. These reporters each brought strong stories to light – respectively, kampstaaldraad and corruption around a Northen Cape MEC. 

The Diamond Fields Advertiser also secured another commendation. This time for Johan du Plessis who produced a moving presentation of the Cosatu May Day bus disaster in a Bethlem dam last year. 

A final commendation also went to Anton Vermeulen of Beeld for his illustration men’s violence against women. His image of a male symbol smashing a female one was, well, graphic!

Those entrants whose names are not mentioned at all tonight will no doubt be disappointed. I urge them, however, not to be downhearted. Join in, rather, in celebrating the fact that the judges, in a bad year for journalism’s image, but operating with high standards, could still located work that could help salvage our collective reputation.  

So my advice to those unsung on this occasion is to be big and to be upbeat that there are stories that the judges settled upon work that sufficiently shines to fit the bill. I would point out that there was still space, even in this year’s contest, for more finalists to have been  appointed. So keep the faith, keep the entries rolling, and let each of us do what we can to build journalism back into the profession it is supposed to be.
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