Media Transformation scorecard

(Guy Berger’s 10 indicators of change).
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1. Legal environment

Media freedom – enshrined in the constitution - is profound, and a healthy thing for the industry and for society. It does come at a cost – ethical lapses for example, but this is a small price to pay for an absence of the kind of state censorship and restriction we had under apartheid. Today, there is much more transparency and media-friendly legislation. 

2. Sociopolitical environment

The public is much more tolerant of journalists today, compared to the dangerous days of the early 1990s. There are fewer extremists on left or right who resort to threatening journalists with violence.  

3. Ownership and economics

A whole new class of owners has been created, especially in broadcasting. There is much more competition for advertising and market share than there was a decade back – it is no longer a cosy club carving up a clear market. Profit margins are not as high as they were, and JSE share prices have lagged. It is hard for new black owners to repay the banks for the borrowings to acquire their stakes. But so far, with a couple of exceptions, most empowerment ownership has held up, and the picture is very different to 1993. 

4. Pluralism and growth

A crop of alternative publications has died, but there is a new quality daily, a flourishing tabloid scene and many more magazines. Most importantly, there are almost 100 new radio stations. We also now have the Internet. The Media Development and Diversity Agency has now been set up to stimulate grassroots media growth. Our media environment is much denser than it was ten years ago. 

5. Staff representativity

Top and bottom layers of the industry have been transformed in terms of race, though not yet gender. Middle layers and post-production and sub-editing remain disproportionately white. But this is still a very far cry from pre-1994.

6. Content

Media content is far more representative of the wider South Africa in race terms, although studies show that women are still unjustifiably marginalised in contrast to men. But the overall paradigm of representing reality has not changed much: the people in the news are still largely elites, and the styles of presentation are largely untouched. Worse, the back page of the Sunday Times has not only stayed, it has become a feature of much of the rest of the paper – and has spread to much other print media. I wouldn’t call this progress – and hopes that South African creativity in journalism (as distinct from advertising) could come up with a brand-new paradigm have yet to be fulfilled. 

7. Language

There has been slow progress in serving audiences in their home languages, with SABC eventually over the decade reaching equitability in news – although current affairs still has a way to go. Community radio is a welcome contributor to mother-tongue media. Print remains primarily English, but some growth is evident in the Zulu-language market. This picture contrasts with the second-class service to African language speakers that prevailed under apartheid. 

8. Training

Cadet schools are no more, and tertiary institutions (which have increased in number) are supplying greater proportions of new recruits to the media. More mid-career training is taking place, although the MAPPP-SETA has been a disappointment to many in the industry. This body was supposed to stimulate work-place skills development, but has had to be pushed by its membership into developing effective systems and dispensing with bureaucratic obstructionism. The SA National Editors Forum skills audit showed that abilities of junior reporters were extremely low. This is a serious factor given the massive reductions in the size of newsrooms and the exodus of experienced staff to better paid pastures. Training compared to ten years back has made some strides, but still has its task cut out for it.

9. Organisations

The racial divisions amongst journalists have abated, notwithstanding substantial tensions during the Human Rights Commission Inquiry into racism. The Conference of Editors (mainly white) merged with the Black Editors Forum to form the non-racial SA National Editors Forum, which has been the premier body amongst professionals. In contrast, the SA Union of Journalists has weakened, the Forum of Black Journalists disbanded, and the Media Workers Association of South Africa is not what it was. 

10. Globalisation

Except for satellite broadcasting, SA media has been slow to expand into other countries. On the other hand, foreign capital – Irish, Nigerian and from the USA – has bought into SA media. Much content is still imported from Western countries, and little local content is being sold outside the country. Still, this picture contrasts with the much more insular state of affairs in 1993. 

