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A. Introduction:

The following comments arise from meetings and discussions by a number of staff and senior students of the Rhodes department. Our hope is that they will be of value to the Board in its quest to produce the best possible policy documents. 

The comments below are numbered consecutively, even though they are grouped in separate sections. On the whole, they do inter-relate and cross-refer. The conclusion contains a summary of the general “action points” arising from the comments. 

B. Process: 

1.            We welcome the consultative spirit of the SABC Board in the development of policies for the public broadcaster. At the same time, it is unfortunate that the Board did not indicate to the public that this was not a foregone matter. People could profitably have been reminded that this outcome was the result of a responsive parliament which wisely changed the initial approach from government which in turn had foreground the role of the Minister of Communications and downplayed the role of the public. This background is important ( not to engage in political pointscoring of any kind, but because it underlines strongly to the public the importance of taking advantage of the current consultative opportunity.  The Board should make this point in responding publicly to the submissions. 

2.            The Draft document clearly lays out the legal parameters within which the policies need to exist (Icasa, Legislation, BCCSA, etc.). It is evident that within these limits that there is enormous scope for interpretation and elaboration - and where public input can make a meaningful impact. The extensive outreach by the Board in inviting such input is, in principle, praiseworthy. The role of South Africans as co-authors of our history in the making is a valued legacy of struggle in this country and the SABC Board should be commended for continuing this tradition, not least by publishing the Draft in the main South African languages. 

3.             It is this kind a wide consultative process of policy formulation, as led by the Board in this instance, that taps into the knowledge capital of the country. In turn, this also enhances the final product ​- and it ensures that the policies are then living objects about which the public has a sense of ongoing ownership.

4.            The same consultative process is also valuable, indeed indispensable, for creating credibility and legitimacy for the policies. At the end of the day, such hard-earned qualities are the most vital asset of any media institution.

5.            The purpose of the policies is, as stated in the Draft, to both give guidance to SABC employees and to clarify what the public is entitled to expect from the broadcaster. This recognition of dual functionality is extremely important and should continue to inform the way that the Board deals with responses to the Draft. In essence, the policies and their process are at the heart of accountability to the public of our national broadcaster. 

6.            In the light of the above, it is strongly recommended that the Board should continue to be transparent and communicative about the policy formulation process even once the current feedback process ends. This would entail publication of the inputs (including those from SABC staffers), and a broad explanation by the Board about which kinds of changes were accepted and why, and which were rejected and why. It should also entail a commitment to setting up ongoing systems and opportunities for the public to comment on policies (and not just once the formal revision date – sometimes five years hence ( is reached). 

C. Implementation:

7.             What the Board might well want to elaborate upon is how it envisages the policies being put into effect. To this end, information about appropriate training strategies for the policies could greatly strengthen the whole exercise. Training in the current document is mentioned in the section on Language (page 33). What is needed, however, is reference to training SABC staffers in (and for) the other policy areas as well. Without adequate staff knowledge and understanding of the policies, and without sufficient skills to implement the guidelines, the policies could become a dead letter. For example, it appears vividly to be the case in one respect at least that policy per se is not enough: many SABC journalists need proper practical training in how to cover grief and suffering in respectful ways.  Skills in this area seem lacking at present. 

8.             One suggestion to be made in terms of training here is that the final document be developed into a series of practical reference handbooks for SABC staffers. Specific training courses could also be developed to ensure the absorption and actualisation of the policies through the use of these handbooks. 

9.             In addition, the Board could do well to elaborate upon a dedicated mechanism to monitor implementation.  Take for example, the commitment on page 13 where the corporation says "We are further committed to reflecting diversity positively and to including in our programmes non-stereotypical representations of the disabled, women, black and gay South  Africans ...". Similarly on page 23, there are the words: "News staff should therefore endeavour to ensure fair gender representation in news and information programming."  The question is how the Board and the public can know whether these policy points are being actioned at all, and to what degree of success.  At present, only the Language and the Universal Service sections include reference to monitoring and implementation. However, they do not specify what agency is responsible, and the other policy areas are not mentioned at all with respect to monitoring and implementation. 

10.  A set of indicators needs to be devised in order to audit whether all of the proposed policies are having effects (and this is admittedly difficult because many - but not all – will depend on finances, as discussed below). In addition, an agency (possibly even independent of the Board) should be charged with making an annual or bi-annual assessment about conformity and violation. 

11.  It is also suggested that the Board include a policy principle that SABC will include regular programming that discusses and debates the content which it carries in terms of the policies. Such “programming about programming” could have enormous educative value in terms of media literacy of the public. Thus, for example, potentially problematic representations of women (eg. in much US imported content) could be counterbalanced with scrutiny and dialogue about these images.  This is a healthy alternative to the unrealistic scenario of trying to ban such content.

D. Language and tone of policies:

12. Certain parts of the Draft policies would benefit from re-visiting some of the words used ( and not used. 

13.  In general, the Draft should be scrutinised to see where negative provisions could be re-phrased in a positive way. The tone would be best expressed as aspirational and desirable, rather than as prohibitive. 

14.  The use of the word “polite” in regard to news interviews might inadvertently be taken to imply a passive role for the broadcaster, when the more neutral word “respectful” would better capture the spirit. 

15.  There are also areas where more consistency is required. For example, the Summary section on “News” says that “we will try to ensure fair gender representation” – in contrast to the other provisions in this category which state definitively: “we will”.  The subsequent reference to “seeking the views of women” could be read as patronising. It would be preferable just to say that “the views of a diverse range of citizens will be sought, including fair representation of from different genders and sexual orientation.”

16.  Under “Programming” in the Summary document, when rape is mentioned, the word “survivor” is used, when the term “victim” is preferable.

17.  Under “Mandate” in the Summary document, a commitment to equity is made. This entails a commitment not to discriminate on various grounds. The missing word amongst these grounds is “age”. By not mentioned the aged, SABC risks marginalizing this constituency in its programming. 

18.  What could be interpreted as a hint of centralisation is the wording in the  Summary document that: "We aim to tell stories from a South African point of view", and again "We have developed a draft policy to make sure we deliver meaningful news, current affairs and information programmes from a South African perspective."  In view of the recognised and valued diversity of this country, it would be preferable to speak of "South African perspectives" (i.e. in the plural). Likewise, the reference to "telling the South African story" also in the Summary document, would be better expressed as "telling South African stories".

E. Contextualisation and character of the SABC: 

19. The complementarity, and the competitiveness, of the public broadcaster to other broadcast sectors should be noted. This is so that the policies can be contextualised and elaborated accordingly. This in turn should lead to an explicit and deeper consideration of the PBS and PCBS distinction, and to a discussion about how and where the difference may entail different nuances or even different policy imperatives. 

20.  What would more clearly inform the policies is the complex task of spelling out (in one comprehensive section) what the SABC understands as its public service commitment. For example, while the Draft mentions (in one of many fragments on public service obligations) the need to service the diverse languages of the country, there is no mention of public broadcasting as also serving minority interests and tastes (such as, for instance, ballroom dancers, book lovers or traditional drummers). 

21.  Another public service principle that could be elaborated is playing a role in African renaissance and integration. This would inform (and explain) SABC Africa programming. It would also lead to identifying (for example) the need to avoid promoting xenophobic and anti-Africa meanings in programmes aimed at South African audiences. (The reference to stereotypes in Draft does not specifically address the problem of xenophobic stereotypes, and yet there is sometimes coverage on SABC that gratuitously mentions nationality with negative connotations attached to it ( such as in reference to Nigerians).

22.  What would also be helpful for staff and the public is for the Board to spell out what makes public service programming distinct from the rest of the menu. It would appear that personality-based programming, for example, is more typical of primarily commercial broadcasting, but there seem to be increasing examples of this genre creeping into the SABC’s public service channels.  Thus, a clear conceptualisation on this issue could lead to clearer policy guidelines for SABC’s different wings. 

23.  Another issue that merits attention in terms of public service commitment is discussion about SABC’s role in democracy and development. This would include, for example, reference to playing a watchdog role, to an educational and an empowering role, a cultural role, and to a mobilising role. That could in turn lead to policies such as supporting investigative journalism, or policies promoting cultural activities such as South African authors reading their books over the radio waves. 

24.  What is lacking in the current document is mention of how it might relate to advertising content. There should be an indication of what policy guidelines relate to purely commercial (including informercials), and how these guidelines should be assessed in relation to editorial content. 

25. A discussion of SABC’s place and role in the wider broadcast landscape would logically lead on to a policy statement about collaboration and development. For example, the SABC's natural partnership with community broadcasters is not mentioned in the current document. However, highlighting this particular policy principle could lead to mutually beneficial relationships - including sourcing coverage from many of those areas that are remote from SABC offices. In other words, the corporation’s news infrastructure could be creatively extended, and thereby contribute to better fulfillment of the SABC's public mandate.  Partnerships with tertiary institutions and even commercial broadcasters should also be acknowledged as a policy principle. 

26. What could profitably be added to the Draft policies is another policy principle (and one which would, in its effect, also reinforce part of the previous point. This is the principle that the public broadcaster is committed to news coverage of the wider South Africa beyond the three major cities. Only the SABC of all broadcasters can be entrusted to allocate resources to this costly endeavour. That is after all as it should be for a national public broadcaster governed by an overall imperative where profit is not an end in itself, but a means to public service. 

27. In all this, however, more attention is needed to the economics of the policy proposals. This is especially in regard to the current suggestions on language programming and local content. The danger lies in developing noble policy goals, which then turn out to be worthless because the economic model does not allow for their realisation. A policy must relate to achievable and deliverable behaviours and outcomes. This is critical for the Board because a shortfall between a proclaimed policy on the one hand, and actual performance on the other, even if in only in one particular area, can undermine the credibility of the institution as a whole. In no ways should the editorial policies function as a pure wish-list ( or even as a worthy but unreachable, lodestar. 

28. More attention is also needed to the issues of how SABC policy relates to the different media platforms. There are some very different considerations in television and radio, and these should be dealt with in a special section. Further, the Draft document (unlike its Australian Broadcasting Corporation counterpart) pays very little attention to internet- and cellphone- delivered content. For example, on page 19, there are references to News, Current Affairs and Information Programming applying to radio, TV and SABC Africa. Missing here is reference to the other platforms operated by SABC. This neglect is both in discussing where these platforms are covered, or not, by the general policies, and where medium specific policy prescription for them is required. Internet in particular raises special policy issues.  

F. News and current affairs:

29. News and current affairs policies need special singling out because they are arguably the heart of Information programming, which in turn is an absolutely central function of public service broadcasting. Within the total mix, the paramount importance of these policies needs to be contextualised. 

30. Assuming, with good reason, that Information programming underpins the credibility of a broadcaster, then it is important that policies and processes provide for the integrity of the SABC. In this regard, the Board is to be commended for providing detailed and clear guidelines about editorial independence principles and other values. 

31. However, the new provision to make the CEO into the Editor-in-Chief is potentially damaging to editorial credibility if it applies to News, Current Affairs and Information Programming. In support of the Draft's recommendation, it has been argued that this is international practice, such as at the BBC. But against this argument, there are numerous other international instances where this is not the case (in our information, for example, at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation there is a dedicated and distinct position of Editor-in-Chief of News, separate from the president of the corporation, who is responsible for radio, television and online). 

32.  The key thing, however, is not the citing of international experience per se, but analysing what suits South African conditions - and spelling out the criteria in this regard. Here, we associate ourselves with the submission by the SA National Editors Forum, which uses the criterion of a separation between editorial and advertising in regard to the specific configuration of SABC as a public broadcaster that has to compete for revenue in the marketplace. We agree that it is extremely hard for the CEO, charged primarily with the financial welfare of the corporation, to have to resolve the many situations where independent editorial coverage can conflict with this imperative ​- for example, where such coverage criticises advertisers, refuses to confine itself to the preferred news content of a given community, class or gender, or sees beyond the pursuit of seeking elitist audiences in the interests of advertisers. Keeping business and news editorial consideration separate is a healthy way of acknowledging ( and living with ( the tensions that inevitably arise between the two. For SABC, with some national obligations that can often cost funds rather than generate revenues, it is especially important to keep the twin editorial and business imperatives as a living partnership between two distinct and equal centres of authority. These centres then have to work together, advancing their respective mandates, and ensuring that the interests of the whole are not overly skewed in either direction. 

33. We note that the Australian Broadcast Corporation policies distinguish between a potential conflict of interests, an actual conflict of interests, and a perceived conflict of interest.  All these come conflicts into play when business and editorial considerations are centralised in a single person. Even if that  individual is able to integrate business and editorial judgements without schizophrenia (which is open to doubt), a key question is how this is perceived by the public. Many people know that increasingly, commerce is penetrating  programming (eg. in unacknowledged, but paid-for, product placement in Big Brother). In this context, SABC needs to send out the very clear signal that its Information services are untainted. By separating the responsibilities for business on the one hand, and for editorial content of News, Current Affairs and Information Programming on the other, the SABC will win valuable points in the court of public opinion.

34.  We also note that the trend in post-apartheid South Africa has been to decentralise power away from a single point. There are now checks and balances such as the president being subject to the Constitutional Court. In the light of SABC's controversial history under apartheid, we submit that the corporation must take great care to avoid the reviving the past stereotype of being a heavy-handed, over-centralised structure which is easily open to being used as a political tool. If final editorial responsibility in information programming is added to the power of the CEO, this will risk fuelling the perceptions of those who think that government wants to control the SABC. While SABC cannot of course be hostage to perceptions, it does need to take a degree of cognisance of how these can impact on its reputation and credibility ( for example with powerful elements in the advertising industry.  There is thus a “realpolitik” reason, in addition to the principled one, as to why the editorial and business drinks should not be mixed. 

35. The principle of upward referral is not objectionable as such, except when it moves out of the terrain of those individuals charged with purely editorial considerations.  The editorial decision-making buck should stop at the level of top editorial staff. These individuals must be trusted to use their editorial judgement, and they must also be accountable for their decisions in relation to these policies. In cases that cannot be resolved within the SABC, this accountability should allow for the supreme arbiter to be the Board. 

36.  Tensions between the top news editorial and the top business people within the corporation do not equate to an unmanageable or destructive conflict. Communication between the two sides is essential. Further, editors cannot have free reign with the SABC's purse: working within budgets is also imperative. However, these matters exist on a different plane, and they do not require collapsing final decision-making authority into one side of the divide (in the current suggestion of the Draft policies, into the business side). 

37.  Also in line with the above argument, policy positions are needed about the issue of journalists endorsing products or causes either within, or outside of, programming. The current silence on this leaves open a situation where credibility can be compromised in public perception and even a real conflict of interests could arise. SABC news used to have policies in this area ( they should be resurrected.

G. Programming policy: 

38. An area that should be spelt out more in the Draft is the matter of scheduling. The criteria for scheduling should be elaborated and made transparent. The reason for this is that commercial needs to chase audiences (on both PCBS and PBS outlets) should be weighted against educational and local content imperatives. For example, it renders commitments to these imperatives hollow if respective programming is relegated to times outside of prime time. 

39.  What also needs re-visiting is the provision that the watershed time for violence in programming is early than that for sex. Many people would argue for the opposite order of scheduling, on the grounds of youth knowledge and behaviour patterns in South Africa.  The current Draft gives no rationale for why it seems to regard sex as potentially more harmful than violence.

40.  Also what needs attention is the impact of scheduling on demographics and social customs. For example, concentrating news programmes at 7pm is said by some to adversely affect women’s viewing because domestic cycles of cooking and child care (within contemporary gender relations of families) tend to inhibit them from being able to watch TV at this time. A good principle should be that consideration should be given to women-sensitive scheduling. 

41.  The Draft guidelines say that violence should not be glamorised. This is a difficult guideline to operationalise in its current form. It could, for example, rule out (unrealistically) a lot of imported US content. It could (again unrealistically) see many children’s cartoons covered. Lastly, it could lead to dispensing with programming such as Yizo Yizo ( notwithstanding the commitment of the Draft policies to the SABC role including the broadcasting of content that may be controversial. While violence is of course a huge problem in South Africa, there is not a direct causal link between what is broadcast and what transpires.  The issue is better dealt with through appropriate scheduling and genre placement, rather than a hard-to-define standard like the anti-glamorisation of violence one.

H. Educational programming and local content:

42.  The programming policy section of the Draft says: "We aim to contextualise for South Africans their lives as global citizens, and to bring them the very best of the programmes the world has to offer." This is a fine sentiment, but the term "best" begs to be elaborated. What is "best" for South Africa? 

43. Following from this point, criteria are needed for choices made around imported content. Too much appears to be chosen simply for its lowest-common denominator audience appeal. Instead, there should be a criterion whereby content is also rated according to its developmental significance - how much it contains important life-skills, scientific insight, know-how information, etc.  Efforts should also be made to acquire imported content from sources other than the USA, thereby exposing South African audiences to cultural commodities from places like Mexico, Brazil, Germany, India, etc. This needs to be reflected more explicitly in the Draft policy, because current practice seems to be far from this, and clear transformative direction is called for. As a policy basis, SABC should commit itself to negotiating with international suppliers of documentaries for discount rates in the interests of reconstruction and development. 

44. Also following from the point about "global citizens", the section on Educational Policy could do well to spell out the need for programmes on science/technology and on global issues. Accordingly, more documentary slots are needed, including even in prime time. A culture of watching documentaries, as exists in many other countries, should be fostered. This kind of programming can be acquired relatively cheaply, and often lends itself to subtitling and/or voice-overs in South African languages.  The Educational section could also profitably point out that an educational function is not limited to Educational Programming. Indeed, it is imperative that News, Current Affairs and Information Programming is also cast in an educational light. It is essential in a country like ours that news is explained and contextualised, going further than merely informing and striving to also educate audiences about the topics covered. 

45. In regard to local content, the current Draft is inadequate in regard to radio. It could do well to spell out local content commitments that encompass drama, documentaries and participatory programming. 

46.  On language policy, the document should stress more strongly the need for current affairs in languages that are still marginalised. This is essential if SABC is to play its democratic role to the full. An elaborated policy position here would carry more weight in terms of prospects for implementation. It could also be noted that as a policy position, SABC is committed to exploring innovative and relatively cheap systems of translation, simulcasting, subtitling and so on, in order to ensure maximum access to different language groups to the content produced in languages which they do not understand. 

I. Religion: 

47. In "seek[ing] to correct gender, racial, religious and resource allocation imbalances associated with religious broadcasting in the past" (page 45), SABC may want to consider "diversity as openness" and thus ( in addition to a degree of proportionality ( also give a small amount equal time to each religion. Religious diversity solely in the reflective (proportional) sense risks entrenching the status quo, and limiting interchange of ideas between different and changing faiths. 

48.  The Draft says that about 2/3 of the Religious Broadcasting Panel (RBP) consists of people from "the five major religions" of South Africa, with one of these groups designated as "African religion". This category needs elaboration, in that there is not a single “African Religion”. 

49.  The criteria for “professional advisers” mentioned on p 47 should be spelt out, and likewise the extent and rationale of the exact ratio of “multifaith programmes” to “faith specific programmes” (for “the major religious groups”). 

50.  Paid broadcasting in the document is ambiguous. It reads that "the sale of air time to particular religious groups should be consistent with the time allocations for these groups". This raises the question of why would they would pay, if they get the air time anyway. 

51.  Scheduling needs to be clarified in regard to religious programmes. The document says (page 46) that: “Religious programmes should… be place at times when audiences are available”. Presumably this does not mean prime time, but its meaning is unclear. 

J. Research: 

52. The Draft could profitably include in the policy principles, a strong statement about the role of research in enhancing SABC programming. This should go beyond quantitative research into audience and market demographics, and exploit the insights generated by qualitative research such as ethnographic audience studies. 

K. Overview: 

53. Finally, the Draft policies need to be commended for striving to be unifying and all-embracing of SABC's entire operation. While differences between platforms, and between PBS and PCBS, need to be spelt out (as discussed above), it remains imperative that the national resource that is the SABC be regarded holistically. 

54. This means that while some policies may well be nuanced, the fundamental principle needs to be an overview which sees across different stations, channels and platforms. Notwithstanding the different agendas and needs of each, there needs to be maximum complementarity between the parts of the complexity. Policy, in other words, needs a level of totality to it, and ( while it must also cover the particular parts ( it should not be fragmentary. The Board, as custodian of the purpose of the corporation, needs to grasp the service as a whole, and ensure that SABC’s combined and various activities ( guided by policies that operate at different levels of generality and particularity ( make optimum impact in addressing the pressing needs of the contemporary and the future South Africa. 

L. Action Points:

55. A lot of thought has gone into this submission, and this is sign of the seriousness with which the Board’s consultation process is regarded. There are many specifics in this document. However, by way of conclusion it may be helpful to recap some of the general points discussed: 

56.  The Board is urged to continue the spirit of consultation beyond this phase.

57.  The question of implementation of policies should be addressed in the document.

58.  Some of the language needs to be reworked.

59. Context should be elaborated to spell out what the SABC is, and how it relates to the broadcast media landscape.

60.  News and informational programming should be kept separate from money-making imperatives.

61. Programming recommendations should revisit scheduling and violence considerations.

62. The Draft Policies on education, local content and South African languages can all be productively elaborated.

63. Religious policy recommendations should be looked at again. 

64.  Research should be noted as a policy plank within the policy documents. 
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