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a disruption
we could
not ignore
By Franz Krüger

S

oon after we began work on reviewing the state of South Africa’s newsroom as it was in 2019, the covid-19
crisis erupted. Much more will have to
be said about it in the next edition of this
report, but it had consequences on this
report in terms of process and in terms of
content.
The unexpected disruption delayed
our research, and as a result this report
appears somewhat later than we would
have liked.
In terms of content, though covid-19
is undoubtedly a story of 2020, it was
impossible to ignore the pandemic and
its effects completely. And it accentuated
trends that we have been chronicling for
several years. It became impossible to
look at 2019’s decline in the mainstream
news media without taking into account
that covid-19 was about to wreak much
greater devastation.

Nevertheless 2019 provided a great
deal of material for reporting and analysis. Job losses and company restructuring
were once again in the news, as was the
state of ethical standards in the profession – both, in different ways, illustrations
of the deep crisis facing the traditional
business model of journalism. There were
controversies in several newsrooms, and
the South African National Editors’ Forum
set up a high-profile inquiry into the
issue.
This is the sixth edition of Wits Journalism’s State of the Newsroom report, and
as usual it provides an overview of the
key developments during the year, as well
as an in-depth article, and two discussions – an online roundtable of women
media practitioners and the results of a
webinar hosted by Wits Journalism during
lockdown. We have also again included a
set of indicators – a selection of statistical
insights that highlight important trends.
They include audience trends in the
different media, such as key numbers
which show the much-discussed decline in print, for instance. We also have
included some commentary pieces by
people who have thought deeply about
specific issues facing the media. This year,
we focus on gender and on accountability. The indicators and the commentary
pieces were introduced in the last edition,

and are now a regular feature.
We have previously produced the
report both in printed and in digital form.
This year, we are dropping the print version entirely, which has allowed us to flex
our design muscles somewhat. Yes, we’re
also a little sad to lose the physical report,
but it is just the way of things. We hope
you enjoy the report’s look.

A

s Wits Journalism, we are acutely
aware of the way the world of media
is shifting beneath our feet. Part of the
reason why we publish this report is that
we need to remain engaged with the
professional world if we want to remain
relevant.
Close involvement with the media and
professional journalism has always been
central to our ethos, and has meant
we are active through conferences and
events, grants and awards for journalists, offering access to higher degrees
on a recognition of prior learning basis,
working with community media, focusing
on particular areas such as investigative
journalism, Africa-China reporting and
the justice system. You will find details of
our work at www.journalism.co.za.
The State of the Newsroom report is
an important part of the mix. We are
glad to find that with its combination of
academic rigour and accessible writing,
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it has become an influential contribution
to discussion about the media in South
Africa.
Since the last report, we have been able
to extend our reach to other parts of the
continent, and we are pleased that one
element of this expansion has been the
development of a sister publication, a
State of the Newsroom in Malawi, in collaboration with The International Centre
for Asset Recovery (ICAR).
This is being produced by Malawian researchers, and will appear in the coming
months. We hope to be able to work with
researchers in other countries too, to
replicate the successful model.
We hope you enjoy the report. We
again welcome feedback and suggestions:
tell us what we could do better, and what
aspects we should be focusing on.
A word of thanks must go to everyone
who worked on this report, particularly Alan Finlay, the lead researcher and
editor. Many others played a role, and are
acknowledged elsewhere.
We are particularly grateful for the
support from the Swedish International
Development Agency (SIDA), through
CHARM, the Consortium to Promote
Human Rights, Civic Freedoms and Media
Development in Sub-Saharan Africa,
which Wits Journalism is part of.

introduction
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before/after:
co-habiting two
spaces at once
By Alan Finlay

T

he editorial agenda of this publication is to reflect what happened in the news media in South
Africa the year before publication – in this case,
2019. By doing this, we can offer a summary of key
events and issues impacting on the newsroom in that
year and create a publication of critical commentary
and record.
But then the pandemic happened.
Early on this created practical challenges in putting
this issue together. We had planned a face-to-face
roundtable discussion with women journalists, which
became impossible in lockdown. Instead we had to
move the “roundtable” online.
Then most contributors, although discussing 2019, in
one way or another felt the need to comment on the
pandemic – it suggested how extraordinary it felt to
write about 2019 in the vacuum of pretending that the
pandemic did not exist.
By the end of putting this issue together, we had
relented a little, and ended up doing a bit of both:
commenting on 2019, the year that was, and respond-

ing to the felt need to at least say something about the
historic moment we were going through in 2020.
We have called this issue “Before/After” to capture
the sense of co-habiting two spaces at once.
The inclusion of commentary on the impact of
covid-19 on journalists and the newsroom has opened
up some interesting cross-links between the articles in
this issue.
For example, the webinar discussion that is an edited transcript of a series that Wits Journalism hosted
during lockdown, complements the analysis of media
ownership in South Africa by Nechama Brodie.
Brodie’s article opens with a simple question: “How
healthy are the patterns of concentrated media
ownership in South Africa for democracy?” While she
suggests that much of the important news content is
being written by independent news outlets, the webinar discussion shows how vulnerable independent
news sources such as the Mail & Guardian can be.

A

s Thandeka Gqubule argues in the webinar discussion, a crisis such as the pandemic produces an
information crisis, one in which the state broadcaster
has an essential role to play. Its funding woes are all
the more worrying in a context where commercial
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newsrooms are under-resourced, laying off staff and
looking for easy fixes to keep their audiences and
readers.
This has, as the new Press Ombud Pippa Green in
her commentary piece shows, a real impact on the
reliability and trustworthiness of news. Green points
to what are in effect dilapidated controls in many
newsrooms: “The effects of the cutbacks can be seen
in many of the complaints that come before the Press
Council, itself affected by the economic malaise. But
the pressures the media face are evidenced in the
complaints lodged last year: in some cases, they reflect a scramble to publish, lack of verification, inconsistent attempts to allow a right of reply, and in some
cases a lack of editorial oversight.”
There is a strong focus on women journalists in
this issue – and Edwin Naidu’s high-level summary of research statistics of women in South African
newsrooms provides a nice sounding board to the
roundtable discussion led by Quote This Woman+. The
roundtable makes for insightful reading of real-world
conditions and experiences of women media practitioners in the newsroom.
In the organisation’s commentary piece, Quote This
Woman+ also provides an interesting overview of

A strong focus on women journalists, including
a round-table discussion of real-world
conditions and experiences in the newsroom

STATE OF THE NEWSROOM 2019/2020

Apology to Ms
Verashni Pillay
It has been drawn to our attention that a
photograph in our 2018 State of the Newsroom report, published in June 2019, suggests
a link between former editor Verashni Pillay
and controversy around the Huffington Post’s
treatment of claims levelled against some
journalists as being part of Stratcom. Our intention was
not to make such a connection, but we accept that this
implication can be drawn from the context. We are aware
that these events took place some time after Ms Pillay left
the publication, and apologise unreservedly to her for any
embarrassment caused. The online version of the report
has been changed.
(Note: The change and an apology was made immediately the matter was brought to our attention in June 2019.
Ms Pillay nevertheless laid a complaint with the SA Press
Council, which ruled on the matter on March 16, 2020. It
found that the use of the image had breached the Press
Code. It found the apology adequately worded, but ordered that it should be more prominently placed.) The full
ruling can be found at:
https://www.presscouncil.org.za/Ruling/View/verashni-pillay-vs-wits-journalism-school-4441.

Adj Prof Franz Krüger
HoD: Wits Journalism

its work in encouraging newsrooms to use more women
experts as sources in stories – as few as one out of five
sources quoted in the news is a woman, a ratio that gets
worse when it comes to sports and business news.
This is a clear gender gap in our news that needs the
attention of editors and journalists.
Our summary of the gender demographics of the editors
of the country’s main newspapers is useful in this context:
33% are women, as are 28% of the board members of major media houses. This suggests that while racial transformation in the newsroom is strong, gender parity has some
way to go.
It would be interesting to see if more women experts
are sourced in the newspapers edited by women – but
this might not necessarily be the case. As has been argued
in State of the Newsroom before, transformation is not
just about demographics, but about new perspectives in
editorial agendas, and how different priorities of newsworthiness and reporting shape the news that we get. And as
Brodie writes in her article, concentrated media ownership
comes with a price tag, as “large commercial news outlets
are prioritising content strategies that appeal to audience
metrics over a deeper consideration of the kinds of journalism and coverage that is necessary to sustain democracy”.
A telling response we received back following the publication of an article on trauma in the newsrooms in South
Africa in the 2018 edition, was to the effect of: “Is it really
an issue in South Africa? I mean, it is not like we are Syria?”
The answer is simple: trauma doesn’t work like that.

I
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n the numerous radio and TV interviews we gave after the
publication of the 2018 edition of State of the Newsroom,
only one journalist (nearly) asked me about the safety of
journalists and the psychological effects of their work – although in one case off-camera I was told of bribes going on
in the industry, and threats to journalists.
As we pointed out in the article, South African journalists
have to navigate violence and violations of many kinds –
many of them endemic to our country.
The roundtable discussion shows how real work-related stress and trauma is for women journalists working in
this country. As one participant put it: “I think the reality
is that a lot of journalists battle with mental health issues
as a consequence of harassment. I am very militant about
talking about what’s happening to me, seeking support,
seeking counselling, and I honestly think that this needs to
be drummed into young journalists – seeking help is not a
sign of weakness, it’s actually a sign of strength.”
The covid-19 pandemic has thrown the duty of care
of newsrooms to their journalists in the spotlight, and it
would be interesting to do a retrospective survey on how
in-house policies on safety and psychological trauma that
should have been implemented during the lockdown are
sustained over the longer term.

newsroom
in review
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a crisis of media
ethics, from
D
zondo to sabc
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Retrenchments continue
in the media sector

By alan finlay
Media ethics was in crisis in 2019, with worrying
testimony given at the Zondo Commission and the
South African National Editors’ Forum (Sanef) describing
an erosion of public trust in journalism. While the
SABC released the findings of an inquiry into editorial
interference at the state broadcaster, Primedia faced
its own allegation of interference, and the editorial
credibility of news broadcaster eNCA came under
the spotlight. Meanwhile declining newspaper sales
continued to put pressure on jobs in the sector, and Tiso
Blackstar sold its news assets.

eclining newspaper circulation continued to take
its toll on jobs in the media sector in 2019, with
retrenchments at Tiso Blackstar, and warnings of
pending job cuts at Independent Media.
In May Tiso Blackstar announced that its tabloid Sunday
World would be shut down, and that it would be retrenching staff across a number of its publications, including
Sowetan, Business Day, The Herald and Daily Dispatch.
Retrenchments and salary freezes would affect some 150
employees.
The group said that of its newspapers, Sunday World and
Sowetan in particular, had become financially unsustainable. The retrenchments were met with opposition from
the Information Communications and Technology Union
(ICTU), which had 200 members working at Tiso Blackstar.
The ICTU announced a strike and a go-slow after negotiations with management broke down. In May striking media workers, who were joined by workers from Cell C who
were also engaged in strike action at the mobile operator,
handed over a memorandum at the media house’s Parktown offices in Johannesburg. Some 40 journalists lost
their jobs at the group following Commission for Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration (CCMA) hearings.
In April Independent Media’s Iqbal Survé had warned of
more job losses if the company failed to recapitalise. This
followed a restructuring process at the media house started the previous year.
The year also saw the Mail & Guardian announce it
would need to lay off staff and restructure the company in
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response to readers migrating to digital news.
Also in April, sixty retrenched employees
from Ndalo Media, publisher of glossy magazines Destiny, Destiny Man and Elle, ended up
taking the publisher to the CCMA.1 This, after
its owner Khanyi Dhlomo had shut down Ndalo
in December 2018, saying that it owed printers
some R13-million, and staff had not been paid.
Ndalo Media was considered the only “blackowned premium magazine publisher in the
country”.2
Meanwhile several employees at the country’s only commercial classical music radio station, ClassicFM, lost their jobs after the station
was put into business rescue in September. A
bid by The Professional Consortium was subsequently accepted in December 2019 after
cost-cutting exercises at the station.

Tiso Blackstar exits
the news business

D

espite the retrenchments in its flailing print division – and continued
pressure on the country’s magazine
industry – a month after the job cuts, Tiso
Blackstar said it had bought The Media and
EasyDIY magazines, as well as their online titles, from Wag The Dog Publishers.
While Wag The Dog said that it felt Tiso
had the “capacity and the will to amplify
the influence and credibility” of the titles,3
just over a week after this, Tiso Blackstar announced the sale of all of its print, broadcast
and content businesses in South Africa, Ghana and Kenya to Lebashe Investment Group.
The deal was reported to be worth
R1.05-billion. Lebashe, a company with interests in financial services and ICTs, created
a holding structure, Arena Holdings, for its
new media assets.

Independent Media
and the “webs of
deceit” at PIC

I

n December President Cyril Ramaphosa received the long-delayed final report from the
commission of inquiry set up in 2017 to look
into irregularities at state-owned Public Investment Corporation (PIC).
PIC manages R2.2-trillion worth of investments on behalf of public servants,4 but had
become embroiled in what has been described
as “webs of deceit that may have captured one
of South Africa’s most prized parastatals”5 –
including allegations that Survé himself might
have benefited from poor decisions at the corporation.
Speaking at the commission, Survé said Independent Media could not service a debt to PIC
following a loan of R850-million in 2013. Survé’s company, Sekunjalo Independent Media,
which owns a 55% stake in Independent Media,
reportedly owed PIC some R1.35-billion by September 2018. Survé also told the inquiry that

Acrimony between Independent Media and
PIC continued throughout the year, with PIC
attempting to liquidate Sekunjalo in November

8

Independent Media was in debt to the Chinese
consortium, Interacom Investment Holdings,
and was servicing that debt.
In testimony critical of PIC, Survé said that
his relationship with the parastatal had broken
down. He also defended the editorial independence of his newspapers, which include titles
such as the Cape Times, Cape Argus and The
Star. This follows criticism over the years of
Survé using front-page stories in Independent
newspapers to promote himself and to fight
personal battles. But speaking at the inquiry,
Survé described Independent Media as “the
most objective media house in SA”, whose “survival was based on objectivity”.6
The acrimony between Independent Media and PIC continued throughout the year,
with PIC attempting to liquidate Sekunjalo in
November – a move Sekunjalo described as
“frivolous” and an “attempt to embarrass and
undermine the Sekunjalo Group and Dr Survé
personally”.7
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Zondo Commission
hears of systemic
failures at the SABC

I

n September the Judicial Commission of
Inquiry into Allegations of State Capture
(Zondo Commission) heard testimony from
SABC board chairperson Bongumusa Makhathini that political interference in the broadcaster’s retrenchment plans in late 2018 were
reminiscent of the era of state capture under
investigation by the commission.
In 2018, the embattled public broadcaster
announced that it intended to retrench 981
permanent employees, and no longer contract some 1 200 freelancers, as part of its
turn-around strategy (see SON 2018). However, the announcement was met with opposition, including from Communications Minister
Stella Ndabeni-Abrahams, and resulted in the
resignation of four SABC board members for
different reasons. Early in 2019, the retrenchment plans were halted following consultations with various stakeholders, including Parliament, unions and employees.
The SABC’s CEO Madoda Mxakwe meanwhile told the commission that the broadcaster had suffered a collapse of governance and
financial processes, and also accused board
members of interfering in editorial and business decisions.

Editorial
independence of the
public broadcaster
under the spotlight

T

he editorial independence at the SABC
came under the spotlight in 2019, both
at the Zondo Commission and in the release of a long-awaited independent inquiry.
In September, former SABC chief operating
officer Hlaudi Motsoeneng – who was fired in
2017 after he was found guilty of bringing the
SABC into disrepute – defended his decision to
ban the airing of footage of violent public protests when he appeared before the commission.
He told the inquiry that his 2016 directive
was within the remit of the Broadcasting Act.
He also claimed that the suspension of a group
of journalists known as the SABC 88 had nothing
to do with them defying his content directive.
Four of the SABC 8 gave testimony at the inquiry, describing a culture of censorship and secrecy at the broadcaster. SAfm’s executive producer Krivani Pillay told the commission that
Motsoeneng had cancelled a show at the radio
station after it criticised his content directive.

She described the SABC newsroom as
“abused”, and said that editorial interference
by Motsoeneng at the broadcaster was an
attempt to protect former president, Jacob
Zuma, and the ruling ANC.
Foeta Krige, a former SABC producer, described how Motsoeneng targeted people who
disagreed with him, saying he managed by “decree”.9 He told the inquiry that Motsoeneng’s
attempt to censor political coverage went back
as far as 2014 when he tried to stop reporting on the Economic Freedom Fighters
(EFF) ahead of national elections.
The SABC’s economics editor,
Thandeka Gqubule-Mbeki told the
commission how former head of TV
news, Nothando Maseko, asked her
not to cover political events linked
to turbulence in the financial markets following the dismissal of Nhlanhla Nene as finance minister in
2015.
Mwaba Phiri, who was then the executive producer of the SABC’s Ques-

Former SABC chief operating officer Hlaudi
Motsoeneng defended his decision to ban
footage of violent public protests
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tion Time programme, said that former public
protector Thuli Madonsela had to be “smuggled” into the studio for an interview following
the release of her 2014 report into the broadcaster.
“We didn’t want top management to be
aware of who we were bringing,” he said. Madonsela’s report had investigated, among other
things, allegations of maladministration, abuse
of power and the irreg-
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ular appointment of Motsoeneng at the broadcaster.10
Their testimony before the commission came
just over a month after the SABC released the
findings of an independent commission of inquiry into editorial decision-making at the
broadcaster.
The commission, which was headed by former press ombudsman and veteran journalist,
Joe Thloloe, had been set up in 2018 – alongside a second inquiry into sexual harassment at
the SABC (See SON 2018) – and was mandated
to look into allegations of newsroom interference from 2012-2017.
The report characterised the broadcaster as
“as an organisation crippled by pain, anger, and
fear” and said it “suffered from the capricious
use of authority and power to terrorise staff
and to deflect the corporation from its mandate and its editorial policies”.
While it said “the spectre of the ANC hovered
over the newsroom”, and found evidence of
former communications minister Faith Muthambi interfering in editorial decision-making, it
also said that there was no evidence of direct
political interference by the ANC in newsroom
decisions.11 The commission made several recommendations to strengthen editorial independence at the broadcaster.

Zondo Commission
hears of “unlawful”
MultiChoice deal

I

n October the controversial set-top box
deal between the SABC and MultiChoice
also came under the spotlight at the Zondo Commission.
The set-top boxes will allow analogue television to be converted to digital, and some
five million poor households are expected
to get them for free in the government’s digital terrestrial television (DTT) roll-out plans.
The 2013 deal struck by Motsoeneng was
worth some R553 million, and would mean
that the set-top boxes would not be encrypted, allowing MultiChoice to entrench its monopoly in the market because its pay-for TV
competitors could not offer their services without encryption.
As part of the deal, the SABC
was also to hand over
its substantial archive
of historical material.
The deal was allegedly
made without former
chief executive officer
of the broadcaster, Lu-

Judge Raymond Zondo: Heard allegations
of wrong-doing in media institutions

lama Mokhobo knowing about it, and was
described at the commission as unlawful
because it had failed to follow due process.
The issue of encryption was said to be the
sticking point behind the government’s delayed DTT migration plans, which had started over 15 years ago. By late 2019 there was
still no clarity on the future direction of the
plans. Even though R10-billion was said to
have been spent on building the DTT network, by November reports said that only
half a million South Africans had migrated to
digital.12
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Allegations of ‘brownenvelope’ journalism
Public trust in the South African media was
dealt another blow in 2019, when the spectre
of ‘brown envelope’ journalism raised its head
at the Zondo Commission. In January, Angelo
Agrizzi, the former COO of Bosasa, said the security and prison services company had paid
journalists to write favourably about it.
In September the commission also heard allegations from a former crime intelligence
officer, Colonel Dhanajaya Naidoo, that
he knew of at least three instances
when journalists had been on the
payroll of Crime Intelligence. He said
money had been paid to retract and
publish stories.
Naidoo specifically singled out
Sunday Times associate editor Ranjeni Munusamy, who denied the allegations in a detailed affidavit, but
was nevertheless placed on special
leave pending an internal investigation at Tiso Blackstar. Judge
Zondo also gave
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Munusamy leave to give evidence at the commission and to cross-examine at a later date.
In its response, Sanef said it was important
that journalists implicated were publicly known
so that they, like Munusamy, could be given the
space to respond to the allegations.13
Meanwhile the commission was also fiercely
criticised in October for trying to force Independent Media journalist, Bongani Hans, to divulge his sources after he wrote a story alleging
that bribes were paid to ANC delegates during
the party’s 2017 elective conference. Sanef, civil society rights watchdog Right2Know, as well
as the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) all
chastised the commission for using strong-arm
tactics in trying to get the journalist to violate
the Press Code.

Zondo Commission evidence by
Angelo Agrizzi prompted an inquiry
by Sanef into media ethics

Sanef launches
inquiry into media
ethics

S

anef cited testimony given by Angelo
Agrizzi at the Zondo Commission as
one of its reasons for launching an inquiry into media ethics in June.
It said there had been an “erosion of public
trust” in the media, and a “decline
of editorial independence due
to a number of issues including the encroachment of
media owners and shrinking newsrooms linked to
retrenchments”.14
Led by retired high court
judge, Kathleen Satchwell,
the inquiry was to include as
a case example the apology
and retraction of stories on an
alleged South African Revenue Service “rogue”
intelligence unit by the
Sunday Times (see
SON 2018).15
In 2015, the press
ombudsman
ordered the newspaper to retract all
of its stories on

the unit, and to apologise to those implicated in the reports, including former finance
minister, Pravin Gordhan.
The inquiry was expected to interview editors, journalists, media experts and stakeholders from civil society organisations, political parties, government and business. The
aim was to produce “clear recommendations
for strengthening industry ethics and credibility”, Sanef said.16
By mid-December, the panel had considered 55 substantive submissions, and was engaged in oral
hearings.17
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“Rogue unit” furore
continues
While the “rogue unit” stories were initially
to serve as a useful case study for the Sanef
inquiry on where the media goes wrong, the
waters were almost immediately muddied with
the near simultaneous release in June of a report by Public Protector Busisiwe Mkhwebane.
Mkhwebane found that news reports on the
rogue unit were “substantiated” and that Gordhan’s role in it violated the constitution.18
Mkhwebane had been heavily criticised in
the media for a series of reports that appeared
to be politically biased in their findings. Both
the Sanef inquiry and the report by the public protector nevertheless appeared to spark a
Twitter campaign by Piet Rampedi, one of the
journalists at the centre of the Sunday Times
“rogue unit” furore, who now worked as investigations editor at Independent Media.
In the tweets, Rampedi levelled allegations
against a number of journalists, as well as
Gordhan, whom he claimed had plotted
to silence him and his colleagues.19 He
also attacked Sanef, saying it was influenced by donor agendas.
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Trouble in the eNCA
newsroom
The editorial credibility of 24-hour news
broadcaster eNCA also came under the spotlight in 2019 after the appointment of Kanthan
Pillay as director of news in October. Pillay’s
Capitalist Party of South Africa had unsuccessfully contested the 2019 national and provincial elections. While the EFF, amongst others,
raised questions of the station’s editorial independence given Pillay’s political ambitions,
his tenure at the broadcaster lasted barely two
months.
In December eNCA announced that it had
terminated Pillay’s contract. This, after disgruntled senior political journalist at the station,
Samkele Maseko, left to join SABC News – the
latest in several senior journalist resignations
at eNCA during 2019, including those by Mapi
Mhlangu, Erin Bates and Leigh-Anne Jansen.
In a tweet, Pillay characterised Maseko’s
move as “rats swimming toward a sinking

ship”.20 In a bitter series of Twitter responses,
the journalist, amongst other things, accused
Pillay of ill-treatment and of censorship at the
channel, and the eNCA newsroom of bias in its
news coverage.
His tweets drew responses from several public figures, including former public protector,
Thuli Madonsela, who came to Maseko’s support.
The channel cited as reasons for the termination of Pillay’s contract his tweet, together with
the “[s]erious allegations [that had] also been
levelled at eNCA about Pillay’s censorship of
stories and his management style”.21
With Pillay’s departure, the suspension of
journalist Khayelihle Khumalo was also lifted.
Khumalo had been suspended by Pillay a week
earlier after tweeting from the EFF’s elective
conference. eNCA had decided not to cover the
conference, after the EFF banned the online
news site Daily Maverick and investigative journalism unit amaBhungane from party events.22
At the time eNCA editor Jeremy Maggs said:
“eNCA has to take a firm stand on media freedom by showing solidarity with organisations
barred from attending.”23

Primedia clearED of
interference

M

eanwhile in September Primedia
released the report from its own
independent inquiry into a complaint by Karima Brown, a former talk show
host at Talk Radio 702, of editorial interference and censorship at the broadcaster.
The complaint by Brown was made just
days before her contract with Talk Radio 702
lapsed, and followed allegations made on air
several months before of collusion between
individuals linked to SABC and Multichoice.
The allegations resulted in the station
receiving complaints, and station manager
Thabisile Mbete asking Brown to offer the
named individuals a chance to reply.
Brown argued this amounted to editorial interference. However the inquiry found
against her, and said it was likely that Brown
had contravened the Broadcasting Complaints Commission of South Africa’s code
by not initially offering the individuals a
right of reply.
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Sanef and five
journalists lose in the
Equality Court
In October Sanef lost its Equality Court application to interdict EFF leader Julius Malema.
The application was lodged together with five
journalists – Ranjeni Munusamy, Adriaan Basson (News24), Pauli van Wyk (Daily Maverick),
Barry Bateman (Eyewitness News) and Max du
Preez (Vrye Weekblad) – who said they had
been intimidated and harassed following statements made outside the Zondo Commission by
Malema in 2018.
Malema said the journalists had been biased
in their reports against the EFF and said the
journalists were “the enemy” and needed to
be dealt with decisively.
However, the court said that the media was
not protected under the Promotion of Equality
and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act. It
also said that offensive or controversial views
do not automatically constitute hate speech.24

New ombud

EFF leader Julius Malema said the journalists had been biased
in their reports against the EFF and said the journalists were
“the enemy” and needed to be dealt with decisively
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L

astly, in April veteran journalist Pippa Green took up her position as the
Press Council’s new Press Ombudsman, replacing Johan Retief who retired in
late 2018 after nearly a decade as ombudsman. Between 2009 and 2014, Green was
Head of the Journalism Programme at the
University of Pretoria. She has held senior
editorial positions in both newspapers and
radio news, and was also a member of the
SABC board from 2010 to 2013.
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SEVERE
Intimidation
and harassment
of journalists by
political groups

SERIOUS
Online
Journalist ethics

NEEDS
ATTENTION

TO WATCH

Journalists
targets of crime

Attitudes of
senior politicians
towards
journalists

Aggression by
police towards
journalists
Threats from
state security

Compiled through a review of
Sanef media releases during
2019. For a summary of incidents,
please see the appendices.

Down
three
positions

In 2019, South Africa ranked 31st on the
World Press Freedom Index by Reporters
Without Borders, down three positions
from the 2018 ranking. Press freedom is
described as “guaranteed but fragile”.
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Media freedoms
during 2019
No let-up in attempts by political groups to
silence critical reporting, brown-envelope
journalism might be more widespread than
believed, while criminal attacks on journalists appear to be on the rise

Severe threats to media freedom

T

he intimidation and harassment of journalists
by political groups continued in 2019. The
Economic Freedom Fighters targeted a
prominent journalist in a social media attack and
banned investigative journalists from attending
their events; the launch of a book exposing state
corruption was shut down by ANC and South African
National Civic Organisation protestors; and journalists
were roughly handled and prevented from taking
photographs by supporters of eThekwini’s mayor
facing corruption charges.

Serious threats to media freedom

T

estimony at the Judicial Commission of Inquiry
into Allegations of State Capture, also known
as the Zondo Commission, suggested that the
rumours of brown-envelope journalism that emerged

indicators

STATE OF THE NEWSROOM 2019/2020

in 2018 may have some credibility, even though
statements made at the commission were unproven.
A minister also claimed that he paid journalists not
to write a story. Online attacks against journalists
remained a serious threat to media freedom. Many
of these attacks are gendered and aimed at women
journalists.

Media freedom issues
that need attention

C

rime against journalists covering stories appears
to be on the increase, with several incidents
reported during the year. Meanwhile, reports of
police assaulting journalists working in KwaZulu-Natal
continue to emerge. In one incident a journalist was
arrested. The surveillance of journalists came under
the spotlight during the year, including in a High Court
challenge, while the Hawks allegedly tried to get a
prominent journalist to reveal her sources.

Issues to watch

I

n three separate incidents during the year, the
attitudes and actions of senior politicians – two
of them cabinet ministers – suggest a growing
intolerance of journalists, and a flagging commitment
to the importance of media freedoms.

Print news
As the country’s biggest African-language
daily feels the heat, is 2019 the beginning
of the free newspaper free fall?

T

he downward pressure on print news
continued throughout 2019, with free
newspapers losing ground more rapidly
than in previous years, and a noticeable drop off
in circulation for Isolezwe, the country’s biggest
African-language newspaper.
Overall newspaper circulation was down some
7% – almost 630 000 fewer copies were read by the

Radio audiences
Audiences for radio news grow across
the country, while top commercial stations flounder.
In contrast to print, radio audiences appear to
be growing overall, with news a strong reason
for listeners to tune into their favourite radio station. On an average weekday in 2019, 29.4-million people listened to a South African radio
station, up from the average of about 28-million
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public on average each day. By the end of the year,
no daily newspaper was circulating more than 100
000 newspapers a day.
The country’s biggest isiZulu-language daily newspaper, Isolezwe, was circulating some 12 000 fewer
copies a day, compared to circulation declines of
about three to four thousand a day for the Afrikaans
dailies Die Burger and Beeld.
By year-end, the biggest weekend paper, the Sunday Times, had shed the equivalent weekly print
run of two small newspapers over the course of the
year – about 40 000. This is double the weekly circulation of the Mail & Guardian. Free newspapers
meanwhile showed a 5% drop from 2018, compared to an average 2% decline in previous years.

over the preceding three years. Radio continues
to be a powerful medium for news, with 81% of
surveyed listeners saying they listen to the radio
for news content, compared to 83% saying they
listened to radio for music.
There appears to be some audience stagnation for the country’s top commercial stations
(with the exception of KFM), while the number
of people who listen to the top public broadcast
and community stations is growing. The rapid
rise in audience numbers for Eden FM in the
Western Cape is noteworthy, quadrupling over
four years.
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Daily newspaper circulations
2016

2017

2018

DOWN
10%

1 266 715

1 135 956

DOWN
11%

1 007 439
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Weekly newspaper circulations

2019

2016

DOWN
11%

895 692

Source: Audit Bureau of Circulations of South Africa

2017

DOWN
8%

512 540

472 802

2018

DOWN
13%

410 663

2019

DOWN
8%

379 753

Source: Audit Bureau of Circulations of South Africa
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Weekend newspaper circulations
2016

2017

2018

DOWN
12%

1 553 043

1 372 633		

DOWN
10%

1 241 053
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Local newspaper circulations

2019

2016

DOWN
13%

1 077 624

Source: Audit Bureau of Circulations of South Africa

2017

DOWN
7%

362 266		

337 419		

2018

DOWN
7%

314 950		

2019

DOWN
8%

289 044

Source: Audit Bureau of Circulations of South Africa
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Free newspaper circulations
2016

2017

2018

DOWN
2%

6 316 187

6 190 931		

DOWN
2%

6 180 256		
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Total newspaper circulations

2019

2016

DOWN
5%

5 884 634

Source: Audit Bureau of Circulations of South Africa

2017

DOWN
5%

10 010 751

9 509 741

2018

DOWN
4%

9 154 360		

2019

DOWN
7%

8 526 747

Source: Audit Bureau of Circulations of South Africa
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Top public broadcast
radio stations: 2016-2019

Ukhozi FM
2016
2017
2018
2019

Listenership past seven days,
in thousands.
Source: The Broadcast Research
Council of South Africa.

Umhlobo Wenene FM
2016
2017
2018
2019

7 311
7 424
7 575
7 661

Metro FM
5 253
5 464
5 357
5 861

2016
2017
2018
2019

3 931
4 082
4 260
4 277
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Top commercial radio
stations: 2016-2019

Lesedi FM
2016
2017
2018
2019

3 416
3 166
3 134

Listenership past seven days, in
thousands.
Source: The Broadcast Research
Council of South Africa.

3 317

Thobela FM
2016
2017
2018
2019

Gagasi FM
2 829
2 864
2 750
2 963

2016
2017
2018
2019

5 253
5 464
5 357
5 861
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Jacaranda FM
2016
2017
2018
2019

East Coast Radio
1 247
1 025
998
1 079

2016
2017
2018
2019

947
2016
2017
2018
2019

970
1 093
1 044
1 051

KFM
926
935
962
945

2016
2017
2018
2019

672
723
840
881
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Top community radio
stations: 2016-2019

Jozi FM (Gauteng)
2016
2017
2018
2019

Listenership past seven days, in
thousands.
Source: The Broadcast Research
Council of South Africa.

Kasie FM 97.1 (Gauteng)
2016
2017
2018
2019

495
578
599
617

Eden FM (Western Cape)
167
267
194
215

2016
2017
2018
2019

47
146
118
188
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Free-to-air TV news

Radio Zibonele (Western Cape)
2016
2017
2018
2019

193
214
237
176

Unitra Community Radio (E Cape)
2016
2017
2018
2019

23

311
255
199
170

SABC 1 dominates news coverage
on the open channels, while
SABC 3 struggles on

A

lthough dramas and soaps attract the highest audiences
on the country’s four free-to-air TV channels, numbers
show that people are also very likely to switch on SABC 1
to watch the news. SABC 1 dominates free-to-air news coverage
on TV, with three top prime time news slots, including news in
isiZulu and isiXhosa, attracting over 4.5-million viewers each.
After a significant drop in audience numbers between 2016 and
2017, audiences for eTV’s top prime time news slot remain relatively consistent, attracting about the same number of viewers as
Afrikaans news on SABC 2. In contrast, the top news slot on SABC
3 continues to see a steady audience decline.
Audience numbers for news channels on DStv are not publicly
available.
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Top prime time TV news slots
on free-to-air TV: 2016-2019
September 2019. Source: The Broadcast
Research Council of South Africa

ETV
2016

3 534 157

2017

1 572 687

2018

1 453 485

2019

2017
2018
2019

1 513 750

SABC 1 (Zulu)

SABC 1 (Xhosa)
2016

24

4 287 164
4 561 887
4 618 443
4 681 680

2016
2017
2018
2019

4 173 485
4 770 244
4 408 840
4 777 775
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SABC 2 (Afrikaans)
2016

Totals
1 450 328

2017

1 965 928

2018

1 445 580

2019

1 457 466

SABC 3
2016
2017
2018
2019

666 162
725 741
521 501
409 205

2016
2017
2018
2019

14 111 296
13 596 487
12 447 849
12 839 876
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News24.com
[About]

6unique
500
000
browsers
a month

Timeslive.co.za
[About]

6unique
000
000
browsers

Internet news

Little movement amongst the top three.

T

here is little change in the top news sites
visited in South Africa. News24.com remains South Africa’s biggest online news
site, followed by timeslive.co.za and iol.co.za.
News24’s strength as a news content provider is only
surpassed by South Africans going online to search the
web, log onto social media, access e-commerce sites

or content streaming services such as Netflix, do some
online banking, and search for adult content.
However, this does not mean that South Africans access the news sites primary for hard news – statistics
suggest that events and attractions, tech and computing, travel and sports are more interesting for South
African internet users.

Just under 55% of the population had access
to the internet in 2019, and growth predictions
put this at around 2% increments each year

a month

iol.co.za
[About]

5unique
400
000
browsers
a month

Sources:
Mybroadband. South African websites with more than 1 million
visitors
https://mybroadband.co.za/news/internet/290756-southafrican-websites-with-more-than-1-million-visitors.html

A different ranking

I

n the South African supplement for the Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2019, a different ranking was offered, with News24, SABC News, and
eNCA listed as the top news websites accessed in
South Africa. 72% of respondents to the study also
said they accessed their news online via social media

platforms, and as much as 40% said they shared news
this way, indicating the extent to which the distribution of news online by readers has become a key way
in which news circulates amongst the public.
Online news nevertheless remains difficult for
South African’s to assess for its credibility. The study
said that despite high overall news trust scores, almost three-quarters (70%) of those surveyed struggled to “separate fact from fiction online”.
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our persistent
media monopoly
What do media monopolies mean
for diversity and democracy in
South Africa?
In the mid-1990s,
policy-makers asked
what kind of media
ownership would
sustain a healthy postapartheid democracy.
The question is no less
relevant today
By

Nechama Brodie

D

espite declining circulation, the largestselling2 South African newspapers have
ranked fairly consistently across recent
years. In 2019 the Sunday Times topped
the table, as usual, starting with sales in excess
of 260,000 copies a week in the first quarter and

‘... concentration of
media ownership
is a danger in democracy.’
(Comtask Report, 1996, p17)1
finishing the year significantly lower, at a little above
200,000 copies. This was followed by footballfocused weekly Soccer Laduma – also more buoyant
at the beginning, but with per-issue sales dropping
from a high of 250,000 in Q1 to around 190,000 by
year’s end.
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Author’s note
This article looks at media ownership
for the period up to and including
December 2019. The subsequent events
of 2020 have had a radical impact on this
landscape, reshaping and in some cases
even erasing entire media companies.
However, assessing the status quo
that existed in the period immediately
before the pandemic – and exploring
the reasons for and implications of
persistent concentrations and residual
or legacy monopolies in much of the
media sector –can also provide useful
insight into why the pandemic affected
different sectors, companies and titles in
different ways.

from a high of 250,000 in Q1 to around 190,000
by year’s end. The largest daily newspaper was
the Daily Sun, with a Q1 circulation of 141,000
dropping under 100,000 in Q4.
After these titles, in sometimes shifting
order, with sales ranging from 113,000 to just
under 50,000 copies, came: Afrikaans weekly
Rapport, isiZulu daily Isolezwe, then Joburg’s
two English dailies, The Star and Sowetan,
isiZulu weekly Ilanga, and Isolezwe’s Saturday
and Sunday editions. Sometimes the Saturday
edition of Die Burger and the daily Afrikaans
tabloid Die Son would also make it into the top
ten. Despite it being an election year, which
may have bumped up figures for the first and
second quarter sales, the figures were not
exactly heartening – in many cases less than
half of what they had been five years before.3
The numbers are important, but they are
not what is important here, which is that all
of these titles – and with just two exceptions4,
every single commercial daily, weekly and
weekend newspaper in South Africa – were
published by just three companies: Arena
Holdings (until June 2019 this was part of the
Tiso Blackstar Group, formerly Times Media,
etc.); Media24, which is part of multinational
internet and technology group Naspers; and
Independent Media, majority owned by Iqbal
Survé’s Sekunjalo Media Consortium.
In addition, all but two of the year’s top 10
paid community titles, and a good chunk of
the country’s leading free newspapers,5 were
published by a fourth company, Caxton and

with just two
exceptions, every single
commercial daily,
weekly and weekend
newspaper in South
Africa WAS published
by ONE OF just three
companies

CTP Publishers and Printers Limited. (Local
and free newspapers were the best circulation
performers in the print section for the entire
year).
As the name would imply, Caxton & CTP also
operates a substantial printing business, and
owns distribution companies for its newspaper
and magazine divisions, including RNA
Distribution. Media24, too, owns an in-house
logistics and distribution company, On the Dot,
but unbundled its majority holding in listed
printing company Novus Holdings (formerly
Paarl Media) during 20186 and currently prints
mostly through Caxton’s presses.
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Independent Media, which maintained its
own presses for many years, but gradually
downsized and rationalised these before
shifting the bulk of its printing work to Caxton
around 2013, signed a five-year contract with
Novus in 2018 to print its 53 newspaper titles.
This carousel-like behaviour is endemic to the
sector, and barely even attempts to disguise the
fact that the dominant players and practices
in print media in South Africa have, in effect,
changed very little since the mid-1990s.

A spider web

M

ore than 20 years earlier, the
g o v e r n m e n t- c o m m i s s i o n e d
Comtask Report (1996) singled out
print media for its legacy duopolies – Nasionale
Pers (from 1998 Naspers) and Perskor in
the Afrikaans press; and TML (Times Media
Limited) and the Argus Group in English. These
structures, Comtask noted, were “vertically
integrated at the level of print, distribution
and product”.7 There were “strong elements”
of “monopolistic control” when it came to
printing and distribution. The report added
that for regional news producers, newspapers
outside of metropolitan areas that “did not go
in with Caxtons [...] faced an uphill battle to
enter the market”.8
On paper, a lot of things changed for print
after 1994. The Argus Group was sold by
Anglo American – the first divestment from its
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conglomerate JCI – to Irish group Independent
News & Media plc (INM) and renamed
Independent News and Media South Africa
(INMSA). Minority shareholders were later
bought out and the local business was delisted
from the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE) in
1999, becoming a private company.
In 2013, INM sold INMSA to the Sekunjalo
Independent Media Consortium in a deal that
saw 75% of shares owned by Sekunjalo, with
backing from the China Development Bank and
the China-Africa Development Fund among
others, and the remaining 25% held by the
Government Employees’ Pension Fund acting
through the Public Investment Corporation
(PIC). Sekunjalo later also acquired ownership
of the by-then defunct South African Press
Agency (SAPA), and deleted its archives from
the public record. A few years later the company
launched its own news wire service, the African
News Agency (ANA).
At the time of the original deal with INM,
Survé, who served as Sekunjalo’s chair, told his
own journalists that he had rebuffed offers for
the business from the now-notorious Gupta
family – but that didn’t spare the company
from years of predominantly Survé-related
scandal, not the least of which included a failed
attempt to list new media company Sagarmatha
Technologies on the JSE in 2018. In July 2019
Independent was accused of inflating certain
circulation data for 2017 and 2018.
Later that year an alleged restructuring of

Iqbal Survé told his
journalists that he
had rebuffed offers
for the business from
the Gupta family – but
that didn’t spare the
company from years of
predominantly Survérelated scandal

ANA turned into an(other) ugly public spat.9 In
October the Financial Sector Conduct Authority
(FSCA) executed a raid on Survé’s offices.
The year culminated with the PIC lodging a
liquidation application against Sekunjalo in
December 2019. The liquidity and management
structures of Independent are complicated by
multiple layers and re-divisions of ownership
through various companies including listed
companies African Equity Empowerment
Investments (AEEI) and its subsidiary Ayo
Technology. Sekunjalo Investment Holdings is
the parent company of AEEI.
Times Media Ltd (TML), which was also owned
by Anglo American (through JCI) and the Argus
Group, was unbundled late in 1995 and the
unit known as ‘Johnnies Industrial Corporation’
or Johnnic, which held a controlling interest
in TML through another media company,
Omni, was sold to the National Empowerment
Consortium (NEC) in 1996. (Cyril Ramaphosa,10
who was chairman of the NEC, was named the
chairperson of Times Media in 1997.)11 Johnnic
changed its name to Avusa in 2007, and was
renamed Times Media Group in 2012 after
being purchased by part of the Mvelaphanda
Group, at which stage it was also re-listed on
the JSE.
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BUYING AND SELLING

T

he following year, Times Media also
became the sole shareholder of
BDFM,12 which had been 50% owned
by UK company Pearson. In 2015 Times Media
was acquired by London- and Johannesburglisted company Tiso Blackstar (which had been
trying to edge into Avusa for several years, and
bought a 28% share of Mvela Group as far back
as 2012), cuing another name change in 2017.
In June 2019, the company sold off its African
media businesses to the Lebashe Investment
Group, which created a new holding structure,
Arena Holdings, for its media assets.
Perskor, which had been established as a
sort of ‘Transvaal’13 counterpart of the Capebased Nasionale Pers, both as a mouthpiece for
different versions of Afrikaner nationalism,14
had been struggling financially for a while and
was taken over by and absorbed into Caxton
around 199815 (when Perskor sold its share
of newspaper Rapport to Naspers in 1999,
it effectively marked the end of any other
Afrikaans-language news media company
except for Media24).
Caxton, which was founded in the 1980s by
Terry Moolman and Noel Coburn, was and has
remained one of the least-transformed large
media companies in terms of ownership and
management. But this doesn’t mean it wasn’t
involved in yet another fairly complicated
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version of swings and roundabouts. At one
stage, Johnnic held up to a 47% stake in Caxton
through Omni Media; Caxton’s Moolman also
personally held up to 10.44% of shares in
subsequent Times Media structures.
A merger between the two companies was
rumoured multiple times – with the suggestion
that Moolman and others (at Johnnic/Avusa/
Times Media) intended to create a competitor
that could take on Naspers – but such a deal
never materialised.
Naspers adopted a rather more expanded
game-changing strategy after democracy,
particularly under Koos Bekker who was

appointed as CEO in 1997, which saw the
company’s focus shift outward to include more
electronic media and technology platforms.
From 2000, Naspers began to bring all of its
South African print (and later, several online)
businesses under the banner of a new structure,
Media24.
At around the same time (in 2001) Naspers
invested US$32-million in Chinese company
Tencent – a stake that is now worth more
than Naspers itself, and which was estimated
at US$130-billion when Naspers listed its new
international internet assets company, Prosus,
in Amsterdam in late 2019.

the profitability
of South African
print media may
have declined, but it
still represents an
important enough
centre of power that
owners are willing to
pay for the capital
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While Media24 still does several
billion rand in local turnover, the
company incurs an operating loss16
– it’s small change in the big Naspers
purse, but important for precisely that
reason.17 The profitability of South
African print media (always a complex
balance sheet) may have declined,
but it still represents an importantenough centre of power that media
owners that can, are more than
willing to pay for the capital.
From a drone’s-eye view, print
media ownership is a spider web
of paper trails: multiple layers of
split and traded ownership, name changes,
new directors, sometimes new owners, or the
same owners but with new names, or the same
names but new companies, Black Economic
Empowerment (BEE) deals and schemes,
subsidiary companies, unbundling and mergers,
more name changes.
Even the slightly convoluted explanation
presented here doesn’t quite start to capture
the
administrative
and
socio-political
complexity or the musical-chair ownership
exchanges that were made and which have
continued or persisted to this day. While the
paperwork shows evidence of extensive capital
transformation and marginal-to-extensive
black empowerment, structurally (and one
could argue ideologically) little has changed,
except that it’s now even harder to correctly
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identify who is pulling the purse strings, and
who is or is not interfering in editorial.18
It’s also not even new to observe that little
has really changed in this regard. Herman
Wasserman and Arnold de Beer noted it in
2005 when they looked at South African media
10 years into democracy;19 so did George
Angelopulo and Petrus Potgieter in 2013
when they studied media concentration – the
“number of hands”20 controlling South African
media. In the South African chapter of the book
Media Pluralism and Diversity (Palgrave; 2015),
Jane Duncan writes:
Although there was a brief period
between 1994 and 1999 when the
mainstream newspaper environment
diversified, the market has reverted to
the levels of concentration resembling
those that existed under apartheid.
One large company dominates, namely
Media24 [...], with three smaller
companies dominating the rest of
the market, namely Independent
Newspapers, Avusa Ltd and Caxton...21
What might perhaps be important to point
out about this resilient status quo is that these
legacy configurations long pre-dated and
(barring the case of Sekunjalo and Iqbal Survé
which is complex rather than linear) remained
largely unaltered, at least in form, by the nearly
10-year rule of Jacob Zuma – even taking into
account the tenure and impact of the Zuma-

aligned, Gupta-funded The New Age and its
brief successor, the Afro Voice, and the impact
of these and parallel activities on print media’s
advertising income from government sources.
The ‘extinction spiral’ of print in South
Africa has also, previously, been blamed on
tabloidisation and systemic decimation of
experienced newsroom staff. But perhaps
these are just features of the same private
enterprise-led ‘open up the market’ economic
policies, which have deliberately continued to
limit the number of ‘hands’ that control the
media (including, one must note, a continued
and inexplicable absence of women), have
increasingly turned to cheaper churnalism as a
content model, and used the proxy of plurality
(i.e. the presence of seemingly many different
titles) to create an illusion of diversity –all in
order to keep the cylinders of the printing
presses rolling.

D

uncan, citing the work of John Barker,
writes how the absence of policies
designed to create media diversity
(rather than relying almost solely on incidental
transformation through Broad-Based BEE) also
“plays into the hands of governments that do
not want to see the expansion of a diverse
media, as they and other elites risk losing
control of the news agenda”.22
Using that notion as a lens, one way of reading
the state of newspapers in South Africa is that,
despite shrinking circulations and profits, the

the local and ‘free’
newspaper market
is often overlooked
by researchers who
prefer to focus on the
‘serious’ titles, but a
large portion of the
country’s newsprint
volume is here

elite have continued to hold on to their
prestigious newspaper titles – while largely
eviscerating their content and infrastructure
– in order to retain control of the news agenda.
(It is interesting to note, for example, how
readily Caxton dropped its magazine division
during the Covid-19 pandemic, yet held on to
its newspaper, The Citizen.)
At the same time, all of these publishers
are exploiting and growing or consolidating
networks of regional or local and free print
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platforms (where the expectation of ‘quality’
investigative journalism is lower) which then
serve as a de facto mechanical power base (as
opposed to political power base) of many of
their print business models.
The local and ‘free’ newspaper market is
often overlooked by researchers who prefer to
focus on the ‘serious’ top-tier news titles, but
circulation data for 2019 (and the years before)
shows that a large portion of the country’s
total newsprint volume is concentrated here.
The top (paid) local newspapers represent a
circulation of 275,000 copies a week. For the
free (‘knock and drop’) titles, it’s much higher:
in the last quarter of 2019 nearly 80 different
free newspaper titles reported circulations
above 30,000 copies per week. That represents
over 3,5-million weekly newspapers. They
may not be topping the tables of prestigious
investigative journalism competitions, but they
are most certainly a cornerstone of the printing
industry.
Here again, similar patterns of ownership
come into play: the largest community titles
are owned by the same big media houses,
which also own or have relationships with the
companies that own the printing presses.
This network means that even small titles
owned by big companies can be more resilient
to market shocks than independently owned
newspaper businesses. Case in point: early
reports from the South African National
Editors’ Forum (Sanef), on the impact of
Covid-19 on journalism,23 show that members

STATE OF THE NEWSROOM 2019/2020
of the Association of Independent Publishers
(AIP, which represents over 200 small,
mostly independently owned community
newspapers)24 were most adversely affected
by the short-term loss of revenue caused by the
pandemic, with some 80 publications having to
close down.25
By contrast, while the community papers
owned by larger media companies were
also affected by decreased revenue, the
organisational and financial buffer provided
by their ownership structures made them
less vulnerable to immediate closure. It will
be important to review the local and free
newspaper landscape again in the wake of
Covid-19.

Pattern recognition

one of the greatest
threats to democracy
is not just that the
state uses media to
control the narrative,
but that the state
can silence the media
by diminishing both
the platform and its
influence past a point
of no return

T

he picture is slightly different in
broadcast news, both when it
comes to the degree of diversity/
transformation, and also the impact of the
Zuma years and their end. In broadcast media
the state had and to a large degree retains the
monopoly on television, and to a slightly lesser
extent radio – except its mandate-as-monopoly
is as a public broadcaster, which prompted a
markedly different redistribution of both
ownership and voices post 1994. But the state
broadcasting corporation, the SABC, was also
particularly vulnerable to renewed government
interference and exploitation between 2009
and 2018.
During 2019, the SABC Board Chair
Bongumusa Makhathini gave testimony about
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this at the State Capture Inquiry (Zondo
Commission). Although his statements related
to management and financial malpractices
that occurred years before, the chronic
maladministration of the SABC’s content and
coffers will take a significant period of time to
resolve, and highlights that one of the greatest
threats to democracy-through-media is not
just that the state uses media to control the
narrative, but that the state can silence the
media by diminishing both the platform and its
influence past a point of no return.
From a news perspective, 2019 saw the
SABC improve its performance in terms of
market and audience share, and by October
the broadcaster announced that 70% of the
top 10 (free-to-air) news broadcasts were on
SABC platforms or programmes.26 eNCA, the
(satellite) 24-hour news channel operated by
independent free-to-air television channel e.tv
(owned by eMedia Investments, which is
in turn owned and controlled by eMedia
Holdings together with Rupert family
company Remgro), remained
the most-viewed 24-hour
news channel on DStv.27
Newcomer Newzroom Afrika,
jointly owned by Thokozani
Nkosi and Thabile Ngwato, took
over the DStv slot vacated by ANN7
successor Afro Worldview and started
broadcasting in May 2019, making a
number of key senior appointments,
including popular current affairs host
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The state-owned
SABC not only has  
its own internal
troubles, but its
policies have also
made it a target for
public protest, as in
this demonstration
in Cape Town in
August 2018
Stephen Grootes as the senior news anchor,
and journalist Katy Katopodis as news director.
By February 2020, the station indicated it was
reaching a little over 12% of South Africa’s
news-watching audience.28 How TV news
market share, penetration and influence will
change with the right-sizing of the public
broadcaster and the rapid technology pivot to
online prompted by COVID-19, remains to be
seen.
Growth in satellite and online news

– irrespective of the owner – however, is unlikely
to have an immediate impact on the majority
of South African audiences who, traditionally,
have more limited access to media (particularly
digital media), relying on free-to-air television
stations SABC 1 and 2, and e.tv; and, together
with those all-important and often overlooked
local newspapers, SABC radio, commercial
radio, and local community radio.29
The proliferation of radio post-1994 is a
success story – up to a point. When one looks

at where media money, power and resources
are most concentrated, this still largely resides
with outlets and platforms that serve urbanised
and upper income audiences – Duncan (2015),
again, described this as a funnel, with the top
segment of the market being served by a fairly
rich plurality, with the lower end essentially
poorly served by the media.30 The diversity in
South African radio means more people are
represented in media, but at the same time this
has also done little, if anything, to transform
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the hierarchies above community level.
In 1993, the Independent Broadcasting
Authority Act saw six regional SABC radio
stations – Highveld, Jacaranda, East Coast
Radio, KFM, Oranje and Algoa FM – sold off to
private broadcasters.31
At the time, more than 80 community radio
stations were licensed (more on this below),
and the later 1998 White Paper on Broadcasting
Policy recognised three tiers in broadcasting,
namely public, commercial, and community.32
In 1997, the Independent Broadcasting
Authority also held hearings for eight new
commercial radio licences in Johannesburg,
Durban and Cape Town, which saw the
emergence of additional stations P4 (now Heart
FM in Cape Town and Gagasi FM in Durban),
YFM and Kaya FM in Johannesburg, Cape Talk
in Cape Town, Classic FM, and two Afrikaans
talk stations (Punt Geselsradio, owned by
African Media Entertainment and operating in
Johannesburg and in Cape Town).
The stations experienced funding problems
and their licences were revoked by the
Independent Communications Authority of
South Africa (ICASA) in 2002. In 2011 Gauteng’s
last available radio frequency was licensed to
MSG Afrika, which launched Power FM in 2013.
Since then, the only new commercial ‘radio’
stations to have launched (excluding name
changes) have been digital (online), although
these still attract relatively small audiences
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compared to traditional radio.
According to the Broadcast Research Council
of South Africa’s (BRC) radio listenership figures
from January to December 2019,33 of the top 20
radio stations by seven-day listenership, – the
largest, Ukhozi FM, had 7,66-million listeners,
the tied 20th-place holders 5 FM and Y-FM each
had an estimated 638,000 listeners34 – seven
of these were independently owned, with the
top non-SABC stations, Gagasi FM, East Coast
Radio and Jacaranda, all boasting listenerships
in excess of a million people.
But take a closer look at the commercial
radio landscape, and parts of the kaleidoscope

resolve into a familiar pattern.
Of the 19 independent commercial radio
stations included in the BRC report,35 four are
owned by Primedia Broadcasting, part of the
Primedia Group. Primedia is owned by the
Mineworkers’ Investment Company (MIC),
Ethos, FirstRand, and Old Mutual (for broad
context, several years ago the group also
became the owner of New Africa Investments
Limited (NAIL), by which time NAIL had been
taken over by a Tiso-led consortium).

34

A

frican Media Entertainment (AME),
which now owns Algoa and OFM
(formerly Oranje FM), is nearly a third
owned by the Moolman & Coburn Partnership
– after Caxton’s Terry Moolman and Noel
Coburn – through a deal that also saw AME
gain ownership of online content platform
Moneyweb (which had been owned by Caxton).
Until late 2019,
AME also owned a third radio station,
ClassicFM, which was put into business rescue
in September and resolved after cost-cutting
exercises and a subsequent bid from a company
called The Professional Consortium in January
2020.
Kagiso Media owns Jacaranda and East
Coast Radio, and has interests in several other
commercial radio stations. The company, which
is owned by Kagiso Tiso Holdings, was part
of the Tiso-led consortium that at one point
owned NAIL (for even more backstory, NAIL
had, years before, tried to buy Kagiso Media
but was blocked by ICASA because it would
have given NAIL control of more than two FM
radio stations).
Private companies MRC Media and Given
Mkhari’s MSG Afrika own two stations apiece,
respectively – the largest, Gagasi FM (majority
owned by MRC with an interest from Kagiso)
boasting the largest single listenership of any
of the country’s commercial radio stations
(1,2-million in 2019). Tiso (now Arena) owns
two smaller stations, Rise and Vuma; eMedia
Holdings (the people behind eNCA and e.tv)

exponential growth
in community radio
had been boosted by
government support –
which has encouraged
local and even hyperlocal diversity found
nowhere else in the
media sector

own YFM (Kagiso has an interest). Recently
rebranded YOU fm (formerly North West fm) is
owned by the Motswako Media Group; while
Cape Town Radio (Pty) Ltd owns Smile fm.
Compared to the print sector, there is
significantly more diversity – of content and
ownership – but it is important to note that
there is still a prominent level of horizontal
fraternisation between large private media
interests, and that many of these link back
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to the structures behind South Africa’s printopolies.
When viewed as a whole, it also indicates
that the nominal restrictions that are supposed
to be regulated by either the Competition
Commission or ICASA – the two agencies
signed a memorandum of agreement in 2019
to address issues relating to their jurisdictions36
– are commonly exploited, in spirit if not in
law, through shareholding agreements, diffuse
minority interests, and so on.
This landscape also provides an important
foundation for and in contrast to that of
community radio. The 2019 BRC data listed
263 community radio stations in its listenership
report37 – although not all of these are
necessarily active. Recent research produced
by the Wits Radio Academy38 counted some
200 stations on air, and was able to obtain data
for 68 of them.
What the Wits team found was that
exponential growth in community radio had
been boosted by government support – which

had encouraged local and even hyper-local
diversity found nowhere else in the media
sector (for example stations broadcasting in
languages that were not among the 11 officially
recognised as separate languages, including
isiMpondo, isiPhuti, isiHlubi and isiBhaca).

B

ut, while a handful of community
stations were large enough to function
almost
as
pseudo-commercial
enterprises, with listenership figures larger than
the lower and even mid-range of commercial
radio, the majority of community stations had
to rely on extremely limited funds in order
to operate, and nearly a third of people who
worked at these stations did so on a volunteer
(unpaid) basis, with another nearly third
only partly paid. This could either make the
community radio sector particularly vulnerable
to economic shocks, or more resilient given

its volunteer-driven nature, and it will be
important to review the state of radio again
after the pandemic.
A further issue, which is related to the
lack of available financial resources, was
that of regulatory creep and an increasing
administrative and compliance burden in
order for stations to retain or re-apply for
licences, particularly after new regulations
were introduced by ICASA in 2019.39 While
government has publicly committed (in late
2018) to spending 30% of its advertising budget
with community media, many radio operators
have said this has not yet been the case. As Franz
Kruger notes, community radio is a “media
sector that plays an important role in bringing
information to disadvantaged communities,
reaching millions in a rich range of languages”40,
but the instability and uncertainty caused by
inconsistent state support could undermine
much of this potential.
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Parallel and digital

A

few years ago, Duncan (2015) asked
the question as to whether expanded
digital media in South Africa would
lead to more diversity or just “more of the
same”.41 For now, the answer might be that both
are true: looking at the News24, Netwerk24
and the extended 24.com family (Media24); IOL
(‘independent online’, the Independent Media
online site); and the various Arena newspaper
and news websites, there is little doubt that
the much-pursued growth of digital audiences
has led to and been led by “intensified news
sharing, the re-use and re-versioning of the
same story”42 which, Duncan cautions, can
lead to “media organisations promoting an
‘echo chamber’ which reinforces the same
ideas, sources and opinions across multiple
platforms”.43
In the case of Media24, digital convergence
has also allowed the rapid cross-media
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sharing of content between their English and
Afrikaans-language titles and platforms, with
content translated in-house specifically for
republication, which has further entrenched
their monopoly of the Afrikaans news media
space.44 Aided by the company’s digital assets
and strategies, this has enabled Media24 a broad
and relatively unchallenged domination of the
entire local digital news landscape. Caxton’s
digital strategy is completely unambitious,
based on its current platforms; Avusa, as it

As parallel news
models become more
prominent in the
generation of longform independent
and investigative
journalism, the issue
of donor agendas will
become even more
critical

was then, attempted to implement
a bold digital expansion several years
ago, but the buzzy ‘tech entrepreneur’
approach – which included purchases like
group-buying site Zappon, and repeated (and
expensive) digital redesigns – failed to deliver
significant outcomes for the publisher, with the
exception of draining budgets and contributing
to staff shrinkage in editorial areas.
Digital properties have also not really brought
diversity so much as a bigger platform to what
can be thought of as ideological resonances
across news organisations, which has a number
of potentially problematic consequences.
One is of course artificial amplification of
newsworthiness or agenda-building narratives;
another consequence, though, is perhaps why
we are seeing declines in the print market.

W

hen sections of a newspaper
such as City Press show close
ideological similarities with opeds in a stablemate like Rapport, this could be
seen to demonstrate the pervasiveness of a
dominant organisational worldview (which, in
my own experience, frequently tends to reward
and promote individuals who adopt or adapt to
this worldview rather than enabling any real
diversity at a senior level).
But this also treats what should be substantially
different audiences as cut-and-paste templates,
which ultimately weakens news content and
news platforms, and treats titles as almost

indifferent brands
which are simply
used to push advertising to different market
segments. This widespread ideological cloning
(which mirrors ownership and control/decisionmaking) has also been used to lend credence to
anti-media ownership movements such as the
#WhiteMonopolyCapital tag exploited by Bell
Pottinger et al.45
At the same time, digital platforms and digital
newsrooms have enabled the establishment
or continued existence of several small but
key independent news and news-adjacent
content agencies – some of which are not even
‘owned’ in the traditional sense – including
Daily Maverick, and the independent and nonprofit newsrooms of investigative journalism
unit AmaBhungane, and the Bhekisisa centre
for health journalism.
Bhekisisa formally moved out of the Mail
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& Guardian offices in July 2019, also ending
its exclusive publishing partnership with the
newspaper, and now syndicates its copy to
News24, Mail & Guardian, and Daily Maverick,
significantly expanding its reach.46
Independent fact-checking organisation
Africa Check, which is headquartered in
Johannesburg although also operates offices in
Kenya, Nigeria, and Senegal, finalised transfer
of its management from London to South Africa
in 2019. The move was accompanied by a new
governance structure and a board that includes
representatives from each African country
where Africa Check currently operates, as well
as subject matter specialists on organisational
development, legal issues, and broadly around
journalism and editorial content.
In 2018 and 2019, the organisation’s funding
also increased significantly as it started
accepting funding from major technology
platforms including Facebook, shifting its initial
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dependency from philanthropic foundations.47
Smaller non-profit news agencies such as
Cape Town-based GroundUp are also making an
important and new contribution, in particular
opening up smaller community-led stories that
might have escaped notice in the media. Like
Africa Check, GroundUp’s content is available
freely to reproduce under a Creative Commons
licence.
New Frame, which marked its first birthday in
August 2019, is another online newsroom with
an interest in social justice stories, and which
shares its work via a CC BY-NC-SA agreement
(the work may be adapted and re-published
but cannot be used for commercial purposes;
any re-use including adaptation invokes a
share-alike clause, i.e. the changed work has
the same licence terms as the original).
Ironically, the nature of non-profit (and
often donor-funded) newsrooms is that their
accounting and ‘ownership’ structures such as
they are, are exponentially more transparent
than those of any of the large
media companies.48 This of
course is not, in itself, any
greater guarantee of ‘pure’
or objective media, but surely
enables more accountability
and robust discussion about
what ‘ownership’ and ‘control’
really mean.
The rise of donor-funded
journalism models presents a

necessary counter to the monopolies of private
enterprise and state, but this comes with a host
of new challenges – which the non-profit news
organisations themselves are often the first
to acknowledge. While these models typically
have strict controls in place to prevent editorial
interference from donors or funders, a level of
seemingly ‘benign’ restriction is often achieved
through programme interventions.

F

or example, if a large donor makes funds
available only for health research, this
effectively prescribes the broad sector
the recipient will report on.
As parallel news models become more
prominent in the generation of long-form
independent and investigative journalism, the
issue of donor agendas will become even more
critical. The reliance on donor funding also
makes these organisations and their output

inherently vulnerable to the sometimes rapid
sea changes in philanthropic funding focuses.
To date, only AmaBhungane and Daily
Maverick have been successful in soliciting
significant contributions from the public.
The Daily Maverick says that reader revenue,
which made up around 17% of their operating
income in 2019, has increased by over 400%
since 2018 – admittedly off a low base – when
the platform’s membership programme was
launched49. (The group also saw a significant
increase in donor funding after it published the
sensational #GuptaLeaks in 2018).
AmaBhungane’s financial statements show
around 10% of the newsroom’s income for the
past two years has come through its GivenGain
fundraising initiatives.50 This is an important
achievement, and reinforces the non-profit’s
stated commitment to “develop investigative
journalism to promote free, capable media and
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open, accountable, just democracy”.51
This underlines a critical difference between
independent non-profits, commercial news
companies, and the public broadcaster. Africa
Check, for example, states that it wants to
“promote accuracy in public debate”. Bhekisisa
focuses on health and social justice. GroundUp
reports news that it describes as being in the
public interest, with an “emphasis on the
human rights of vulnerable communities”.52
SABC news, on the other hand, says only that
it is independent and impartial (according to its
relaunched tagline in mid-2018), which was a
deliberate attempt to move away from being
seen as a ‘state broadcaster’. The country’s
largest news website, News24, in contrast,
has much simpler ambitions: “Breaking news.
First.”
What these more anodyne tag-lines
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suggest in practice is that state-owned media
sees its role as that of an impartial or perhaps
even detached ‘observer’ rather than as an
active participant in building democracy.
And that large commercial news outlets are
prioritising content strategies that appeal to
audience metrics over a deeper consideration
of the kinds of journalism and coverage
that is necessary to sustain democracy. As
‘investigative reporting’ increasingly gets
outsourced to smaller non-profits, there is also
the risk that there are diminishing incentives
for commercial newsrooms to invest in the
time and resources to do this important work
(or build the credibility that is required to reach
audiences effectively) themselves. Why bother
being transparent and transformed, when you
can simply buy other people’s credibility on
demand?
If accountability, accuracy and social justice –
and, one might say diversity – are increasingly
relegated to being primary concerns only for
non-profit newsrooms, there is little pressure
for mainstream South African media to
change, and it will ultimately effect little
change itself.
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Media models face a brutal test with the covid-19 pandemic
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An edited transcript of a webinar hosted by
Wits Journalism on April 22, a month after
the national lockdown in South Africa. Its
purpose was to explore the financial stress
faced by news organisations during the
covid-19 pandemic.
The guests were Khadija Patel, now former
editor of the Mail & Guardian, Thandeka
Gqubule, economics editor at the SABC,
and Mohamed Nanabhay, deputy chief
executive for the Media Development
Innovation Fund.1
The webinar, which was part of a series of
webinars run by Wits Journalism during
the lockdown, was hosted by its head of
department, Franz Krüger.  
1 The Media Development Innovation Fund is a global non-profit
that provides loans, equity investments and technical assistance to
media organisations, including in South Africa.

Franz Krüger:

I was struck by a story from
Limpopo which comes to us via the Poynter Institute in
Florida. The Limpopo Mirror is a small local newspaper in
Makhado that punches far above its weight.
It has built up a real national reputation for hard-hitting
and influential investigative journalism, but now faces
exactly the economic pressures we have seen across the
media. In an interview with Poynter, the owner Anton
van Zyl says the paper considered closing and waiting out
the covid-19 crisis, but he says it was not an option and I
think his words are worth quoting:
“We simply could not. It would mean our correspondents
are without any income; it would mean the small printing
company that we use is without an income. But overall,
we would not let our communities down. We felt like the
band on the Titanic: we must keep on playing.”
So let’s start out with Khadija. At the Mail & Guardian you
recently went public with your particular circumstances
to say that salaries at the end of April might be at risk and
you appealed for public support.
Can you give us a sense of practically how you got there
and what has happened since then?

Khadija Patel: At the M&G we started off the

month of March relatively positively, coming out of two
bad months – the low revenue months of January and
February.
But even though they were cyclically bad, we were
tracking up year-on-year, and we had a plan. There was
a lot of energy being invested in turning various parts of
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the business around, so there was a positivity running
through the organisation. March was meant to be a
very good month, but it very quickly became the stuff of
nightmares.
By mid-March we had cancellations from advertisers,
and this came after we obviously had to cancel our
own live events which account for about 20% of our
total revenue mix. For a small independent news outfit
that does not sit with cash reserves, the impact of such
cancellations is immediately felt.
So already by mid-March the CEO had to address
staff and take us into his confidence. It was a sobering
moment for everyone. As journalists we were covering
the story very early on, so we had an idea of the impact
that covid-19 would have on South Africa, but certainly
we could not have counted on it impacting us so quickly
and so severely. We realised that this was the moment
to show our vulnerability to our public, to our audience,
with the idea that the Mail & Guardian, like any other
news publication, is nothing without its people – not just
the newsroom or the people who are employed there,
but its public as well.
For a long time we had already been talking about
the fact that if we are more open with our public about
our circumstances we would have a better chance of
actually securing their support, and taking them along
this journey with us.
We’ve had a great response to the public appeal. We
were able to raise some funding. But it certainly does not
yet answer the long-term question of how we continue
to keep the Mail & Guardian going.
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Krüger:

Are you optimistic that you’ll
come through this ok?

Patel:

I don’t think anyone can be
optimistic right now. I prefer to chunk up
the future into three-month intervals. I am
optimistic that journalism is going to survive,
because it is integral to our understanding of
each other and the world.
But the business of journalism will have to
evolve radically, and I think that in the coming
months we may have very difficult conversations
with ourselves within organisations about how
we run news businesses and what the object of
a news business ultimately is.

Krüger:

Mohamed, what have you
been seeing as some of the key things media
organisations have had to face during the
pandemic?

Mohamed Nanabhay:

What
we’ve done with media organisations and
business models that have been falling apart
over the last two decades is put together a list
of recommendations for them.
We work with the Mail & Guardian as well
as run something called a South African media
innovation programme, where we are assisting
other companies making a digital transition.
When we talk about framing this question,

we are really looking at a number of things.
The first thing we’re looking at is collapsing
revenues, and as Khadija mentioned, events
businesses have gone.
For many years people have been trying to
diversify revenue away from just advertising,
and events were a critical component of any
media company’s revenue. Now that has gone
away overnight and advertising budgets have
also been cut.
The second area is on management and human
resources within our companies. Everybody
has now moved to virtual organisations as
people can’t go into work, so everybody needs
to adjust very quickly to working under a new
regime. Then there’s certainly a safety aspect to
the work of journalists, as they have to go out
into the field to cover covid, and organisations
should be thinking about this.
This virus is also taking a real toll on people’s
lives, and people might know people who are
infected, who are sick or might have passed on,
and there’s an emotional element we need to
provide support to as well. And finally, there’s
a real crisis that exists in the world, and this is
often an excuse being used by many in power
to censor the media, to attack the media.
Information becomes politicised, and there’s
misinformation going around.
Perhaps we may not have seen this as much
in South Africa, but in other countries people
are using the pandemic as an excuse to crack

i prefer to chunk up
the future into threemonth intervals.
i am optimistic
that journalism is
going to survive.
but the business of
journalism will have
to evolve radically

down on media organisations.

Krüger: What practical advice have you

given media houses and publishers?

Nanabhay: One of the really important

statements that came out of this was from
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Giovanni Zagni who said a crisis like this will
magnify any problem that you already had
within your organisation.
So if you had a cash problem it would magnify
it, if you had a management problem it would
magnify it, and whatever other issues you had –
a business model problem would be magnified.
We don’t just see this in news organisations.
So what we have been telling our clients is
that the first thing they need to do is cut costs
immediately and conserve cash and do this
very early on. The longer you wait, the more
cash you are burning, and you need this cash to
see yourself through this crisis – remember we
are in survival mode. So people need to build
and manage cash reserves.
This crisis is dislocating models and there
needs to be rigorous cash flow management.
Many of our clients started reforecasting the
downside scenarios; people are looking at
revenue drops from 30% to 70% and some
even more than that.
They are thinking about how long it will
last, and some people are projecting up to
18 months. This is significant for businesses
that are running on a month-to-month basis
without any buffer.
The only way to get through something
like this is to immediately cut costs across
the organisation. Obviously in most news
organisations your HR cost is your biggest ball.
It’s people that make up our newsrooms. But
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of course, during a pandemic is the worst time
to be laying people off. Our advice early on was
to look at doing across-the-board salary cuts in
the organisation in order to try to protect jobs.
If organisations can get to this, that’s great.
It will allow them to keep their staff on board,
keep health benefits and so on. But it’s a tough
thing to do, and it’s a tough thing for people to
hear.

Krüger:

Thandeka can you give us a
sense of what has been going on at the SABC?

Thandeka Gqubule: I think that

we are particularly vulnerable because we were
at the end of a business model that has been in
place for almost as long as [that] of traditional
print media.
Both are dependent on advertising revenue,
so we’ve seen plunging revenue and we’ve
seen decreased advertising spend with us and
we’ve seen major shortfalls in all kinds of areas
– but also public broadcasting is in danger.
Let me tell you a story about how we’ve
begun to worry about public broadcasting
and the survival of this model. We are a public
broadcaster that has a commercial broadcasting
business model. Less than 5% of our revenue
comes from the public purse, and 95% of our
revenue comes from advertising and licence
fees.
During our “discredited days” licence fees

were a target for public protest. The public
refused to pay for licence fees, and so that left
only advertising. Advertising didn’t abandon us
during our discredited days, and a lot of it has
come back over the past 18 months.
But now we are seeing the cancellation of
adverts and advertising revenue is beginning
to dwindle, and it’s exposing the weaknesses
in the public broadcasting model that we’ve
chosen.
Prior to the covid crisis, many public
broadcasters across the world moved to a gentle
or imperceptible tax levied across the general
population to cover the costs of broadcasting
or to increase the public’s contribution to
public broadcasting.
But our national treasury has typically
resisted any attempts to get a prescribed tax
for public broadcasting. The minister told us
that basically the mandarins inside treasury
have got ideological blinkers when it comes
to prescribed taxes of that kind. We knew 18
months ago that the model was teetering
and could not survive any major shock to the
economy.
The major shock that has now happened
to the economy has happened on both the
demand side and the supply side. It has meant
the devastation of revenues. Now we are
cruising at the moment on a bail-out which
arrived a few months ago.
But two-thirds of that bail-out has been

we are seeing
the cancellation
of adverts and
advertising revenue is
beginning to dwindle,
and it’s exposing the
weaknesses in the
public broadcasting
model that we’ve
chosen

exhausted, as we sought to settle our debts to
external parties, so that we could prevent the
organisation being taken to court and being
liquidated by our creditors.
So here we are now in need of the other
tranche of the bail-out which is no longer
secure, because of the reallocation of funds by
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national treasury towards the covid [pandemic]
efforts.
So we are sitting in a very precarious position
indeed. Our advertising-dependent model is
an anomaly globally, and it really shouldn’t be
the case. Frankly public broadcasting has never
been more needed than now.

Krüger:

Khadija mentioned that their
business model is really coming to an end. Is
this not a process of culling of some sort, that
the weak will collapse, and maybe that’s a good
thing – to be provocative, to bring us into a new
set of circumstances and a new environment?

Gqubule: I think that there are things

in the current infrastructure for journalism
that need to be saved. I think that we must
save some of the ships, especially public
broadcasting.
I don’t think that all is wrong with the model.
I don’t think that this is a natural culling. But
I think that we can construct better policy
environments for the success of journalism and
public broadcasting in particular.

Nanabhay: I think this is a difficult

time to be discussing the broader issues of
business models in journalism when you’re
going through a crisis like this. Your focus is
on “how do I pay my bills today”, rather than
on what am I thinking about for the long-term.
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But, of course, for the last two decades we’ve
been seeing a transition in the model.
Facebook, Google and others have taken a
large share of advertising that would have been
going to publishers of one sort or the other in
the past. In one way technologies have helped
democratise publishing.
Anybody can go write online and start a new
publication quite easily without needing big
broadcast cameras or printing presses. But
at the same time it’s affected the way legacy
media organisations can pay the bills.
No, I don’t think it’s a culling – I don’t think
that’s the right language. But it is putting stress
on legacy media organisations, many of whom
were in the process of trying to transform,
some more successfully than others.

Krüger:

There’s a question from the
audience to Khadija about whether you’ve
made much use of mobile in light of the
covid-19 crisis?

Patel: Our primary call within our public

appeal was for people to take out a digital
subscription, and as an added extra, to buy the
paper on their grocery run.
The Mail & Guardian was the first news
publication on the continent to have a digital
presence, but it has certainly lagged behind
when it comes to innovation in news in recent
years.

The answers for that are very complex, and
relate to inefficiencies and digital infrastructure
that took over a year to overhaul. But now I
think 80% of our digital audience accesses us
through mobile, so that’s a huge audience, and
it has opened up avenues for us to experiment
with mobile content.
For example, we launched a WhatsApp PDF
edition called the ‘Continent’ for a pan-African
audience and we are specifically repurposing
our journalism about the rest of the continent.
Like every other news organisation around the
world we’ve enjoyed a very healthy bump in
traffic, and that is heartening for me and again
supports my view that journalism will not die
because in a moment of crisis people actually
seek out journalism.

[Participant question]: I think

it’s become too expensive for newspapers
to train, skill and also provide protective
equipment for their journalists who go around
and are exposed to the coronavirus. So the
question is how much our media houses are
spending on that, if at all?

Krüger: If I could just slightly broaden

that question and say: are any of you aware
of media companies that are making or taking
advantage of the government bail-out packages
that are on offer?

Gqubule:

Not all media houses will
qualify for this funding, and not all media
owners want to proceed with their businesses.
Retrenchments and layoffs are inevitable, and
payroll cuts likewise.
As Africa’s largest broadcaster, we’re getting
a lot of calls from radio stations and community
radio stations to say that “our journalists don’t
even have money to come to work”; “our
journalists don’t have money for data”. We as
the editors at the SABC have undertaken to
pull some kind of funds and to get moving, to
give immediate covid support for journalists,
whether their media houses apply for funding
or not.

Krüger:

This highlights the sort of
solidarity that we all need to show. Mohamed,
the spending on training and safety issues, is
that part of your advice that you’re giving to
projects that you support?

Nanabhay: We have to have people

look at the duty of care to their staff and to
make sure that equipment is available where
possible.
Some of our clients very early on started to
work from home as an immediate step, even
prior to it being mandated by governments.
We’ve also had an instance with a client who’s
looking at bringing on a counsellor part-time
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to be able to assist staff who might be going
through a trauma.
So any of these interventions where
organisations can look to help their staff
through this moment and be more available to
them, is critical moving forward.

Krüger: Clearly these are difficult times

that are life-threatening to media enterprises.
Where do news organisations get new money
from in these times? I know that Sanef is also
particularly concerned about this and has been
circulating lists of grants and opportunities.

Nanabhay: I think raising money is

always a challenge, but right now I think the
first port of call for most organisations is the
government funds that are being deployed. In
many countries there are funds being made
available for salary support for journalists.
Slowly we are seeing other pools of money
being made available. Google and Facebook
have also announced some money, and some
foundations have started putting some money
up.
And I think campaigns such as the one by the
M&G, of going out and trying to raise revenue
directly from their subscribers and members is
crucial right now.
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“We need
to keep
at it, no
matter
how
hard”

A ‘roundtable’
discussion with women
working in the media
By Kathy Magrobi

Director of Quote This Woman+
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n April 2020, 12 women/womxn1 media
practitioners took part in an online conversation for State of the Newsroom,
hosted by Quote This Woman+ (QW+).
The original brief was to organise a
roundtable discussion that allowed them to
openly reflect on the gender dynamics most
pertinent to their working lives.
While there have been a number of studies
conducted in South Africa on women in the media– most prominently the series of Glass Ceiling reports by Gender Links, the most recent
(2018) in collaboration with the Media Development and Diversity Agency (MDDA) and the
South African National Editors’ Forum (Sanef)2
– State of the Newsroom wanted to offer a discursive space where women working in media
in this country could share their perspectives
and experiences in a nuanced way.
Although we wanted to hold a face-to-face
conversation, the planned roundtable was a
victim of its timing: the beginning of the national lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic.
There was, as a result, a need to reframe the
roundtable as an online meeting – a reframing
which highlighted some of the implicit engendered burdens that women in media face on a
daily basis.
We considered holding a Zoom discussion,
but it became clear that this was not a viable
alternative, given that it would have been difficult, if not impossible, to settle on a time where
all the participants could be available. Women

in media were working hard chasing stories as
the pandemic and its complexities unfolded, including travelling outside of the major city centres. We also needed to work around the busy
lockdown domestic schedules of participants
who now had additional house, childcare, and
homeschooling responsibilities. Two initial invitees declined to participate, citing additional
time burdens resulting from lockdown.
As an alternative, we proposed to host the
online exchange using Google Docs, a solution
that came with a number of advantages. It allowed participants time to respond. They could
log in at any stage over 36 hours to interact
with each other’s comments, and to fit their
participation into their schedules. Three of the
final 12 participants specifically supported the
idea of using Google Docs because of the flexibility it gave them.
Google Docs also allowed the participants
space to speak. Using a written online platform levelled extroverts with introverts, and
those with power and/or privilege with those
who lacked either one or the other. No voice
spoke louder than others.3 Moving the conversation online had the added advantage of being
able to draw participants from a much broader
geographic spectrum (as far afield as Mthatha,
Eastern Cape).
The participants in the exchange – which,
despite moving online, we still referred to as a
‘roundtable’ – were diverse in age, race, outlook, the kind of media work they did, and were

it is not surprising
that gender-based
violence – physical
and psychological,
sexual and online,
experienced directly
and seen onceremoved –
is a recurrent theme
in the exchange

at different stages in their careers. We wanted
to balance the perspectives of those working
in mainstream English media, with those working in other South African languages. We also
wanted to include the perspectives of women
working in community and regional media, as
well as new media.
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The participants in the roundtable, as a result,
include young journalists and those who’ve
been in the game for a while (both as reporters and in managerial roles); radio presenters
and producers; journalists working in print and
online; and podcasters. They work in English,
isiZulu, isiXhosa and Afrikaans, and are drawn
from a mix of community, regional and national newsrooms. Participants are from Johannesburg, Cape Town and from places beyond the
traditional media epicentres, such as Mthatha.
In a conversation that looks back on 2019, an
annus horribilis as far as gender-based violence
is concerned,4 it is not surprising that this violence – physical and psychological, sexual and
online, experienced directly and seen once-removed – is a recurrent theme in the exchange.
Besides an onslaught of threats and online attacks against women journalists themselves,
this was a year when they had to report on numerous inhumanly cruel acts against women,
including rape and femicide.
Digital harassment – including receiving
pornographic images, death threats, and being verbally abused – is used in a bid to stifle
the voices of women journalists, especially, it
would seem, when they report on issues to do
with human and gender rights, and social justice. By 2019, it appears that women in media
approach social media platforms – especially
Twitter – with extreme caution and expect to
be at the receiving end of e-bile if they participate actively in the online conversations that
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are most important to them.
The emotional and psychological impact of
this is alluded to in the conversation, and it is
also not surprising that the issue of personal
safety is raised.
While some media organisations offer impressive support structures for women who
experience gender-related workplace trauma,
others seem to offer little to nothing. And freelance journalists fall between the cracks. Increasingly, there is a sense that post-traumatic
stress or depression is a serious consequence
of the work that women journalists have to
deal with, and it is a phenomenon that must be
faced up to in the newsroom. Alongside this is
the recognition that seeking help is not a sign
of frailty – a welcome repudiation of traditionally ‘masculine’ newsroom attributes.
The discussion also recognises the structural
and social biases that continue to hold patriarchy in place in the newsroom, despite the existence of formal pro-equality policies in many
workplaces. Structural imbalances relate to
contracts, remuneration and maternity leave.
Social biases are both overt and covert, and
intersect with race, age, ambition and parenthood. While a number of participants speak
approvingly of the attitudes of their editors,
gender-sensitive media men are “rare”, working with them “lucky”.
Some participants chose to contribute to the
exchange anonymously, and used pseudonyms.
That some women in media fear prejudice for
speaking frankly about their own industry is

something that needs further examination,
both in terms of what it says about the current
media environment in South Africa, and how it
reflects on gender equality.
In retrospect, one should have interrogated this issue further, and found out what the
participants felt were the short- and long-term
negative consequences of identifying themselves. Other areas that could have been explored deeper include the extent to which
benevolent or internalised sexism could be restrictive factors in the news environment. How
do women’s perceptions of themselves affect
their work? Are there ways in which efforts to
“protect” women staff hold them back?
Each participant has a story to tell regarding
gender, patriarchy and their role as a woman in
the news process.
The lasting takeaway from the roundtable
is that gender is not something that women
working in the media are ever allowed to forget. Gender has its hands next to theirs on the
steering wheel when they navigate social media. It is present when they ask questions in
interviews, and walk or drive to protests and
rallies. Gender is a factor when talking to bosses, speaking up at meetings, and in interacting
with colleagues or staff.
And when there’s the intersection of gender
with race or class, gender binds women even
tighter.
It has been a great privilege to work with
these participants. I have been struck by
their community, rather than individual focus

While some media
organisations offer
impressive support
for women who
experience genderrelated trauma,
others offer little
to nothing. And
freelance journalists
fall between the
cracks
in speaking. And I have been moved by the
strength of their stories and the depth of their
insights. My respect for each of them is boundless and I thank each of them for their contribution to the exchange.
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Let’s start with
introductions
Monica:

I’m news editor at the online
publication New Frame, and since August I’ve
been interim editor-in-chief. I’ve worked in media for two decades. New Frame is probably
the first publication where I have been taken
seriously. Previous employers ran pretty much
male-driven newsrooms that made little room
for women to succeed, or made it clear there
were only a few spots at the top for women,
and we had to compete with one another.

Pamela:

I am 33 years old, and work in
community radio as a presenter. I am also a
freelance journalist for two newspapers in the
Eastern Cape.

Mary:

I’m in my early 50s. I love what I
do: the thrill of news and the buzz of the newsroom. I manage a motivated team and take
pride in what they produce. I’m a feminist and
feel I have helped to grow the women reporters in my team, many of whom are from traditional homes, to a space where they recognise
they are not beholden to the kind nature of the
men in their lives.
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Nicky: I’m in my early 30s and always

wanted to be a journalist. I’ve dabbled in online journalism but now I work in radio. The
immediacy and intimacy of this medium is special and, like Mary, I get a thrill every single day.
Also, like Mary, I became a feminist very early.
Seeing all my aunts clear the table, tidy up
(after hours of cooking and cleaning) while the
men relaxed and continued their intellectual debates, made my blood boil. That is when
my feminism took root. I firmly believe women
are the stronger sex in every single way and we
should celebrate our magic.

Elna:

I’m a German South African in
my late 20s. I started my career in niche radio shows, and was soon leading and training
teams of colleagues. While I enjoyed this and
am deeply grateful for it, it took me years to
fully stand by the truth that I really wanted to
be out in the field, chasing the news.
I took the leap to go freelance and am doing
my best to stay out there and chase the stories
that set my veins on fire. I have been working in
podcasting for a few years now, which is exciting. For me, like Mary and Nicky, being a woman and a feminist is deeply intertwined with
everything I do.

Miriam: I am a financial reporter, based

in Cape Town. I took a long journey before becoming a journalist, first completing a BCom,

then interning in the magazine environment,
and thereafter starting in digital news. It is by
far one of the best decisions of my life: journalism has taught me to think differently, especially about feminism. I have seen the lack of female leadership in corporate spaces, which has
driven me to seek out female entrepreneurs
and female leaders in my stories. I believe I can
play my part as a feminist by passing the mic to
women to share their stories.

where we have fierce, robust debates. I began
working as a journalist in my late 20s, after
years of postgraduate study in English literature
and linguistics, and also a fair number of menial
jobs. I’ve never regretted the roundabout route
I took to journalism, though, because I still find
that those years of academia and other experiences feed into my writing daily. Feminism is an
integral part of both my personal identity and
my professional output.

Fatima: I’m a journalist, based in Johan-

Mahlatse: I am the editor-in-chief of

nesburg. I’ve always known I wanted to work
with words. For me, being a journalist means
using your words to speak truth to power, but
also to inspire people. I’ve been exposed to
many different situations and people in the
short time I’ve worked in news. This has all
helped shape the person I am. I’ve been a feminist, I think, even before I knew the language.

Mia: I’m the editor of Bhekisisa Centre for

Health Journalism which I founded in 2013. I’ve
worked in radio, TV and print and also lectured
in journalism. I consider myself more of an advocate for all human rights than a feminist.

Rebecca: I’m 38 years old and I have

spent almost my entire professional career
working at the Daily Maverick, joining the staff
when it was little more than a start-up. I’m
incredibly proud of how we have grown, and
deeply value being part of an editorial team

Eyewitness News and chair of the South African
National Editors’ Forum. I have been a journalist for more than two decades. I have worked
in radio, online and television. My whole life
I have had strong women lift me up, from my
own mother and aunts, to the women I found
in the industry. I have always been aware that I
am black and a woman. I started at the SABC as
an intern at barely 19, and assumed leadership
positions at times when people thought me
too young to lead, or that being a woman and
black, I didn’t belong.

Karyn: I am a 40-year-old specialist legal

journalist, a contributing editor for Newzroom
Afrika, and I write for Business Day, Financial
Mail and other titles internationally. I’m passionate about the law and on mentoring young
women into legal journalism because I think
it’s one of the areas where women have shown
they can not only dominate but also shape the
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discourses in our country around key legal political issues.

Adri: As a student, my dream was to write

fabulous exposés for Vrye Weekblad. It took
me 30 years to be employed by them. I have
worked mostly for mainstream media: Beeld,
Special Assignment, Carte Blanche, and have
had stints as a freelancer. At Vrye Weekblad
I am one of just five – most contributions are
by freelancers. We work remotely and I spend
most of the year in London, doubling up as the
UK correspondent. Instead of focusing on fabulous exposés, I manage commissioning, liaise
with contributors, and do rewrites. I didn’t expect to be part of a new venture just before my
50th birthday – or to even be employed again.

Kerry: I have worked for progressive and

non-profit media outlets for most of my 30+
year career. After managing both the editorial and business sides of Health-e News, I now
work for the international media outlet openDemocracy, on an explicitly feminist project
that tracks rightwing backlash against women
and LGBTIQ communities. I currently manage
fellows in Armenia and Georgia.
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Kathy: It’s great to have such a mix of

participants. To introduce myself: I’ve never
worked in a newsroom, though I’ve always
wanted to.
My background is development communications, freelance writing and PR. I started Quote
This Woman+ because I felt a stable democracy needs a press that does not privilege the
voices of one group over another – and I felt
the voices of women were under-represented
in the media, particularly in the way that the
media quoted experts and professionals.
I would like to get a glimpse of what it’s been
like to work inside the newsroom, as a woman...

Miriam:

I work in finance news and
there are a lot of young, black women journalists in this field. I am ecstatic to be one of them
because I think it shows how the finance news
environment is changing. I had expected it to
be dominated by men, but it is not [the case].
Of the five line managers I have had throughout my career, four were women. I really enjoyed their nurturing leadership style and
always felt that they thought about my best interests and gave me opportunities to grow and
develop.
I have not felt intimidated by any of my leaders, or felt that they were unapproachable, and
I suppose that speaks to the overall culture of

our organisation – which I am very grateful for
because I know it is rare. There is a fair balance of men and women in most teams, except
sport which seems dominated by men – but
that speaks to sports journalism as a whole.

portive and he managed to do good work. Due
to the strong womxn members of the team
then, there was strong accountability. It is tiring
though that womxn always have to hold people
accountable.

Fatima: At the moment I am the only

Mary: In terms of accountability, in my

permanent member of staff where I work.
When there was a bigger team there was a
good balance between womxn and men. There
has only been one man as editor. He was sup-

environment I have battled with men who report to me who are used to a traditional environment where they cannot take orders from
women. I have had to argue my point to a stage

where I feel it’s unacceptable in order to get
men reporters to do what I think needs to be
done editorially. But interestingly, some older
women also don’t like taking orders from women.
I’ve experienced instances where the same
request from the editor (a man) is carried out
with no questions asked. It’s hugely undermining and frustrating. Our newsroom is largely
women with few men. Our boss is a man. He
is pretty jacked up on gender issues. There are
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many pro-equality policies in our work environment, but it’s the subtleties where unequal
treatment becomes evident.

Kathy: Who else is aware of pro-equality

policies in the workplace? And, do you think
they’re working?

Miriam: We certainly have an equality

forum in our organisation and they make a determined effort to inform us of meetings and to
be transparent about transformation statistics.
They serve as a platform for us to raise issues
and act as a liaison to hold our leaders to account.

Mahlatse: Sure, pro-equality policies

are in place, but in my experience people can
ignore them. Our newsroom leadership is dominated by women.

Kathy: When it comes to the issues that

women journalists cover, do they dominate in
some areas, and men others?

Mahlatse: It used to be that certain

beats [such as] politics, economics and sport
were for men and so-called softer beats [such
as] health and entertainment for women. There
would be attempts to give women ‘less dangerous’ assignments so that only men would go to
possibly violent protests, but this has changed.
In senior positions, there are still fewer women

as editors-in-chief.

Adri: As far as our contributors go, at Vrye

Elna: I have been surrounded by women

in my newsrooms and led by men who have
been, for the most part excellent about making
space for differently gendered perspectives or
gender-based violence issues. Yet, I’ve always
felt [as if] I’ve been lucky and that this probably
isn’t the norm.

Monica: At New Frame most of our em-

ployees are women, and many of them are in
senior positions. I have been given support here
that I never got in previous jobs, particularly
from my team. When we started New Frame,
our policies addressed gender gaps [such as]
ensuring fully paid maternity leave.

Karyn: As a freelance media profession-

al I never go into a newsroom, but rather work
from home or in courtrooms. Some of the best
legal journalists are women.

Kerry: The editor-in-chief of openDemo-

cracy is a woman – though not in South Africa
– and the project I work for only has women
staff. In the past, when I have worked on health
issues in South Africa, the field has been dominated by women, but when I have worked on
politics, the field has been dominated by men.
One of the aims of openDemocracy is to train
women investigative reporters as this tends to
be male-dominated globally.

50

It used to be that
certain beats [such as]
politics, economics
and sport were for
men and so-called
softer beats [such
as] health and
entertainment for
women. but this has
changed ...

Weekblad we have women writing on ‘hard’
issues [such as] science and men writing ‘soft’
lifestyle sections. We also have regular LGBTI
contributors writing across a range of topics.
However, I find that men are generally more
pushy when they submit proposals and less
open to feedback. Our co-editors are a man
and a woman. As the man founded the publication, there is a seniority. The production editor
is a woman, as well as the lifestyle editor and
deputy editor (me).

Kathy: We mostly talk about the male-fe-

male divide, but what about alternate sexual
identities in the newsroom?

Mia: Bhekisisa has one non-binary per-

son and the rest are women. The social justice
and health issues we report on make us aware
of gender and sexuality. Because we have a
non-binary person on staff, it’s helped us all
grow into understanding that gender is fluid
and that pronouns are important.
Our non-binary staff member uses the pronoun they. In the beginning, using they as a singular pronoun seemed like bad grammar. But
we have grown with our understanding of the
importance of using a pronoun someone identifies with – in our office this has become second nature.
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Kathy: I’d like to ask what you consid-

ered your biggest daily stressors at work. I’m
particularly interested in those that you think
were down to being a woman, or were worse
because you were a woman.

Miriam: For me, it’s mainly about safety,

especially out in the field. I have grown up always being alert and aware of my surroundings.
Sometimes I wonder if the men I work with fear
for their safety as much as I do.

Rebecca: I’m with Miriam – definitely

safety. And I’m often frustrated by how much
more vulnerable I am as a woman going into
certain spaces, and I regret the fact that sometimes this limits the reporting I do. Then there’s
sexual harassment.
A few years ago, a distinguished public figure agreed to an interview at his hotel, which
he conducted in his room sitting on his bed in
his dressing gown. He was important and I was
grateful to be given the time, and I didn’t object
– but now I think I was crazy to have agreed
to that context, even though there wasn’t any
impropriety.
I have realised though that as an older white
journalist I have it easier in this respect than
younger colleagues of colour. When covering
the 2019 elections in KZN (KwaZulu-Natal),
I was shocked at approaches of men to two
younger colleagues, both [women of colour],

including physically grabbing them in crowded
spaces.

Fatima:

I thought that covering the
elections was a draining experience too, but
because it meant constant engagement with
the ego and power dynamics of various political parties and politicians. The elections also
took place in the Islamic fasting month so this
added an additional mental and physical strain.
Then in September there were the #AmINext5
events. This was another stressful and emotionally draining time.

Nicky: My biggest stress is trying to juggle

work commitments and family. The to-do list is
never-ending. Sadly, I can’t even show my frustration and anger accordingly because then I’m
deemed emotional. One cannot dare to be an
angry black woman.

Adri:

Or a menopausal woman. I
experience a strong bias on social media
and in interactions with, for example,
interviewees – an older woman whose
questions or opinions are challenging
is labelled a ‘crazy cat lady’ or hysterical, whereas an older man is deemed
authoritative/experienced. I still experience pressure (maybe to some
extent self-imposed) to not show
frustration or exhaustion as these
could be interpreted as conse-

quences of menopause, yet the sheer volume
of work and the learning curve in my new job
have both been stressful. A major daily stressor
was having to prove myself all over again and I
strongly suspect a man would not have had to
do that.

Monica: Managing people takes a toll

on my health. Gender plays a role in this, especially if you are in a position of authority. Some
freelance contributors go over my head when I
decline their pitches.
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Pamela: I am constantly stressed by how

men bosses look down on women. When men
are addressing other men, they professionalise
their way of speaking, but women do not get
the same respect. They treat us this way because even back at our homes, men speak and
women listen: our culture says so. Even the
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news department head, who is a woman, is not
allowed to make decisions about her own department without consulting the ‘male gods’. I
wonder why she was even given the position if
her decision-making is not trusted.

Mahlatse: This was a challenge in my

early days as an editor. I used to lead a team
of mostly men. However, now I don’t have that
challenge. In my early years as a journalist I had
women bosses who were really instrumental in
my career and were always a force for my voice
to be heard.
My biggest stressor in 2019 was related to
the economy and managing a newsroom with
limited resources. It was not possible to replace
positions, yet the newsroom was still expected
to maintain a competitive edge. We lost a lot of
senior reporters.

Kathy:

The 2018 Glass Ceiling report
outlines salary discrimination in some newsrooms. Is this your known or intuitive experience? What about discrimination generally in
working conditions?

Adri: I have been working without a con-

tract for over a year. I don’t think a man would
have accepted such a situation and I suspect
that is because I am rather grateful to have a
job.

Pamela: I also don’t have a contract –

With each pregnancy,
I had to take one
month’s unpaid leave
and then return
to work as I got no
maternity leave.
Community media
definitely has a
tendency to exploit
workers

have been working part-time at a community
station for 11 years without one. I earn R2000
for working 36 hours a month. With each pregnancy, I had to take one month’s unpaid leave
and then return to work as I got no maternity
leave. Community media definitely has a tendency to exploit workers.

Mia: And even when you get it as a bene-

fit, it’s impossible to get around the impact of
maternity leave. If you take the full six months,
you fall away in terms of influence. When women return from maternity leave, they have to
work twice as hard. Men simply don’t have to
go through this.

Kathy: Is there actual salary discrimina-

tion, do you think?

Nicky: I suspect I earn less than my male

counterparts. I have spoken with female colleagues of colour and we all earn under R18k
per month (before tax). We know we’re being underpaid but there is nothing we can do
to change it because the climate is extremely
tough.
I recall we had a brilliant young woman join
our company as an intern. She was with us for
three to four weeks and then she resigned. Her
reason? She knew she was being grossly underpaid for the level and quality of work she pro-
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duced. She’d rather resign than put herself last.
God, I admired her for that.
It was very impressive that a young woman
could be that passionate and determined in
putting her own needs before anyone else.

Rebecca: In the past I had a side-line

gig as a columnist and my male counterparts
were getting paid twice, sometimes three
times what I was. It’s a tricky aspect of writing, though, because measuring value when it
comes to something as subjective as a column
is difficult. I have no doubt the men in question
would simply claim they were twice or three
times as good as me.

Mary: When I received a promotion two

years ago, and was asked my salary expectation, I asked for the same as a previous incumbent, a man with the same experience as me.
The reply I was given was that it was a contentious point I’d raised. The subject was closed.
I have no way of knowing if I did get the same
as him.

Kathy: In the context of #AmINext, what

did you think of the reporting on rape, gender violence, human trafficking and sex work
in 2019?

Kerry: I work in a virtual global newsroom

where we spend most of our energy identifying and reporting on how women and LGBTIQ
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rights are being undermined, and cover all of
these issues. My job is to provide a health lens
to all our work. Previously, at the news agency
I managed, Health-e, we had a major focus on
rape and developed an app (Izwi Lami) to assist rape survivors to find their nearest hospital
and give them a checklist of services they were
entitled to. The rape reporting project was not
particularly successful because our South African media clients did not want to cover rape
consistently.

Monica: I think we simply do not cover

any of this enough. Newsrooms are happy to
make politics, health or legal reporting a beat.
The same should be afforded to reporting gender. My experience as a former court reporter
has been that very few men reporters cover
gender-based violence.
They leave the uncomfortable task of this
to their female colleagues. I think this kind of
reporting is often difficult for women who can
get triggered by it – because let’s face it any of
these women could be us. I don’t think newsrooms offer their staff enough emotional or
psychological support to cope.

Karyn:

When I was working in a particular broadcast media house which I subsequently left, I had a male editor question my
insistence on reporting on intimate femicide.
He basically asked me what was special about
yet another woman being murdered.

This was at a time when I wanted to do a story about the police in Pretoria following a lead
while looking for one missing woman and then
found the murdered body of another. He felt
that this was really not worth covering. In some
of my news environments I would write the
stories and hope they would get used.
But you have to find allies in these spaces,
particularly women managers who understand
why stories on intimate femicide, gender-based
violence, etc. are important.
Nkepile Mabuse from Checkpoint6 was immensely supportive of me in doing stories on
Karabo Mokoena’s7 femicide. With the feedback we got on two episodes we did on that
story, we showed that the public does care.
These are all public-interest issues. Media
houses must focus on these things and not be
deterred by men who would rather focus on
tearing apart slogans [such as] #MenAreTrash
than deal with the reality of gender-based
violence.

I’ve made it my mission to focus on it going forward.

Newsrooms are happy
to make politics,
health or legal
reporting a beat.
The same should be
afforded to reporting
gender. My experience
has been that very few
men cover genderbased violence

Nicky:

Previously, when I worked with
female presenters, there never was a need for
me to ‘pitch’ a story on gender-based violence.
They would ‘get’ how we should broadcast it
properly on air. Do the story justice with the
necessary sensitivity and kindness shown to a
victim with no second-guessing as to what happened.
Honestly, we have done very few in-depth interviews on human trafficking and we should
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remedy that. Sex work is not an issue we could
have discussed in our broadcast time slot, but

Kathy: And reporting on #AmINext, spe-

cifically?

Pamela:

#AmINext affected everyone
in 2019 because honestly the killings were rising every day and in our area we had lots of
cases as well. So we were working with NGOs
that oppose gender-based violence, and the
South African police, and featuring them in our
current affairs and programmes. That made it
easier for the victims of such violence to access
the law.

Elna: This was one of the biggest mo-

ments in the news cycle and for me personally,
as a feminist, during 2019. It shifted something
in the discourse so fundamentally and made
it possible to have conversations in the mainstream media that seemed reserved for private
spaces previously.
This also happened in the newsroom, where
more men became aware that their jobs were
at times easier. Although, simultaneously there
was a sense from some that the issue was perhaps taken too far or shouldn’t disrupt supposed “normal work”. I was lucky to work in a
newsroom during that time that was very open
and focused on GBV issues, thankfully.
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With #AmINext, we used it as an opportunity to
re-promote features we had done previously.

Mahlatse: It had a major impact on

our newsroom. The newsroom gave women
the day off to give them a voice to go and protest, and we left the men. It was their way of
supporting women. It was a difficult period as
we realised that a lot of women reporters also
were victims and the stories about other women were triggering personal experiences. We
arranged for a psychologist to come through
and hold a group session to allow them to
speak, but also to get coping mechanisms.

Rebecca: I don’t think I did much report-

Miriam: Our response to the #AmINext

campaign cut across the entire company, with
different newsrooms each responding in their
reportage of the campaign. While I work for
the financial news section, our general news
section set up a separate site dedicated to not
only telling the stories of women affected, but
also ways in which the public can get help. I was
part of a team of people who volunteered to
go through letters from the public expressing

their views on gender-based violence and telling their stories.
So even if we did not report directly on the
gender-based violence, there was an opportunity available to us to volunteer in some small
way to work on the newsroom’s response to
the campaign. The momentum for reporting on
gender-based violence has not slowed down,
as the newsroom appreciates the gravity of the
topic.

Mia: Bhekisisa has always written about

rape and gender violence – and our Google
Analytics figures show that they are our bestread stories. We’re aware that our reporting
needs to look at the evidence behind the statistics – the victim-perpetrator cycle. We’ve used
#AmINext hashtags to re-promote GBV stories we’ve done – because we report on GBV
so often, we didn’t make a special thing of it.

ing on #AmINext personally, but I have been
covering GBV for years. What posed a much
more profound ethical challenge to me was the
#MeToo movement, and the allegations of sexual harassment that started emerging.
On several occasions I had potential stories
brought to me by women who wanted their
alleged harassers exposed, and after serious
consideration and consultation with female
colleagues I felt I couldn’t write the stories because there simply was not enough evidence.
Managing “he-said-she-said” reporting is horrendously complex and there are no adequate
simple solutions. As a feminist who has devoted much of my professional life to trying to tell
women’s stories and expose gender injustice,
I nonetheless felt deep discomfort with some
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reporting carried out in the South African press
on #MeToo allegations, particularly when the
claimants are allowed to remain anonymous
even to the journalists writing the stories. I’m
aware this point might be controversial: I’m fully on board with the concept that women making sexual harassment claims should be granted a level of anonymity due to concerns over
repercussions and safety.
I certainly don’t believe their identities have
to be made publicly known, but I do think that
any journalist doing due diligence has to have
a certain amount of verifiable facts at their
disposal in order to make informed decisions
about their coverage. I’m also interested by
the fact that the biggest #MeToo story in the
South African press in recent years has been
News24’s (excellent) coverage of former media
exec Willem Breytenbach.8
It is intriguing to me that this was a story
where the victims of sexual abuse in the workplace were men, when we know that women
are far more likely to be victims, and it made
me wonder [whether] the gender of the accusers (and, of course, social homophobia) played
a role in the story being taken more seriously .

Kathy: National elections, state capture

and corruption were also big issues in 2019.
What were the other big issues, from your
perspective? And how, if at all, were these issues gendered?

Kerry: Documenting the global rise of

There is a level of
online harassment of
women journalists
that certainly makes
me nervous to post
any opinion on
Twitter. It is a vicious
belittling where
younger women are
called ‘girls’ or older
women ‘batshit crazy’
Mary: For us gender-based violence was

the big story. We had many spousal murders
and abuse that grabbed the headlines locally.
Everything is gendered – our politicians are
largely male, the council hierarchy, the business owners are all male.

rightwing Christian organisations, emboldened
by Trump, and very strong in parts of Europe,
Eurasia, Latin America and Africa, has been a
major focus. Their main aim is to restore ‘Christian values’, which means that men are the
heads of households, abortion is outlawed and
LGBTIQ people do not exist. It was chilling to
realise that these organisations are very active
in South Africa too.

Adri: Land, immigration and the economy

(downgrades, etc.) were also big issues. I agree
that the big issues are gendered, but there have
also been excellent women voices on the land
issue. Criticism of women in power tends to focus on their gender rather than their actions.

Fatima:
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ation10 process, because women believed that
their young boys die because of negligence and
women wanted to help but they were never
given that chance.

Kathy: The Glass Ceiling report covers

email trolling, hate mail, and online harassment as an additional layer to the previous
forms of discrimination faced by women journalists. Has any of this been your experience?

Mary: We had a woman reporter cover-

ing a taxi protest being manhandled by protesters; women reporters shot with rubber bullets
by police in the line of their work – and more...

Mahlatse: When it comes to online,

I am often trolled, usually labelled as a black
woman who is a stooge for white men.

For us gender-based violence
was the big issue, as well as the ongoing issues in the higher education space, including
arrested #FeesMustFall9 activists and National Student Financial Aid Scheme protests.
Higher education is gendered because of the
gender-based violence that takes place there.
There is no story which is not gendered as all
stories involve power relations and the patriarchy.

of women journalists that certainly makes me
nervous to post any opinion on Twitter. It is a
vicious belittling from especially the right and
alt-right where younger women are called
‘girls’ or older women ‘batshit crazy’. That does
not even include the overt threats of rape and
violence. This is where I suspect many women
journalists are silenced.

Pamela: The shocking acts of GBV, [as]

Nicky: I’ve gotten irate emails from enti-

I mentioned earlier. Women pleading with traditional leaders to let them be part of the initi-

Adri: There is a level of online harassment

tled men that we don’t know what we’re talking
about and we need to do our research properly
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– especially after we had a woman in authority
talk on a topic she’s an expert in. We never get
those same emails when the guest is a man in
authority. I often wonder if my male colleagues
get the same heat and flak as often as I do. Part
of my job involves screening content before it
is put to air. It is disappointing that I must deal
with rude, arrogant and flippant men daily (and
sometimes old, white ladies too) who demand
to go on air and share their thoughts on the
topic of the day.
It is one thing to allow someone to share an
opinion that bucks the norm, but when that
opinion is misguided, racist, sexist or classist,
then I need to draw the line. And when the line
is drawn, in my experience men get forceful
and defensive… even threatening because they
cannot imagine that they are ‘wrong’ or unimportant.
I have had some listeners then harassingly
call 20, 30 times in a row expecting me to then
still entertain their viewpoint. But with female
listeners, I often need to convince them to go
on air and share their experiences. Almost as if
their story needs ‘validation’ first.

Rebecca: No question, there is a vast

discrepancy in the reception of pieces written
by men and women journalists. I see this all the
time at my workplace, where online commenters tend to give men colleagues a far more respectful ear.
I get emails all the time from men (mainly

older and white) condescendingly explaining
errors in my work, which, in fact, are the result of their own misreading. I left Twitter and
Facebook three years ago because I couldn’t
handle how toxic people were. The worst insult
I’ve ever received online referred to me as a
“rug-munching cunt with a wasted Oxford education”.

Karyn: Last New Year’s a person contact-

ed my sister on Twitter to tell her that he’d kill
me on New Year’s Eve and proceeded to describe the gun, and said that he knew that I’d
just gone to sleep. His Twitter name was DeathtoKM and his bio was “Eradicating evil in 2019”.
That was very horrible. I’ve had someone say
that [me] and Thuli Madonsela, who I was reporting about, should be raped and necklaced
on the street.
I’ve had men send me pictures of their penises while they were busy masturbating over
pictures of me. I don’t find Twitter to be immensely supportive of women in those situations. They don’t really do anything to help find
the people that are doing this to you. I’ve also
had to go to the police in terms of incidents of
intimidation.

Kathy: I want to pick up Karyn’s point,

and the trauma of this kind of experience: if
any of you, or your women peers, experience
gender-based trauma, how do you cope with
it? Are you getting help or support for it?
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Karyn: I think the reality is that a lot of

I get emails all the
time from mainly
older and white MEN
condescendingly
explaining errors in
my work, which, in
fact, are the result of
their own misreading.
I left Twitter and
Facebook three years
ago because I couldn’t
handle how toxic
people were

journalists battle with mental health issues as
a consequence of harassment. I am very militant about talking about what’s happening to
me, seeking support, seeking counselling, and I
honestly think that this needs to be drummed
into young journalists – seeking help is not a
sign of weakness, it’s actually a sign of strength.

Mary: I agree. We have good communica-

tion channels and support systems for our reporters. We also refer them to psychologists for
professional help when required and we hire
lawyers for staff when needed. It’s adequate,
but it’s a really hard part of the job.

Kathy: Do you think that you have nor-

malised gender-based trauma?

Adri: We’re also very supportive of each

other and would also get legal advice, lay
charges, etc. if needed, though we haven’t
done so yet. Traditionally it was a case of suck
it up or fight your own corner, so gender-based
trauma became normalised. I do think there
is more awareness generally, but there should
also be more support.

Mahlatse: One thing that we believe is

that it is important not to allow one person to
cover a traumatic story for a sustained period
of time. Our approach is to talk about trauma

STATE OF THE NEWSROOM 2019/2020

incidents openly, and we repeatedly refer reporters for debriefing sessions.

Kathy: Is the support you get adequate?
Kerry: From my perspective I think our

debriefings could be more systematic. It’s hard
as we are a 100% virtual, global newsroom; and

that lack of personal contact means you are not
necessarily in tune with what is happening to
your colleagues. A fair proportion of our team
is LGBTIQ and that brings another level of discrimination and trauma.

Miriam: In our organisation there is a

counselling service which we are encouraged
to use. I know colleagues who have successfully
used and recommended it.

Nicky: In my case, I’ll debrief with peers

over WhatsApp. My manager is a woman and
understands gender-based trauma, but sometimes fails to see the intersectionality in certain
issues.

Rebecca: I work with editors who are

extremely considerate and sensitive to the possibility of trauma, and I believe we’re getting counselling services at some point in
the near future. But as journalists I think
we are all desensitised to some degree
and often it’s only some time later that
the full trauma hits you. I notice that my
younger colleagues sometimes seem
shocked at how battle-hardened we older
hacks seem to be (or pretend to be). It’s a kind

of perverse badge of honour in our industry,
and I think that needs to be done away with.

Kathy: What do you think your future ca-

reer prospects are? Do you want to ‘climb the
ladder further’, and – putting aside the current
economic disruption of the media landscape –
do you think that as a woman you stand a fair
chance?

Nicky: Before our current climate,11 I felt

that as a woman of colour I stood a good chance
to be mentored and trained for management.
With things so shaky, I’m not sure anymore. I
don’t know if I even want to be in management
(in future) at all. I do believe there is a male
bias for senior posts because the disruption of
maternity leave and all that it encompasses,
makes it tricky for management.

Kathy: So, is a man always going to get

the open-plan equivalent of the corner office?

Miriam: I think my prospects are no dif-

ferent from that of a man.

Monica: I know that I’m lucky, because

if I hadn’t been employed at New Frame, I’d still
be vastly underpaid and not afforded the same
opportunities as my male colleagues.
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Kerry: I think age is more of an issue than

gender in the global, progressive media sector.

Kathy: What keeps you awake at night?
Elna: How it seems so difficult to create

beautiful, in-depth work in South Africa because resources are often so thin, and even if
editors would like to support this work, they
often can’t.
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Rebecca:

For me, it’s the economic
state of the media industry.

Mary: Agreed, but the fact is that as an in-

dustry we still exploit young writers. I think we
need to introspect as an industry, find the money to pay better salaries. A mid-level journalist
gets less than R20 000 total cost to company. I
think it’s appalling. They are all battling. This is
what keeps me awake.

Kerry: Yes, economic apartheid persists.

We live in the most unequal country in the
world and living conditions of many have not
improved since 1994. Our economy is faltering and the government and the private sector
seem to be out of ideas. Weaknesses in the
media reflect the general economic and racial
imbalances in the country.

Fatima: You’re right. I worry about how

to accurately report on inequality in South Africa, and also on GBV and the patriarchy. Then
there’s the shrinking media space, and how
media organisations are losing funding. What
the future holds for me as a journalist.

Mia: And stress. The sheer amount of work

that never gets done. The women I know definitely work harder than the men that I know.

Nicky: I’m kept awake wondering if I’m im-

parting the right legacy to my child. If I will ever
own my own home, break free from black tax
and the threat of gender-based violence. And
why it is always women doing the unshackling
from patriarchal thinking. When will men and
boys start calling out unacceptable behaviour
more regularly?

Monica: The fact that I could get mur-

But it is the small things that make a difference
and we need to keep at it, no matter how hard
it may seem and even if it seems like nothing
is happening. I am well aware that there are
women financial journalists, including my previous bosses, who walked this path before me
and faced obstacles which I can now just run
past. I hope that the path I am walking today
will allow someone else in the future to fly.

dered by a man.

Kathy: Any final comments?
Nicky: Please, pay journalists – especially

female journalists – more money. We are society’s gatekeepers and do invaluable, critical
work. This is not about greed, but giving us the
tools to break from the bad financial lessons
learnt in childhood and to cut vicious poverty
cycles. We cannot advocate for financial literacy if we are not doing the groundwork ourselves.

Rebecca: I agree fully. Sometimes it’s

hard not to be resentful when I look at friends
my age in other industries making twice as
much as I am.

Monica: That gender cannot be viewed

in isolation of race and class.

Miriam: Gender inequality is centuries

old. The situation is not going to flip overnight.

Endnotes
1 While the topic given to Quote This Woman+ was
“women in the media”, it is worth stating that as an
organisation, Quote This Woman+’s focus is amplifying voices marginalised beyond a gender binary. Our
primary positioning to participants used “women/
womxn”, as did our Google Docs questions. One participant subsequently chose “womxn” rather than
“woman” in her terminology, and the three others
encompassed views of LGBTIQ communities in their
answers: gender fluidity is a part of the feminist radar.
2 Glass Ceiling Research. Genderlinks for Equality and
Justice. https://genderlinks.org.za/what-we-do/media/research/glass-ceiling-research/
3 Where certain voices do appear less than others,
it is a result of erratic internet access limiting participation from certain contributors, or our editing
of similar viewpoints (the full roundtable was more
than double the length of this report). The unedited
version of the discussion can be viewed at https://
quotethiswoman.org.za/2020/07/20/state-of-thenewsroom-2020/
4 Merten, M. (2019) Official statistics prove War on
Women is real – and pretty words are mere lip ser-
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vice. Daily Maverick.
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-0904-official-statistics-prove-war-on-women-is-realand-pretty-words-are-mere-lip-service/
5 The death of 19-year-old UCT film and media studies student Uyinene Mrwetyana at the hands of a
post office worker sparked a movement. Around the
country, women took to the streets asking, ‘Am I
Next?’ ( https://aminext.news24.com/)
6 A current affairs programme on the eNCA television
news channel: https://www.enca.com/checkpoint
7 Karabo Mokoena, 22, was stabbed to death by
her boyfriend, Sandile Mantsoe, who then tried to
conceal the crime by burning her remains. He was
found guilty of murder in 2018. Author unstated
(2018) South Africa’s Sandile Mantsoe guilty of Karabo Mokoena murder. BBC.
https://www.bbc.
com/news/world-africa-43979207
8 Breytenbach is accused of raping or sexually assaulting men and boys. He faces six charges of sexual assault and one of indecent assault. Evans, J. (2020)
Willem Breytenbach no show by agreement with
court: lawyer. News24.
https://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/News/willem-breytenbach-must-explain-court-no-show-orface-arrest-20200330
9 #FeesMustFall was a student-led protest movement
that began in mid-October 2015. It protested the
rise in student fees, and called for an increase in
government funding of universities. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/FeesMustFall
10 This refers to the cultural practice typical mainly
among amaXhosa that marks the passage of young
men into adulthood and involves circumcision.
https://www.gov.za/issues/male-initiations
11 Referring to this discussion taking place during the
beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic and in the first
month of South Africa’s lock-down, March 2020.

Commentary

STATE OF THE NEWSROOM 2019/2020

Minding the
news
gender gap
By Kathy Magrobi

Founder and director of
Quote This Woman+

D

ata in South Africa – from before
the 2019 elections – shows that
a woman is quoted as a general
news source just once for every four to
five times that a man is. In certain types
of news – such as sports and business
news – women news sources are quoted
much less.
Quote This Woman+ (QW+) is a gender
and media non-profit organisation that
was launched in the run-up to the 2019
elections to start to change this. Our
mission is to amplify the voices of women, and otherwise marginalised experts
whose opinions seldom feature in the
news.
The QW+ formula is simple: we set
out to make it really easy for journalists

and news producers to access a credible woman source when they’re looking
for somebody to interview and quote.
So we curate a database of woman+ experts and we constantly remind – and
help - media practitioners to use it. This
database is growing: over 300 credible
expert/thought-leader sources at time of
print. They’re mainly women, but some
are LGBTQI+, some represent people living with disabilities, and some are community voices. (The “+” in QW+ covers
the fact that the database is open to all
voices marginalised in mainstream news.)
We follow news trends and remind journalists about people from our database
who can talk on current affairs using two
main channels to raise awareness: Twitter and an email newsletter. Our Twitter
account explicitly targets South African
journalists and supports our experts, and
has grown to have over 1000 followers.
Our newsletter goes out fortnightly, or in
response to major breaking news issues:
it has an international news readership
and in peak news times results in upwards of 100 hits on our database, a day.
What makes QW+ different from any
other diversity expert database is that
we dedicate a significant percentage of
our resources to actively helping journalists and producers find the right person
to interview: they come to us with their

story or angle and we suggest experts to
them. Alternatively, if the best person to
speak to that issue is not currently on our
database and their deadline is far enough
ahead, we’ll do our best to find a qualified woman+ source for them. At QW+,
we believe that this unique selling point
is the main reason that journalists who
use us once become repeat users, and
why the use of our database is growing.
In 2019, here are just a few examples of
where we helped specific journalists find
woman+ experts for in their stories:
• Women architects to talk about The
Leonardo in Sandton 1
• Women who had run against Caster Semenya 2
• Sino-Africa experts to talk about business with China,
• A woman paleontologist to talk about
the early movement of cattle through
Africa,
• Women soccer administrators to talk
about the sports-gender funding gap,
• Women economists to talk about the
Tongaat Hulett governance and accounting scandal 3
• Experts on food security, the melting of
polar ice and respiratory health.
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Why the gender
gap in news?
In the course of our work, QW+ hasn’t
found a single newsroom that wasn’t
aware of the gender gap in its sources.
And, despite varying levels of unconscious bias, we haven’t found a single
newsroom uninterested in addressing
the problem. So, why this gender bias in
the news?

One:

many newsrooms significantly undercount their own source gender
gap. When QW+ initially approached
media people before the 2019 elections,
we overwhelmingly saw a disconnect between the number of women that they
– editors, journalists, producers and presenters, male and female alike – think
they use as sources, and how many they
actually use. Yet our experience has been
that when confronted with statistics, the
media acknowledges how precarious
journalism is if it does not amplify the
voices of half the people in our country.

Two: deciding who makes news is a

complex juggling act made by journalists,
editors and producers daily, in the context
of diminishing budgets, few experienced
staff and workloads that have expanded
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Women generally receive less
mentoring, and are less likely to be
invited to centre-stage early in their
careers, meaning that often they’re less
confident in owning their voices

gap. We tell news producers and news
editors: “Let us help you find a fresh and
credible voice – they’ll be a woman, or an
expert with a disability, or an expert who
is gender non-conforming, and they’ll
give a great interview, and you’ll get the
quote you need, when you need it, and
you’ll use us again.”
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dia in the US, UK, Europe, Australia, India
and China.

Endnotes
1.

We answered two queries on this: one
related to the environmental impact of
The Leonardo – a 55-storey building in
Sandton – in early stages of construction,

QW+ 2019 successes

the other looked at whether or not the
building would address spatial inequality.

to include the creation of content across
increasing numbers of media platforms.
The pressure to get a snappy soundbite
from an established expert is intense. Too
often this means that reporters fall back
on the sources they are familiar with. Too
often that’s likely to be a man. It’s not
surprising that a new source is viewed
with trepidation: Will she get back to you
on time? Is what she says going to be legitimate? Will it pack the punch you need
for a buzzy one-liner?

Three:

there are many women+
sources who are often less confident in
dealing with the media than men are.
It’s been shown that women generally
receive less mentoring, and are less likely to be invited to share the centre-stage
early on in their careers, meaning that of-

ten they’re less confident in owning their
voices or holding the spotlight. There are
women who may acknowledge that they
know a great deal about a particular subject, but they’ll keep off our database because they believe there are other people
who know even more.
The other side of the story is that no
matter how senior they are, women not
only carry out the majority of unpaid
work at home, they also consistently pick
up the low-grade work that keeps every
organisation ticking over: taking notes in
meetings and organising rosters/schedules, for example. Women avoid media
engagements because they do not have
the time.
These factors in the media environment
created the opportunity that allowed
QW+ a chance to start to close the gender

QW+ launched in the build-up to South
Africa’s 2019 elections, and in its first 100
days measured a conservative 500 journalist database interactions.
At that time, we sent out five newsletters profiling 30 experts, each specialising
in a different aspect of the elections.
The five most-quoted political analysts
over that time period could not begin to
keep up with the demand for their voices: Pearl Pillay (youth expert), Sithembile
Mbete (general politics and international
affairs), Asanda Ngoasheng (political analysis and politics in the context of media),
Tamara Mathebula (political analysis in
the context of health and transformation)
and Ina Gouws (general political analysis
and land reform).
Since launch, the database has been
used – repeatedly – throughout all main
media houses in South Africa and by me-

2.

This query was in the context of the
breaking news story in 2019 of IAAF rules
preventing women such as Semenya
from participating in 400m, 800m and
1500m events unless they medicated to
lower testosterone levels, causing an outcry from supporters and athletes.

3.

This query responded to a journalist
who had travelled to KZN to produce an
investigative piece after trading in Tongaat Hulett, South Africa’s largest sugar
producer, was suspended on the JSE and
in London following notification that its
financial accounts could not be trusted.
This corporate governance scandal was
linked to Deloitte the auditor of the company’s accounts for 15 years.

4.

Overwhelmingly, this wasn’t significantly influenced by the gender of who we
spoke to.
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An unequal
dream
By edwin naidu

Journalist at the
Wits Justice Project (WJP)
Women in South African media
have received generous airplay
around the globe, but the
narrative at that level at least
remains focused on the positives
instead of their daily struggles –
unlike counterparts throughout
the rest of Africa.

Based in the journalism department of the
University of the Witwatersrand, the WJP
investigates human rights abuses and miscarriages of justice related to South Africa’s
criminal justice system.

C

ompared to women journalists on
the African continent, South African
women are leading the way when it
comes to presence in newsrooms, as attested by several recent narratives highlighting the gender disparities on the
continent. But their difficulties around
issues such as equal pay, tackling gender stereotypes and dealing with sexual
harassment are less on the radar.
Their counterparts throughout the
rest of Africa, have, however, been
vocal about being marginalised when it
comes to telling the story of covid-19 –
probably the biggest news story of the
21st century – and they have also raised
eyebrows with stories of harassment,
dealing with patriarchal societies and
being given ‘lifestyle’ beats in newsrooms because they are women.
Awarding-winning freelance journalist
Yvonne Mooka in Gaborone, the capital
of Botswana, says covid-19 is the news
story of the century, but few women are
covering the pandemic in her country.
“Could it be that editors prefer delegating male reporters? Whatever it
is, we need equal access for both male
and female journalists to these events.
Again, most of female reporters are
mothers; sometimes covering covid-19
puts them at a high risk of infection. This
affects us emotionally and psychological-

ly,” she says.
When covid-19 began to spread in
Tanzania in March 2020, media outlets
were affected by the disease and experienced a decline in revenue and reduced
staff, says journalist Aurelia Gabriel.
“In reducing staff, some of the female
journalists, have been forced to stay at
home without salaries while some have
had their salaries reduced.”
According to Teresa Temweka Ndanga,
the chairperson of MISA Malawi, women
have been excluded from the covid-19
narrative in her country and many parts
of the continent.
“If you look at, for instance, the task
force (in Malawi) leading the fight
against covid-19, there’s very little
representation of women. We’re mostly seeing men leading, and being the
voice and the face of the fight against
covid-19.”
“And yet when you come to the narrative on reaching out to people in terms
of preventive measures, women are
playing a very critical role, because most
of the time, this being in Africa, and in
Malawi, you find mostly women taking
care of kids,” she adds.
South African women journalists have
been at the forefront of the covid-19
pandemic – and currently lead the way
when it comes to women dominating
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newsrooms, compared to colleagues on
the rest of the continent.
Women and Leadership in the News
Media 2020: Evidence from Ten Markets, a study conducted by the Reuters
Institute for the Study of Journalism
at the University of Oxford, found that
South Africa bucks the trend when it
comes to achieving gender parity with
more women in newsrooms than several
powerhouse media nations.
According to Meera Selva, the director
of the Journalist Fellowship Programme
at the institute, the study analysed the
gender breakdown of top editors using
a sample of 200 major online and offline
news outlets in 10 different markets
across four continents.
In South Africa, 47% of the top editors
were women, according to the survey.
“What we found is that while about 40%
of women make up the full population
of journalists, only 23% of them reach
the top levels. This includes countries
such as the UK, US, Brazil, Japan, as well
as Mexico. Our report surprisingly shows
that South Africa is one of the best countries for women in leadership positions,
and Japan, unsurprisingly, is one of the
worst,” reveals Selva.
Previously, the Global Report on the
Status of Women in the News Media
by the International Women’s Media
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Foundation found that men ruled the
roost when it came to management jobs
and newsgathering positions in a survey
of 500 companies in nearly 60 countries.
Their comprehensive survey of 117 companies in the Sub-Saharan region employing approximately 22,100 journalists,
made up of 9,215 women and 12,875
men, found fewer women in newsrooms
than men on the continent. Some of the

abysmal statistics showing under-representation of women are alarming. For
example, it was 15% in the Democratic
Republic of Congo, 27% in Malawi and
27% in Zimbabwe.
The number of women in South African newsrooms was slightly higher
than that of men. Ironically, this global
study found that women made up only a
third (33.3%) of the full-time journalism
employees in the 522 companies surveyed. The survey found that women’s representation in the news
reporting levels was low in all
except for senior management,
where women are just over
half (53.7%) but this statistic
is skewed thanks to 75% of
women in senior management
roles such as editor-in-chief,
managing editor, bureau chief,
among others.
While this study offered
a substantial quantitative snapshot, it was a
precursor to non-governmental organisation
GenderLinks’ Glass
Ceilings: Women in
South African media houses 2018
which provided a more

emotive human face for women in media
than the data-heavy global study.
In the three media houses that provided wage data, women earned on average
23% less than men, compared to 17%
in 2009. The new reality in newsrooms
is of a few senior men at the top, and a
battalion of junior staff running the social
media platforms that are fast replacing
the more traditional forms of media, says
the report. Furthermore, it states that
young journalists are afraid to speak out
on harassment because they fear losing
their jobs.
The challenges facing women journalists, however, appear to have been
pushed off the agenda following the
arrival of covid-19 in South Africa, accompanied by an economic lockdown
announced by President Cyril Ramaphosa
on March 23, which added to the existing
recessionary climate.
Consequently, the Covid-19 impact on
Journalism report written by Reg Rumney
on behalf of the South African National
Editors’ Forum, says the lockdown has
had a devastating effect on the established media with job losses, the closure
of print publications and the threat of
widespread retrenchments.
An estimated 300 to 400 jobs were lost
and employees were forced to take salary
cuts. While digital platforms have soared,

62

the future for print, particularly, looks
bleak.
Throughout the continent, it has been
bad news. According to a snap study by
the Paris-based World Association of
Newspapers and News Publishers’ Women in News programme, covid-19 has
had a profound effect on women media
professionals, both professionally and
personally.
Rebecca Zausmer, the director for
knowledge and operations at Women
in News, says women were, and are,
struggling to balance their work with
the increased demands of running their
households and raising their children
during the covid-19 lockdown. “We are
concerned that the effects of covid-19 on
the careers of women media professionals are going to be long-term and will set
back any equality gains that have been
made.
The extent to which this will happen is
as yet unknown, but we do know that we
have our work cut out for us in terms of
stopping, or at least minimising the longterm effects on women’s equality within
the media industry,” says Zausmer.
But while the statistics talk up gender
equality in South Africa, parity is a dream
until control and ownership transitions
into the reins of women.

Commentary
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Holding
ourselves
to account
By Pippa Green
Press Ombudsman,
Press Council of South Africa
In the midst of the worst pandemic in
more than a century, a crumbling economy, and a quarrelsome country, the need
for accurate news has never been greater.
Yet at the very time the need is greatest,
the media itself is facing unprecedented
challenges.
These are not new but have been aggravated by the pandemic and the subsequent economic fallout resulting from
the lockdown.
Major media houses such as Media24
and Caxton have begun an effective exit
from print and are transitioning to digital;
several magazine titles have been closed.
This is part of a long structural decline
of the print media, but the lockdown has
accelerated it.

There has also been disinvestment in
news generally, including in the broadcast media. The decision by the public
broadcaster to slash its news and current
affairs programming on radio and replace
it with talk/phone-in shows about three
years ago was a canary of sorts.
The radio news division, once the
bread-and-butter of news in terms of coverage of courts, parliament, and rural areas seldom covered by the urban-based
print media, is a shadow of its former self,
although radio is still the biggest source
of news for most people in the country.
Against this backdrop, those who remain in news sweating to report accurately and fairly, to expose corruption, to
hold government to account, are heroes.
The effects of the cutbacks can be seen
in many of the complaints that come before the Press Council, itself affected by
the economic malaise. As a voluntary,
self-regulating body, it is directly supported by the industry, specifically by those
members that subscribe to the Press
Code.
Currently, every major print/digital media company – with the notable exception
of Independent Newspapers – subscribes
to the Press Code and is a member of the
Council, as well as a number of smaller
local papers. It’s a sign that the media are
willing to be held to account according

to a set of industry standards and values
even amid the pressures.
But the pressures the media face are
evidenced in the complaints lodged last
year: in some cases, they reflect a scramble to publish, lack of verification, inconsistent attempts to allow a right of reply,
and in some cases a lack of editorial oversight.
In 2019, we received 411 complaints; of
these 57 were adjudicated; the rest were
either resolved or dismissed.
Many of the complaints were upheld
only in part. Only in one case that I adjudicated were the transgressions so serious as to warrant a retraction. Some of
the most common complaints have concerned the right of reply, verification –
reporting “truthfully, accurately and fairly” – and the clause invoking the media
to “exercise care and consideration” in
matters of privacy and reputation except
where the public interest overrides that.

Right of reply
This is a surprisingly common complaint, and complex. In many cases, the
subject of allegations was approached
for a right of reply, but often just hours
before deadline, and crucially, not all the
allegations were put to the person.
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This was the case in two complaints
brought against City Press by Alph Lukau,
the pastor who “resurrected” a man in
his church.
The reporter wrote two stories – the
first was on how his “allies” in the church
were deserting him; the second, more
serious, concerned allegations of sexual
assault and harassment.
When I contacted the reporter’s anonymous sources, I was struck by how fearful they were. One woman told me that
after she had laid a charge against Lukau
at a Johannesburg police station, she
had returned to her flat to find the locks
changed. She fled the province.
Lukau hit the headlines after a YouTube
video (from his own church) showed
how he had “resurrected” a Zimbabwean
man. When the coffin was offloaded from
a white hearse, he walked around it, saying “Come Up Lazarus”. Then, after he’d
touched him: “Look he is breathing. The
man died since Friday”, adding “Where is
the media now?”
But when the media actually paid attention, it was unwelcome.
The newspaper was quite correct to
pursue the story but made some elementary mistakes. It approached him to
answer serious allegations on a Saturday
afternoon, just before deadline.
When Lukau’s lawyer offered the re-
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There has been the often vexed
question of the balance between
the constitutional right to privacy
and public interest. Three cases
adjudicated in 2019 brought this
question into focus
porter an interview on the following Monday, she replied by SMS: “We don’t work
Mondays”.
The problem in each story was that the
reporter did not put all the allegations to
Lukau, including a serious one of sexual
assault. It was also odd that she did not
jump at the chance of an interview of a
man who, at least for that week, was one
of the most newsworthy.
Other than that her story was a trenchant take on the critically important subject of evangelists whose churches are
usually successful businesses. 1

Verification
But even the right of reply does not mean
that stories have been verified. Sometimes
a “grand narrative” of good and evil, which
is prevalent in a country coming to terms
with years of systemic corruption, can
blind journalists to specifics.
One example was the complaint laid by
Lakela Kaunda, a former aide to President
Jacob Zuma, now a government official.
Kaunda complained of two paragraphs in
an article in The Citizen, which was headlined “Zuma loyalist ‘unlikely to become
unemployed’”. Although she was given the
right of reply (on her future employment
prospects in government), Kaunda complained that three key paragraphs were

not put to her: two concerned a claim
that both former Finance Minister Pravin
Gordhan and former ANC member of parliament Vytjie Mentor had named her in
the Zondo Commission of inquiry into allegations of state corruption as a “fixer”
who arranged meetings between the Guptas and cabinet ministers; the other concerned a book by former director general
in the presidency and now ambassador,
Vusi Mavimbela.
On the latter, the newspaper did not
report she was taking legal action against
Mavimbela. On the former, she said neither Gordhan nor Mentor had called her a
“fixer”. Mentor’s claim to the commission
that she (Kaunda) had called her to set up
a meeting with the president (where she
allegedly met the Guptas) had been challenged.
I checked the transcripts of the commission and found that neither of them had
implied she was a “fixer”, and although
Mentor did make several extraordinary
claims, few were substantiated by records,
such as flight bookings or cellphone records. Kaunda had denied the call and was
given permission to cross-examine her.
However, there was another twist to this
story: the intro was constructed from an
interview with former president Kgalema
Motlanthe that ran the day before in the
Sunday Times, under the headline, “ANC is
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‘worse than before Cyril Ramaphosa’”.
Citing that interview, the The Citizen
reported that Motlanthe had “slammed
President Cyril Ramaphosa and the party
for being unsure of what to do with Jacob
Zuma’s closest confidante and advisor,
Lakela Kaunda”.
It struck me as odd that a former president would say that about an official –
even though Kaunda had not complained
about it. The Sunday Times confirmed it
was neither in the story, nor even the reporter’s notes. 2
The editors at The Citizen were suitably
contrite: the story had been filed on a Sunday evening, and clearly there was not the
necessary oversight.

Privacy and public
interest: three cases
Then there has been the often vexed
question of the balance between the constitutional right to privacy and public interest.
There were three cases adjudicated in
2019 that brought this question into focus.
The first was Zizi Kodwa vs News24. 3
The story centered around a friendship
between Zizi Kodwa, then head of the office of the ANC president, Cyril Ramaphosa, and Papa Leshabane, the communica-
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tions director of Bosasa. It appeared after
former Bosasa COO, Angelo Agrizzi, had
testified to the Zondo Commission about
alleged corrupt tenders and paybacks
from Bosasa. News24 found two pictures
on Leshabane’s Facebook page of himself and Kodwa. One showed them at
the Moscow World Cup together. The
publication had asked Kodwa for comment and had not accused him of corruption.
Kodwa complained that this was an
intrusion on his privacy – his friendship was a private matter and not in
the public interest. He argued that
the article used his name and office in
the ANC “to make insinuations and infer
guilt by association”.
In the ruling, I argued the need to balance the right to privacy with public interest. In this case, both men were public figures. The political climate was one where
President Ramaphosa had promised to
“clean up” corruption. Leshabane worked
for a company implicated in state capture;
Kodwa held high office in the governing
party. Moreover, the picture had been
published on Facebook, for the most part
a public domain.
Kodwa argued “[t]he heart of my complaint is the misinformed belief by News
24 that my personal life and whom I associate with is a matter of public interest,
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Press Ombudsman Pippa Green ...
‘It is not the ombudsman’s place
to reflect on kindness, but rather
whether it transgressed the Press Code’

particularly in the absence of evidence that constitutes a basis for such conclusion. The
right to privacy as enshrined in our Constitution is a key tenet of our Bill of Rights
aimed at protecting citizens from unjustified intrusion into their private lives.
Indeed, there are circumstances where
this right can be overridden particularly in

instances where there is
reasonable suspicion that the
said individual(s) may be party to a criminal act.
“I therefore strongly contend that the
mere fact that I am employed as Head of
ANC Presidency hardly constitutes sufficient grounds for News 24 to believe
that my personal relationships constitute

public interest…I therefore contend that
I am under no obligation to respond to
questions about my private life and relationships with other human beings,
unless there is prima facie evidence that
such relationship(s) are corrupt in nature.”
It was not a kind article, but then it is
not the ombudsman’s place to reflect on
kindness but rather on whether it transgressed the Press Code.
In this case I ruled in favour of the publication. Judge Bernard Ngoepe, chair of
our appeals panel, dismissed Kodwa’s application for leave to appeal, quoting his
argument above and saying: “I am afraid
the applicant misses the point. The issue
is not whether their relationship was corrupt; that was not the basis for the publication, nor what it says.
“Nor did the article cast the applicant as
being corrupt… The basis was that the applicant, being a public figure… was openly
associating with yet another public figure
who was a very active director and an integral part of a company immersed in se-
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Public figures may be treated
somewhat differently. I did not
find that her reputation had been
damaged. She was a well-known
public figure who had herself drawn
attention to her dispute
rious and publicly made allegations of corruption involving public funds.” 4
Another case involving a public figure was
that of Idols judge, Unathi Msengana otherwise known as Unathi Nkayi.
The Sunday Sun ran a story about her
headlined “Unathi sings in the dark!” The
strap read: “Star’s power cut as she fails to
pay over R100k.”
She complained the story was factually incorrect. She owed R2,623.53 not
R166,000. This was the figure that the City
Power spokesperson, Isaac Mangena, had
given the newspaper. She had reportedly criticised City of Johannesburg officials
for refusing to show their identification to
prove they were from City Power.
“Two males” were sent to her house to
take meter readings and “according to

her post, they ended up switching off the
lights”. Mangena was quoted as saying:
“It is unclear why she said our contractors
didn’t produce identification...If she’s a
tenant, she owes R166 000 to City Power
and we’ve done all in our power to remind
her and ensure it’s paid.”
Her lawyer asked why the reporter had
not gone to the deeds office to ascertain
that she owned the property. He sent the
ombud both the deeds office records and
the electricity bill.
While it is true that the newspaper could
have gone to the deeds office to verify
whether she was the owner or not, this
was not the point of the story. But more
importantly, the story emanated from one
central source: Msengana herself. She had
posted a video on Instagram after her elec-

tricity was cut off. She berated City Power
officials for allegedly refusing to show their
credentials.
The reporter sought comment from her
as well as from an official spokesperson at
City Power. He commented on both the
electricity bill, as well as the conduct of the
officials, whom he described as “patient
and polite” and who had produced identification to “both the police and the rightful
owner of the house”.
Msengana’s lawyer, apart from arguing
that the story was untruthful, also said it
had damaged her reputation.
This brought into focus the question of
privacy in the case of public figures.
Mostly I found in the newspaper’s favour
– apart from a small technicality that they
had not put the sub-head in inverted commas.
On verification and truthfulness, the
Press Code says: “Only what may reasonably be true, having regard to the sources
of the news, may be presented as fact.”
And in this case, the newspaper had not
only seen Msengana’s own post about City
Power “offing” her lights, but had gone to
an official source to confirm this.
But it also showed that public figures may
be treated somewhat differently. I did not
find that her reputation had been damaged. She was a well-known public figure
who had herself drawn attention to her dis-
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pute with City Power. 5
In a third case involving privacy and a
public figure, I came to a different conclusion.
The story was headlined in the same paper on page 1: “Marawa is my baby daddy!”
with a strap reading: “Presenter denies being the father.”
The story on page 2 was headlined: “She
was never my girlfriend”. It centred around
the allegations of a young Namibian woman who claimed to have been the sports
broadcaster’s girlfriend and was pregnant
with his child.
The intro to the story read: “He’s Mzansi’s favourite sportscaster. But radio and TV
personality Robert Marawa has a secret –
and is going out of his way to keep it under
wraps!
“This is according to his alleged baby
mama, showbiz vixen Nguvitjita Mberirua.
The Namibian hottie claims the football
host has been playing hide and seek after
allegedly impregnating her.”
Marawa strongly denied the claims.
He said he had been subjected to months
of harassment both online and actual – the
woman had illegally entered his residential
complex for instance. In the end he had resorted to the court. An interdict, and later
a warrant of arrest, was granted against the
woman, after which she left the country.
There were various issues with regard
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The right to privacy is guaranteed in
our Constitution but it is
always tempered by both the public
interest and whether the person
concerned is a public figure
to verification in the article: for instance
the newspaper quoted the young woman (who is also known as Bianca van
Agsvachen) saying Marawa had asked to
be her “mentor” while she was an intern
at SuperSport. However, SuperSport’s Clinton van den Berg, told me she was never
an intern there.
There was also the apparent lack of
proof of a pregnancy at all. It seemed the
only source for the allegations was the
woman herself.
The point as relates to privacy is this:
Marawa had never denied having a relationship with Mberirua, albeit fleeting. But
was it justifiable for a publication to intrude on this most private of terrains even
though he is a public figure?
The right to privacy is guaranteed in our
Constitution but it is always tempered by

both the public interest and whether the
person concerned is a public figure. On the
other hand, the right to privacy is also an
essential part of a community.
In fact, as the late Anthony Lewis, one
of the most pre-eminent writers on First
Amendment law in the United States,
points out, authoritarian states have used
encroachments into privacy to undermine
democracy. He quotes Milan Kundera:
“Life when one can’t hide from the eyes of
others – that is hell. Those who have lived
in totalitarian countries know it, but that
system only brings out, like a magnifying
glass, the tendencies of all modern society.”
In this case, Marawa never denied he
had a relationship with Mberirua, but he
disputed the pregnancy, and in fact there
was no evidence of this.

In my finding I pointed out that Marawa
was not married, and there was no moral
or legal limitation on him not to have relationships, as long as these were consensual.
We know that in a world where there is
vast inequality between men and women,
these relationships are frequently unequal
and the balance of power is often against
young women who, in frustration at this
state of affairs, may use the small powers
they have as a last resort.
But even understanding this, the onus
is on a publication to at least arrive at a
reasonable idea of the truth when delving into probably the most private area of
someone’s life, even in the case of someone who makes their living out of being a
“public figure”.
I found against the newspaper in this
case, on the grounds of reasonable truth,
and undermining the right to privacy. 6
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journalism has seldom been more essential to the public good, it is also more under threat than it has been for at least the
past two decades.
Self-regulation, in the face of these pressures, is even more important, but this too
depends on the well-being of the media.
Financial well-being is central – but so is
attention to the basic elements of journalism.

ENDNOTES
For the findings see: http://www.presscouncil.
org.za/Ruling/View/pastor-alph-lukau-and-alleluia-ministries-international-vs-city-press-4420;
and

http://www.presscouncil.org.za/Ruling/

View/mr-alph-lukau-vs-city-press-4421
http://www.presscouncil.org.za/Ruling/View/
lakela-kaunda-vs-the-citizen-4425
http://www.presscouncil.org.za/Ruling/View/
zizi-kodwa-vs-news24-4443

Conclusion
The preamble of the Press Code enjoins
the media to avoid “unnecessary harm”. It
also says: “As journalists, we commit ourselves to the highest standards, to maintain credibility and keep the trust of the
public.”
The paradox today is that a time when

http://www.presscouncil.org.za/Ruling/View/
appeal-decision-zizi-kodwa-vs-news24-4442
http://www.presscouncil.org.za/Ruling/View/
unathi-msengana-vs-sunday-sun-4419
http://www.presscouncil.org.za/Ruling/View/
robert-marawa-vs-sunday-sun-4410
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Appendix 1
Summary of Sanef
media statements
on media freedom
and journalist
ethics issues from
2019

Threats from the state

J

ournalists are rough-handled and thrown
out of Durban City Hall by armed metro and
security police, allegedly on the instructions of
the office of eThekwini Mayor Zandile Gumede.
(February)

M

pumalanga community media editor
Etienne Mare is arrested for voting twice
during the May elections. Mare posted a video
online claiming that he was on his way to vote.
He wanted to test the Independent Electoral
Commission’s voting systems. In the video he
showed that it was easy to rub off the indelible
ink mark on his thumb – a supposed fail-safe
system to prevent citizens from voting twice.
Mare specifically spoilt this second vote so that
it would have no impact on the election results.
However, the South African police tracked down
Mare and charged him with contravening the
Electoral Commission Act. (May)

T

he amaBhungane Centre for Investigative
Journalism launches a constitutional challenge against South Africa’s surveillance law, the
Regulation of Interception of Communications
and Provision of Communication-related Information Act (RICA). It lists eight cases where
journalists were spied on since 2011. (June)

J

ournalists Mzilikazi wa Afrika and Piet Rampedi from Independent Media lodge a complaint with the Office of the Inspector-General
of Intelligence saying they are being followed
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and their phones bugged. (July)

M

etro police in Durban assault and
rough-handle journalists covering a
protest in support of Gumede who had been
suspended. A journalist is arrested. (July)

T

he Directorate for Priority Crime Investigation (Hawks) allegedly use the police in KwaZulu-Natal to try to force Daily Maverick journalist Marianne Thamm to reveal her sources. The
Hawks later deny this.

P

olice visit the Daily Maverick offices in Johannesburg looking for journalist Aidan Lee
Jones. The officer refused to reveal the reasons
for the visit. It emerged that police were investigating charges laid by Durban businessman
Roy Moodley against GroundUp reporter Aidan
Jones and The Citizen editor Trevor Stevens.
Jones had written an article for GroundUp exposing alleged corruption involving Moodley in
relation to the Passenger Rail Agency of South
Africa. (July)

R

esponding to a news report in the Sunday
Times, the SABC board says that it does
not place journalists under surveillance. It also
says that it does nevertheless engage the State
Security Agency on several matters, such as the
leaking of board minutes. (November)
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Online threats
(reported)

S

ABC journalists covering corruption and
other issues across the country are reported to receive death threats, including via
social media. These incidents occur against the
backdrop of the naming and shaming of journalists on Twitter, including the online attack
of Karima Brown by the EFF in March. (July)

Editorial interference

T

he findings of the Independent Commission of Inquiry into Interference in the
Decision-making in the Newsroom of the SABC
between the years 2012 and 2017 are released. While it says there was “capricious use
of authority and power to terrorise staff” at
the SABC, it found no evidence of direct influence of the ANC in the newsroom. (August)

T

he findings of an independent inquiry into
allegations of censorship and editorial
interference at Primedia are released. The inquiry found that talk show host Karima Brown
had breached the provisions of the Broadcasting Complaints Commission of South Africa
Code. Brown had lodged a complaint against
702 station manager Thabisile Mbete two
days before her contract as host of the Karima
Brown Show lapsed. (September)

ekord journalist Reitumetse Mahope is rough-handled by private security guards while
taking pictures during a protest at the Huis Davidtsz retirement home in Pretroria.
(March)

T
A

ewzroom Afrika reporter Mweli Masilela is attacked by a group of men while covering
a story in Vosman near Emalahleni. He was investigating the death of a 16-year-old
boy who allegedly fell into an open mine pit. The men who attacked him forcefully took his
camera and deleted his footage. They also took his car keys. Eventually his equipment was
returned and he was told to leave the area immediately. Vosman police initially refuse to
assist Masilela when he tries to report the incident. (July)

e

Threats from the public

R
N
J

ournalists Alex Mitchley from News24, Hanti Otto from Netwerk24 and Pule Letshwiti
from e.tv are threatened by a state witness in the case against Nicholas Ninow who
pleaded guilty to raping a seven-year-old at a Dros restaurant last year. (September)

F

A

Journalism ethics

M

ormer senior eNCA journalist Samkele
Maseko alleges that eNCA’s Kanthan Pillay
had censored stories in the newsroom. Pillay’s
contract at the broadcaster was later terminated. (December)

M

edia allegations are made that security
and prison services company Bosasa donated R100 000 to a crowdfunding campaign
for the SABC8 journalists. An independent
audit by Sanef, which launched the campaign,
finds no evidence to support this claim. (January)

llegations are made at the Zondo Commission that journalists are on the payroll
of Crime Intelligence, and that Bosasa paid
journalists to write favourably about the company. (January/September)
inister of Mineral Resources and Energy Gwede Mantashe says he paid two
Sunday World journalists to “bury” a story
about his relationship with a student. He later
withdraws the claim. (October)

C

riminal attacks on journalists
Criminals attempt to rob and hijack an SABC
news crew covering a story in Alexandra township in northern Johannesburg. (April)
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he offices of Bayede News and Ubukhosi
newspapers under the Igunundu Press in
KwaZulu-Natal are targeted by criminals. (May)
group of armed youth attempt to rob two
SABC journalists, Thabo Katsanda and
Thabiso Radebe, at Moemaneng in Marquard
in Free State. The journalists are forced to
drive over a barricade of stones, rocks and
burning tyres to get away. (May)
NCA cameraman Tshepo Dhlamini and
producer Harrietta Mbuzwana are robbed
while working in Alexandra. The body of Free
State journalist Junior Bonase is discovered
along the N1 near Heuningspruit. He had
been bludgeoned to death. The motive for his
murder is unknown. Bonase worked for the
Bloemfontein-based Dumelang News. (May)

T

he car driven by SABC journalist Sashin Naidoo is damaged by looters in the
Jeppestown and Malvern areas of Johannesburg. Naidoo was on his way to a briefing
with Minister of Police Bheki Cele. Joburg East
Express journalist Tshepiso Mametela has
his camera bag and equipment stolen after
attending the briefing with the police minister.
His car is also damaged. (September)

A

ttitudes of senior politicians towards journalists
Communications and Digital
Technologies Minister Stella Ndabeni-Abrahams blocks reporters from covering the actions
of protestors at an ANC manifesto launch in
Mount Frere in the Eastern Cape. (February)
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A

NC deputy secretary-general Jessie Duarte is defensive and intolerant towards
eNCA political reporter Samkele Maseko. Duarte accuses Maseko of asking questions that
are “attacking the ANC”, “battering the ANC”,
“intimidating everybody” and threatens to
report his conduct to the Press Ombudsman.
She also suggests that Maseko has no right to
defend media freedom that he did not “fight
for”. (April)

F

inance Minister Tito Mboweni refuses to
answer questions from Business Maverick’s
journalist Ray Mahlaka telling journalists they
should respect their elders. (September)

Other

T

he National Lotteries Commission (NLC)
makes allegations against veteran reporter
Raymond Joseph, who had been reporting on
NLC activities. It accuses Joseph of being part
of a scam and misrepresenting who he is. An
earlier NLC statement also accused Joseph of
having improper financial interests that motivate his reporting. (July)

T

he government excludes community
media journalists in Limpopo from a
media networking session and from transport
arrangements for a trip to cover the launch
of the 16 days of activism annual campaign,
which included a visit to the Medupi Power Station and the launch of a new District
Development Model in Waterberg. Sanef said
these exclusions were worrying, as it had been
the norm for government to support community media by way of transport to key events.
(November)

Source

S

anef media statements from 2019. Sanef released 59 statements during the year on
a range of media issues. Statements relevant to media freedoms are summarised and
grouped in the categories listed on the left. The month the statement was released appears
in brackets after the summary. For the complete statements, please visit www.sanef.org

Threats from political groups or parties

T
T
J

alk show host and veteran journalist Karima Brown is attacked online by Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) leader Julius Malema and his supporters after Malema
shares her mobile number on social media. (March)
he launch of journalist Pieter-Louis Myburgh’s Gangster State in Johannesburg
is disrupted by protestors wearing ANC and Sanco t-shirts who destroy copies of
the book and prevent the launch from happening. (April)
ournalists are rough-handled and blocked from taking pictures of eThekwini Mayor Zandile Gumede outside the Durban Commercial Crimes Court by her supporters. This after she appeared on corruption-related charges linked to a R208-million
tender with the Durban Solid Waste unit. (May)

I

nvestigative journalism units, amaBhungane and the Daily Maverick’s Scorpio are
banned from attending EFF events, including press conferences. (September)
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Appendix 2
At the helm:
Demographics of
editors and board
members
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Demographics of newspaper editors Demographics of board members
of major media companies
he demographics of the editors of a total of 39 national

T

and regional commercial newspapers are shown
in the tables below. As they suggest, overall racial
transformation in editorial decision-making at the newspapers is
strong.
However, as far as they can be taken as a useful indicator in
this context, the percentages do not yet reflect the national
racial percentages of the population (around 10% of the
population in South Africa is white). There is still some way to go
to achieve gender parity at the newspaper editor level.

Race

Number

%

Black

19

49

White

11

28

Coloured

5

13

Indian

4

10

Race of editors of South African newspapers

Gender

Number

%

Male

26

67

Female

13

33

Gender of editors of South African newspapers

T

he demographics of the board members of 13 media
companies (including the public broadcaster) are shown in
the tables below. A similar picture emerges to the above
when we consider the racial breakdown of the board members,
as well as the need for gender parity at the board level.

Race

Number

%

Black

40

39

White

31

30

Indian

18

18

Coloured

12

12

Asian

1

1

Race of board members of media companies

Gender

Number

%

Male

76

72

Female

29

28

Gender of board members of media companies
The media companies researched were: African Media
Entertainment, Arena Holdings, Caxton, Independent Media,
Kagiso Media, Media24, eMedia Holdings, MRC Media, MSG
Afrika, Naspers, Newzroom Afrika, Primedia Broadcasting and
the SABC.
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