2009 Mondi Shanduka Paper Newspaper Awards

Statement by Prof Guy Berger, convenor of the Judging Panel
 An American wag recently wrote about how he explained what newspapers were to a bunch of teenagers. “Ok, so they’re a bit like Facebook pages, but they do leave ink on your fingers. They’re lacking a little in news about your friends and family, but nothing beats them for wider news or quality of writing, pictures and design”.

Quite so. Although what wasn’t mentioned is that a newspaper is also a pretty user-friendly object in terms of its availability when Eskom goes down; a package which saves you being deluged by Google, and easy navigation around the content.  Which reminds me of the story of a newbie newspaper reader in the USA who calls a helpdesk, probably in Bangalore, with the query: “Where do I find the button to turn the pages?”.
Which further reminds me of a personal story that relevant to World Press Freedom Day which was marked just this Sunday.  Back in the day, i.e. a long, long time ago, in a far off country that’s shares the name of ours, the small-minded authorities did not like newspapers circulating freely in society, and especially they did not like them to be in the hands of political prisoners. However, at the time that I became one of these prisoners in 1980, change was in the air. Long-term political prisoners with no disciplinary offences against their names were finally permitted to be in possession of these dangerous weapons. That dispensation excluded a lightie like me, serving what lifer inmate Denis Goldberg called “a parking ticket” of two years. But at least I could read over the shoulders of the long-timers and even ask them to turn the pages. Of course, the day that I did turn a page myself, a warder pounced and hauled me off to his superiors – thereby terminating my temporary tactile pleasure of navigating a newspaper.
Anyway, that’s nothing compared to the experiences of many of my fellow judges who as journalists had their papers banned and themselves incarcerated. More recently, now that they like me also live in a different country, these journalistic legends took off time from their many other commitments to sit down for two days in April to scrutinise the heaps of entries in this prestigious competition. We can collectively be thankful that these are people who remain undaunted in their commitment to the cause of excellence in South African journalism. They are:
Phil Mtimkulu; Joyce Sikakhane-Rankin; Juby Mayet; John Dludlu; Ebbe Dommisse; Ivan Fynn; Obed Musi
Our judging sessions took place in an atmosphere of enthusiasm and appreciation. It was looking at “journalism in a time of … Malema”, as it were, in that many stories we were judging were about intolerant youth who are no strangers to threats of violence – and worse, when it came to foreigners. 

The judging was also in a period in which there are serious problems like industry retrenchments and thinner papers, and when, in the ruling party, the “friends-of-jacob-zuma” loom larger than the “friends-of-the-press”.  Contrasting with these worries, we judges had the privilege of engaging with the multiple talents and truths put on display by this country’s journalists. We know full well that it takes a great deal of time and energy to compile and send in the entries. For us, it shows that as much as we as judges care about South African journalism, so too do journalists have a profound belief in their work – indeed, the passion of those in the press is as stronger as ever, even with all the concerns about the economic and political context. That passion was and is a source of hope and joy for us judges, and we suggest that it should also be for every other South African.
To illustrate the point about good journalism being a welcome contrast to worrying developments, let me cite the case of the many entries that covered the xenophobic terror unleashed last year. While most South African citizens agonised about what happened, the fact that there was extensive and exemplary coverage is at least something from which we can all take solace. The atrocities and pain caused by misguided mobs was very well recorded; the human stories of their victims were compellingly presented. Words, images and page design all made impact. 
The quality in this coverage of the xenophobia helped to galvinise a daydreaming government into action, as well as stimulate a spread of civil society activity. In sum, therefore, against the backdrop of violent hatred, the press’s endeavours constituted a bright spot in what otherwise might be a wholly gloomy reality. Just imagine how much worse the whole thing would have been with mediocre or absent coverage. The xenophobia made me ashamed of being South African, but the coverage made me proud to be part of South African journalism. 
Not only for the xenophobia stories, but for all the other entries as well, we the judges salute you, the custodians of the country’s public sphere, for having entered this competition. We recognise that your motivation is to show the best of your contribution to the craft, and thence to society. We understand, too, that you enter this contest because you believe that what you have crafted could indeed count for top-spot recognition. In this, you were not mistaken: a large volume of really excellent work was covered in our judging. That there were scores of eligible winners, indicates just how high the standards are, and how lucky South Africa is to have the cadre of professionals that it has in you.  

Yet in the nature of any competition, the judges have to decide which of your work, in a field of numerous potential winners, trumps all. Of the 14 categories, the question is: “which ones stand out the most?”  Our choice of the work that meets this standard should, we believe, meet with general accord. The selection will certainly make happy people out of the creators of the winning content. We strongly encourage everyone to read our statement to see in detail why we rated particular entries as tops – indeed as role-model material. There’s a wealth of skill to be discerned in these winning words, images and lay-outs.
We also realise that there will be many disappointments amongst those hard-working and excellent journalists who missed getting the first prize, or even the second, or – at the very least –a commendation. Our message to each of you is: don’t lose faith – instead, keep your pride in your best work, and enter anew next year. It is important – possibly more so than ever – that the South African newspaper community continues to mobilize its finest via this focused competition. In that way, we can make another song and dance about journalistic achievements this time next year. With continued support from yourselves, and from Mondi Shanduka and the Print Media Association, we “can do more” – more journalism, and more quality journalism. And we can continue to send out important signals about the worth of our work to the public at large … and to the politicians in particular. 
All of the categories within this competition are important. But three of them differ in character, in that they cover performance in a way which is more wide-ranging than single-issue categories like news, sports photography or lay-out. One of the three is the South African Story of the Year, selected by the judges from amongst the entries. Second is the South African Newspaper Journalist of the Year, similarly chosen. Third is the Alan Kirkland Soga Achiever Award – recognising those generations in our ranks who have accumulated decades of strong journalistic achievement, often against stiff odds. 

Join us therefore in celebrating the people who feature in these three broad categories. And don’t rule yourself out of being amongst the names in these awards in the coming years. Even if it’s in twenty years when you’re explaining the value of newspapers to the next generations. 
2

