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Guy Berger, 13 March 2002 

We are here to celebrate journalism. We’re here thanks to the SA newspaper industry and Mondi Paper. They have strong vested interests in this topic. Their premise is that people take the time and money to buy and read newspapers because of the journalism in them. If it was advertising that drove circulation and copy sales, they’d logically be sponsoring a competition for the cleverest classifieds! But they’re here, with journalism.  So, the notion is that good newspaper journalism is good newpaper business. The better the journalism, the bigger the sales, the more newsprint purchased, and the more ads that can be sold. I hope they’re right, else us believers in newspaper journalism for its own sake are in big trouble. No money for the companies, means no journalism for society. 

That’s a critical matter. Journalism, and especially newspaper journalism, needs to survive, flourish and prosper. Notwithstanding the reach and role of broadcast media, it remains the case that newspapers provide absolutely unique value to society. Broadcasting’s beat is mainly entertainment. Newspaper journalism drives the information agenda. And this is why – when other “isms” have lost steam, whether nationalism, socialism, liberalism, capitalism, what amounts to the “dogma” of journalism continues to ride high. 

The importance of print journalism to society has been recently underscored in Zimbabwe, where – after the farms and the courts - newspapers have been one of the  biggest sites of contestation. The independent press there has been – and remains - under unbearable pressure. It is reminiscent of the way SA media came under the jackboot during the apartheid State of emergency. Back in those days, we used to talk about mau-mauing the media. Now, in deference to Zimbabwe’s propaganda minister, we could refer to Moyo-moyo-ing the media. Here’s a quote from him: “We are dismayed with reports from the BBC who are boasting that some of its journalists have sneaked into the country. Those BBC people are not better than terrorists and that is why they do not deserve to be here. Those elements if caught might take long to go back to their home country.” His threats to independent newspapers are even more chilling. In a context like this, is it any surprise that a paper like the Daily News can have its printing press bombed with impunity?

Fortunately, South African freedom allows us, indeed enjoins us, to celebrate journalism. Lest swollen heads result from tonight’s tone, let me remind us of the down side of the profession. We’ve all heard of the reporter who returned from the city hall to tell the news-editor there was no story. “Whaddya mean no story?”, barks the boss? “Didn’t they say anything at that council meeting?”. Came the reply: “No, the meeting was postponed because the mayor had a heart-attack.”

That’s legendary. But here’s a real tale. A journalist rookie turns in the following story: “Minister Valli Moosa spoke at a press conference in the city yesterday.”  Asked to explain what makes this effort a “story”, the junior responds: “Well, it has all the ingredients: the who – the Minister, the what – he spoke, the where – in the city, the when – yesterday, and the how – through a press conference.”

We can laugh about such fumbling, formulaic folly and its worthless results. Most journalists can apply news judgement when using the classic 5ws and an H. But how many can go further and take up a point made by Business Day Editor, Peter Bruce. He says we need an added question: “so what?”. And how many are aware of the points raised by Stellenbosch journalism professor Lizette Rabie, who has coined a “diversity 5w’s and h”. She asks: Who – is omitted; What – is the context; Where can I get extra information; When - is it significant to mention gender/race/HIV status/disability/sexual orientation; and How – could my approach be different?

These were the kind of points the judges hoped would be evident in the work entered for this Mondi Paper Newspaper Awards competition. 

We met in Johannesburg on Thursday 24 and Friday 25 January to look into this matter.  The panel was convened by myself, Prof Guy Berger, head of Rhodes University’s department of Journalism and Media Studies. Its members included Prof Jakes Gerwel, Ken Owen, Joe Thloloe, Khanyi Dhlomo-Mkhize, Zubeida Jaffer and Latiefa Mobara. Peter Magubane, also a panel member, was recuperating from an eye operation and could not make it. I am very pleased to say that this famous photojournalist’s vision is now fully healed. 

Our task as judges was to adjudicate entries in the following categories: news, features, creative and opinion journalism, photojournalism, presentation, and South African story of the year. 

We spent substantial time analysing how the criteria for the awards would be applied, and the fairest processes of elimination and selection. The bulk of the work, however, was taken up by close scrutiny of the submissions.  Although all the judges reviewed work across the range of entries, they also collaborated in pairs to give additional attention to a particular category. When it came to assessing shortlisted entries in each of these categories, each pair motivated its particular choice of winners and the finalists. The group as a whole then debated the matter, and continued until there was consensus on the final line-up.  

It is therefore possible to declare that a very thorough assessment process was implemented, and that there were substantial checks and balances to ensure that merit emerged fairly out of the process. The competition, in consequence – and to use topical terminology – can, indisputably, be declared “free and fair”.  In addition, the judging methodology meant that the judgements are representative of the judges as a whole, and it is worth noting that the judges themselves are representative of a range of perspectives and backgrounds – each bringing unique insight and experience to bear in the process. Without fear of contradiction therefore, it can be stated that the Mondi Newspaper Awards enjoy a credibility that is not always present in other journalism awards. 

We are thus well en route to establishing a definitive South African arbitration of the best spread of this country’s newspaper journalism outside the Sanlam Community Press Awards. We want this to be a pre-eminent centre of prestige to which journalists will turn – year after year – when seeking recognition, acknowledgement and a respected evaluation of how the pride of their efforts, at that point in time, compares with that of their peers. It is a very competitive process, and those who do not enter will never know how good they really are. So, I encourage every journalist to enter, even if you did not win this year. Use the Mondi measure and keep abreast of your comparative worth. Did you make it to become a finalist this year – are you even the best in your category? If not, see how you score next year. 

Adding to the prestige of these awards was the number of entrants. Almost 150  journalists each paid R150 to enter 258 portfolios of work, and these individuals all went to enormous trouble to mount, present and motivate their cases. Few other journalism contests in the newspaper industry achieve this participation.

I and the judges were heartened by the enthusiasm shown for the competition, and the evident pride that many journalists took in their work. The entries came from small papers like the Sandton Chronicle through to the country’s biggest – The Sunday Times.  Small-town journalists in places like Nelspruit and mid-size cities like Maritzburg and Kimberly had no hesitation in vying with their Johannesburg and Cape Town counterparts. The entries came in almost equal numbers from male and female journalists. Though there were no African language entries, there was good participation by Afrikaans newspapers. The racial demographics of those submitting work still reflected an industry that is in transition to having representative staffing levels. The judges expect that the pace of these broader changes will inevitably have its echoes in the entries received. However, we do also urge that the competition for the 2003 awards be promoted as broadly as possible to help ensure more racial representivity among the entrants. We also wish to advise specialist journalists in areas such as finance, sport or even television reviewing that your work is entirely eligible for consideration under the competition’s categories like news writing and opinion writing. 

The South African story of the year proved a difficult category to judge, because of the complexities of evaluating the subject matter dealt with, in regard to the calibre of the journalism involved. The judges have recommended that in future they confer the award out of all the entries, rather than invite submissions under this category in particular. 

The judging process provided a remarkable insight into what South African journalists consider as their quality work. The entries revealed not just the high morale reflected in the way many reporters, photojournalists and sub-editors regard their work. They also gave a unique overview of the stories told across this nation during 2001. Without doubt, we live in an absolutely fascinating country. The challenge is almost less to find the stories, than to tell them, and to follow up on them. 

Such a barometer of journalistic performance received a dual response from the judges. On the one hand, several of us expressed pleasant surprise that the standard was not as bad as is sometimes held out to be. On the other hand, there was certainly a feeling that there is also lots of room for improvement amongst the bulk of the entries. 

Awards such as these can only claim their value through their social impact. As judges, we agreed that the purpose of these honours is to recognise excellence and to promote role models in the industry.  To this noble goal, we have lent our names and our time.  I thank my fellow judges for this. Meanwhile, the success of the initiative rests on whether the coal-face newspaper journalists will identify with this quest to help improve journalism. Judging from the number of entries submitted, and the evident way in which the daily work of the entrants contributes to quality communication in South Africa, the signs are good. We as judges have every confidence that the country’s newspaper journalists believe as strongly as we do in the power and presence of the press. 
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