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Day 59, lockdown, Cape Town. 
It’s not hard to find Abraham Waterloo. 
You simply go to the corner of St Peter 
Avenue, Seawinds, and chances are 
you’ll see him there. He’ll be sitting on 
an upturned crate, his back to the wall, 
and he’ll be reading a newspaper. He’s 
reading his way through the lockdown. 
English, Afrikaans, on-day or old, it 
doesn’t matter. 
Photograph: Jeffrey Abrahams, 
GroundUp (CC BY-ND 4.0)



4STATE OF THE NEWSROOM 2020

pr
ef

ac
e

It is a year of great excitement for Wits 
Journalism as we reconfigure ourselves 
as the Wits Centre for Journalism – a 
new name which signals our reimagined 
future as a space for innovative thinking 

and leadership in the media sector, and in 
journalism education across the continent. 

The Centre will officially launch under the 
leadership of a new director in the coming 
months.  The transition is fortuitously timed 
with the Wits University centenary anniver-
sary which itself marks a period of reflec-
tion and rejuvenation in higher education. 
As we say in the media, watch this space! 

This year’s State of the Newsroom – 
which looks back on 2020, and is appear-
ing a little late due to delays in production 
– does not put an end to the narrative of 
the financial instability of the industry, but 

reveals signs of promise in how journalism 
is adapting to new ways of connecting with 
audiences, telling stories and finding new 
spaces to thrive in.  After two years of a 
covid-19 slump, there are still reasons for 
optimism and hints of resurgence in the 
post-pandemic world that lies ahead of us. 
The challenges in journalism, though, are 
many – and some of them, such as the de-
clining numbers of both newspaper readers 
and free-to-air TV news audiences on some 
channels, police harassment of journalists, 
as well as the ongoing problem of media 
ethics, are highlighted in this edition of 
State of the Newsroom.  

At the end of last year, two journalists 
were honoured with the Nobel Peace Prize. 
The honour, bestowed on Maria Ressa and 
Dmitry Muratov, spotlighted the crucial role 

that journalism plays in democracy despite 
the hurdles in its way. “We are standing 
on the rubble of the world that was, and 
we must have the foresight and courage 
to imagine what might happen if we don’t 
act now, and instead, create the world as 
it should be – more compassionate, more 
equal, more sustainable,” said Ressa in her 
acceptance speech. 

The need for good journalism is not in de-
cline as many assert – it is in unprecedented 
demand – but how to fund it remains the 
burning question. The trust deficit in the 
relationship between journalists and au-
diences remains a significant threat to the 
viability of media businesses, and to the rel-
evance of the media in society. Without this 
trust, the relationship does not exist.  

Ressa also reminds us of the various 

new era for wits Journalism
A new name, a reimagined future, a space for innovation. By Dinesh Balliah
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forms of violence that journalists continue 
to face, violence often facilitated by online 
platforms or Big Tech companies. In South 
Africa, this violence – against women jour-
nalists in particular – is concerning to Wits 
Journalism as we train and prepare young 
people for life in the field. 

We have made the necessary but re-
gretful move to include mandatory safety 
training in our curricula along with mental 
health counselling as we recognise the im-
mediate and long-term impact of working 
under the relentless spectre of violence and 
the resulting trauma on journalists. 

Over the course of this pandemic, we 
have not only lost jobs, revenue and titles, 
we have also lost a number of colleagues in 
the industry to this devastating virus. They 
are too many to name here, but Wits Jour-
nalism recognises and salutes each one for 
their contribution to South Africa’s many 
stories. 

A word of thanks must go to everyone 
who made this State of the Newsroom pos-
sible, particularly Alan Finlay, the lead re-
searcher and editor. Many others played a 
role, and are acknowledged elsewhere. 

We are particularly grateful for the sup-
port from the Swedish International Devel-
opment Agency, through the Consortium to 
Promote Human Rights, Civic Freedoms and 

Media Development in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
which Wits Journalism is part of.

Dr Dinesh Balliah is acting director, Wits 
Journalism

The two journalists honoured with 
the Nobel Peace Prize, Maria Ressa 
and Dmitry Muratov: the award 
spotlighted the crucial role of 
journalism in a democracy, despite 
the hurdles.
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This issue of State of the News-
room deals with three key top-
ics: it offers a summary of the 
impact of the covid-19 pandem-
ic on the media in South Africa in 

2020 – a year of shock, confusion and adapt-
ing to a new reality; it explores the difficult 
terrain of data and data governance, and 
how this country’s media should be re-ori-
entating themselves  to a local data narra-
tive; and it asks a group of media practi-
tioners what they thought of Sanef’s report 
on media ethics. 

All these – the pandemic and its long-term 
aftershocks, the fast-emerging data econ-
omy, and the chronic challenge of earning 
back a sense of media credibility and public 
trust – have the potential to tip the scales 
for better or for worse when it comes to the 

future robustness and value of journalism in 
South Africa.   

It is common conversation by now how the 
lockdown shredded the print media – with 
many pointing to the impact on the maga-
zine trade and on community newspapers. 
Several well-known magazine titles were 
shut down by magazine giants Media24 and 
Caxton & CTP Publishers & Printers in 2020, 
while a number of local newspapers either 
shut down or were shuffled around to be 
amalgamated under one title. 

By the end of the year, at least 10 local 
papers had been terminated in one way or 
another – a blow to community news and 
accountability in towns and smaller cities, 
arguably where they are needed the most. 

The first year of the pandemic unsurpris-
ingly also damaged mainstream newspa-

per circulation, accelerating the downward 
trend in copies sold seen over the past sev-
eral years. By the end of the year, it was clear 
that weekly and weekend papers had been 
hit the worst, on average losing nearly half 
their circulation (compared to a steep but 
steady 8-13% decline in previous years). Dai-
lies didn’t escape the maelstrom, on average 
more than trebling their circulation losses 
from previous years. 

It was not all bad news, as Kate Skinner in 
her wrap on the first year of the pandem-
ic argues. For instance, she points to the 
“counter trends of innovations and improve-
ments in the quality of news and reporting, 
especially on health topics”, the bold leap 
into print by the Daily Maverick, and News24 
seizing the spike in internet audiences as the 
moment to put some of its content behind a in

tr
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n
tipping the scales 
A year of shock, confusion and a need to radically adapt. By Alan Finlay
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paywall. (However, this raises the question 
of what content should remain free-to-ac-
cess in the public interest, especially during 
times of national crises). 

While it seems clear that the media 
did a good job in taking on the challenge 
of bringing the news to the public during 
the difficult early stages of the pandemic 
– alongside public education content – the 
year was also deceptive. TV showed record 
audiences in the first month of lockdown 
– with SABC 3 News, struggling in recent 
years, attracting a whopping 65% more 
viewers. But audience levels, perhaps be-
cause of news fatigue, quickly returned to 
their downward trend for some free-to-air 
stations. 

By the end of the year, the top prime 
time news slots on eTV and SABC 3 attract-
ed around half of their 2016 audience num-
bers. This apparent end-of-year disinterest 
in TV news was also seen in the dwindling 
interest in President Cyril Ramaphosa’s ad-
dresses to the nation on covid-19.

While no doubt 2020 was as tough for 
law enforcement officers as it was for jour-
nalists, what is worrying is the increase in 

the number of reported incidents where 
journalists were assaulted, harassed, 
beaten up or shot at by members of 
the police force. In 2019, only two in-
cidents were reported, and we con-
sidered aggression from the police 
towards journalists – alongside 
surveillance threats and other 
forms of harassment from 
the state – as issues that 

needed attention. In 2020, 12 separate in-
cidents were reported, only some of which 
can be attributed to the messiness of en-
forcing lockdown regulations. Some were 
more serious than others, with 
journalists needing medical at-
tention, but it seems that it is 
quite common for the po-
lice to casually insist that 
journalists delete their 
footage. 

Sometimes the 
threats and harass-
ment from the police 
are localised. In 2020 
a number of incidents 
were reported  
 

in Cape Town as well as in Paarl, where 
there appears to be systemic harassment 
happening. Why this is happening needs 
to be better understood – is it a lack of 

training, ignorance, or a wilful 
flouting of the law? Or is it 

an indication that ideas 
of democracy and the 
importance of a free 
media are not shared 

by the people who 
are meant to protect 
that democracy?     
In her article on de-

colonising data, Gabri-
ella Razzano argues how 

important it is for media 

A dwindling interest in President Cyril Ramaphosa’s 
addresses to the nation on covid-19, echoed an apparent 
disinterest in television news generally by the end of 2020.

A worrying 
increase in 
incidents where 
journalists 
were assaulted, 
harassed, beaten 
up or shot at by 
members of the 
police force
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organisations to understand the emerging 
data economy better. This means under-
standing the nature of data itself – what 
it can and cannot do. Organisations need 
to come to grips with data governance,  a 
critical issue as the African Union  starts 
to build a collaborative policy framework 
to limit and incentivise the data economy 
so that the continent does not continue to 
be overwhelmed by data-rich nations and 
corporations. The practical implications 
for this new frontier need to be properly 
mapped for newsrooms, but the sugges-
tions of where to start are already there. 

Razzano calls for a uniquely African “data 
narrative” to emerge. While newsrooms 
will never have the capacity to compete 
with the economies of scale benefiting 
the likes of Facebook and Google, they do 
have other market advantages that allow 
them to interpret data differently: a better 
understanding of the local environment, 
a more refined understanding of readers, 
micro economies, and of societal needs, 
including language needs. 

The balance between this localised, in-
terpretative benefit, and the benefit of 
economies of scale, is not a given; but it 
does mean that media organisations have 
a competitive edge that cannot be easily 

replicated by platformisation or artificial 
intelligence – a potential to speak more 
meaningfully to audiences. (If anything, 
the pandemic has shown the importance 
of local data in building local narratives). 

Two of the commentary pieces in this 
issue touch on this theme from different 
angles. Izak Minnaar argues that the media 
regulatory environment has not kept up 
with audience behaviour and technological 
changes, and summarises how the Press 
Council has gone about to fill this lacuna,  
including beginning to develop a cross-plat-

form code of ethics and conduct. 
Meanwhile, Franz Krüger in his commen-

tary on teaching journalism in Africa points 
to the need to understand the “specific 
ways in which journalism and information 
works and is changing on the continent”. 
What is evident is that there are unique 
opportunities in Africa to create new, and 
more meaningful types of journalism driv-
en by the changing needs of the continent’s 
communications environment. 

Concerns over journalist ethics peaked 
in 2019 with the allegations at the Zondo 
Commission of several instances of journal-
ists being paid to write stories. 

As the media tries to rebuild the pub-
lic’s trust – and we can see this in the way 
some editors and publishers are respond-
ing swiftly and directly to lapses in editori-
al practice – this is not the case across the 
entire industry (see Edwin Naidu’s acerbic 
commentary on the state of trust in the 
South African media in this issue of State of 
the Newsroom).

In her survey of 16 media practitioners 
gauging their response to Sanef’s inquiry 
into media ethics (the so-called Satchwell 
Report), which was released in early Janu-
ary 2021, Bridget van Oerle found that only 
some had read the report, while some did 

not even know that it existed. This needs 
to be balanced with journalists who clearly 
had thought deeply about the report’s is-
sues and implications, as well as with what 
seemed to be a reasonable sense of the 
ethical obligations of the media amongst 
all respondents surveyed. Nevertheless, 
that a key instrument for change such as 
the Satchwell Report goes unnoticed by 
the very practitioners it talks about is a 
cause for concern. 

Only some 
journalists had 
read the Satchwell 
report, while some 
did not even know 
that it existed 
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Covid-19 evisCerates print 

The nationwide lockdown due to the covid-19 pandemic 
that began at midnight on March 26 eviscerated an 
already fragile print media industry, with the magazine 
trade and community newspapers suffering the most 
serious blows.  (See the article by Kate Skinner in this 
issue of State of the Newsroom for more on the impact 
of the pandemic on the media industry).

Advertising revenue plummeted across most media 
– reports put this anywhere between a 40% and 
complete absence of ad placements for the period. 
Caxton & CTP Publishers & Printers, publisher of The 
Citizen and a number of community newspapers, 
reported a 60% drop in revenue.1  

Journalists across the board were forced to take 
pay cuts – some as high as 45% – while freelancers 
said they lost as much as 80% of their income.2 Media 
houses pushed through with retrenchment plans, 
despite the pandemic. An estimated 700 jobs were 
lost to the industry at the start of the lockdown. 

The circulation of mainstream newspapers 
dropped steeply, with daily, weekly and weekend 
papers all suffering circulation declines of 37 – 47%.3 
Both Associated Media Publishing4 and Caxton & 
CTP said they would shut their magazine divisions 
soon after the lockdown was gazetted, while 

newsroom in review

A terrible year for print media, with
magazine and community titles gutted 
by the flight of advertising revenue 
under the covid-19 lockdown. 
While journalists braved the threat 
of the virus amongst their own ranks, 
and a spike in harassment by police, 
online news and broadcast drew record 
readers and audiences. 
In a welcome relief, the Secrecy Bill was 
sent for review and Sanef released its 
report on media ethics to
herald the start of the second year of
the pandemic.
 
By Alan Finlay

The iconic magazine Cosmopolitan, once 
hugely profitable, was one of several titles to 
be closed during the covid-10 lockdown.
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Media24 announced in July that it would 
close a number of its magazines, outsource 
some, and move others online. 

Closures affected well-known titles such 
as Cosmopolitan, House and Leisure and 
Men’s Health.  Media24 also shut down 
four community titles, with some merged 

into single papers.5 By the end of the year, 
at least 10 local newspapers had stopped 
publishing across the country.  

The biggest jobs cuts were announced by 
Caxton & CTP, which said it would lay off 
25% of some 6 000 staff. Meanwhile the 
SABC, as part of its ongoing turnaround 

strategy, said in June that it would likely 
retrench about 600 of its almost 3 000 
employees, including journalists.6 In July 
Media24 announced plans to retrench 510 
staff members, saying that its print media 
operations would not recover from the 
impact of the pandemic.7 

Responding to the crisis, in July Sanef 
launched a relief fund for journalists.8  
Substantial corporate donations were 
received from, amongst others, MTN, 
which provided seed funding, FirstRand 
and Standard Bank, with the Open Society 
Foundation for South Africa following 
suit. The fund raised over R4.8 million.  
Successful applicants received R5 000 each. 
By the end of the year it had approved 249 
applications, and disbursed over R1.2-
million.9 

The Association of Independent 
Publishers (AIP) meanwhile criticised the 
Media Development and Diversity Agency 
(MDDA), which set up its own emergency 
relief fund for journalists, but gave 
applicants only three days to apply. There 
also appeared to be a lack of transparency 
in disbursements.10  

Other high-profile magazine 
titles to close included House and 
Leisure and Men’s Health.
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Bucking the trend…

However it was not bad news for 
everyone in the industry. The online 
news site Daily Maverick took the 

bold move of launching a newspaper 
edition in August – Daily Maverick 168.11 
The newspaper was circulated via Pick n 
Pay outlets across the country. 

Meanwhile, with internet traffic soaring 
under lockdown – traffic to some news 
sites was reported to have increased by 
some 72% –  News24.com launched its 
digital subscription service in the same 
month. TV audiences also spiked, with 
the SABC recording a 40% increase in the 
number of people tuning into its isiZulu TV 
news and a 60% increase for its isiXhosa TV 
news slot soon after the national state of 
disaster was declared.12  

haraSSment of 
JournaliStS 

The media were deemed essential 
services under the government’s 
Disaster Management Act 

regulations, which also saw the deployment 
of some 76 000 SANDF troops across 

the country to help manage the crises.13 
However many of them were ill-prepared 
and untrained for the job of ensuring the 
lockdown regulations were followed. 

By the end of March – only a few days 
into lockdown – an escalation of attacks 
on journalists and harassment by both the 
police and the defence force was reported. 
Early incidents included a News24 
journalist being shot at in Johannesburg, 
and a Weekend Argus photographer having 
her cellphone confiscated in Cape Town.14

Despite calls by Sanef and the South Af-
rican Freelancers’ Association (Safrea) for 

the right of journalists to properly cover 
the pandemic to be respected, the ha-
rassment of journalists by security forces 
continued through the following months. 
Amongst other incidents,15 in April journal-
ists were prevented by police from enter-
ing the courts in Cape Town to report on 
the case of a 55-year-old Parow man who 
was arrested under new disinformation 
regulations for posting a video about con-
taminated covid-19 test kits.

Also in April journalists were prevented 
from documenting the removal of refugees 
and asylum seekers in the Cape Town CBD, 
and were denied access to a homeless shel-
ter set up at a sports centre. In May, Sanef 
reported that community media journalist 
Paul Nthoba had been forced to flee the 
country and seek refuge in Lesotho. Ntho-
ba was assaulted by the police while cov-
ering their enforcement of lockdown reg-
ulations.16 

miShandling the 
information criSiS

Complaints emerged during the 
lockdown that President Cyril 
Ramaphosa was not making himself 

available for journalist briefings on the 
pandemic. 

While regular briefings with the newly 
formed National Coronavirus Command 
Council (NCCC) took place, there were no 
question-and-answer sessions with the 
president during the unfolding crisis, in 
particular after his intermittent addresses 
to the nation which were broadcast 
nationally.17 

This despite there being several areas of 
confusion on the regulations passed during 
phases of the lockdown, as well as some 
concern over the de facto powers of the 
NCCC and its relationship to cabinet and 
parliament.18 

The complaints over Ramaphosa’s 
unavailability followed his assurances to 
senior journalists from across the media 
sector in March – and ahead of lockdown 
– that he would reinvigorate the necessary 
level of contact between cabinet and the 
media, and that it was important for the 
media to interact with the government on 

Traffic to some 
news websites 
increased by 
over 70%, while 
TV audiences 
spiked, with SABC 
recording a 40% 
increase for isiZulu 
TV news
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all levels, including on issues to do with his 
time in office and leadership.19  

In March the Committee to Protect Jour-
nalists and others expressed concern over 
newly passed regulations that criminalised 
disinformation about the pandemic for 
their potential to stifle criticism of any gov-
ernment mishandling of the crisis.20 Mean-
while tensions between the media and the 
NCCC flared in May when questions were 
raised as to whether the command coun-
cil was ignoring advice from the Ministerial 
Advisory Committee on covid-19 (MAC) – a 
group of biomedical and public health ex-
perts that had been formed to advise the 
NCCC. 

This was after Professor Glenda Gray, a 
prominent MAC member and president of 
the South African Medical Research Coun-
cil, openly criticised government regula-
tions for being irrational and unscientific.21 

These tensions were compounded by 
the government’s poor communications 
on the scientific basis of its decisions for 
what often appeared to be ad hoc regula-
tions on a range of issues. It was only in late 
August, following pressure from the media 
and civil society, that the department of 
health made its MAC advisories public.22  

While the media in general rose to the 
tough challenge of keeping a watchful eye 

on any abuse of power under the country’s 
newly declared state of disaster, while also 
making critical health information available 
to the public, this sometimes came at a 
price. Despite its financial woes, the public 
broadcaster was required to flight public 

service content, which included extend-
ed news coverage of the pandemic, and 
public health and educational information 
on the virus in all of the country’s official 
languages. SABC stations – which have the 
biggest reach in South Africa’s broadcast 

terrain – were also required to provide air-
time for government briefings. However 
this that meant the cash-strapped broad-
caster, having recently threatened mass re-
trenchments and restructuring, lost crucial 
advertising revenue during the pandemic. 
No public funding was offered to the SABC 
to deliver on its public service mandate. 

more controverSy at 
enca...

The eNCA newsroom continued to be 
dogged by controversy in 2020 (See 
the previous issue of State of the 

Newsroom), this time after news anchors 
Xoli Mngambi and Jane Dutton were tak-
en off air for criticising the government’s 
lockdown cigarette ban on live broadcast in 
May. This was despite what was understood 
as a requirement by eNCA management for 
its anchors to be “more opinionated and to 
open their shows on social and political is-
sues”. The sanctioning of the two anchors 
following viewer complaints was criticised 
by Sanef amongst others. Sanef raised con-
cerns about the “potential undermining of 
freedom of expression at eNCA”.25 

On the frOntline  

The first journalist’s death from 
the virus was reported on 
May 13 – Cape Town-based 

eNCA cameraman Lungile Tom 
had died three days earlier.23 The 
tragedy sent shockwaves through 
the industry and demonstrated 
how vulnerable journalists were in 
covering the pandemic, both in and 
outside of the newsroom. Several 
more journalists were to die after 
contracting the virus in the months 
to come, despite health protocols 
being instituted in most newsrooms 
across the country. 

In August the prestigious Nat Nakasa Award was awarded to all South Africa’s 
journalists in a show of solidarity with the risks journalists had to face in reporting 
on the pandemic.24
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review of Secrecy 
Bill welcomed 

In June news that President Ramaphosa 
was to review the Protection of State In-
formation Bill – the so-called Secrecy Bill 

– in order to align it better with the Con-
stitution was welcomed by media stake-
holders. A key sticking point for the media 
in the draft law was the lack of a public in-
terest defence to the sharing of protected 
information – an absence that would se-
verely cripple journalists’ ability to investi-
gate and report.26 According to Sanef, the 
review would allow for the provision to be 
introduced. The bill, which was to replace 
the apartheid-era Public Information Act 
of 1982, had been passed by parliament, 
but remained unsigned for several years 
following numerous public objections. Be-
sides the absence of the public interest de-
fence, the bill allowed for a 15- to 25-year 
jail term for any journalist found to have 
‘’classified” documents in their possession.

allegationS againSt 
the daily maverick

In March allegations were made by a 
Unisa student that the Daily Maverick had 
paid a number of Wits students to write 
negative stories about Public Investment 
Corporation (PIC) CEO Dan Matjila, 
Independent Media owner Iqbal Survé and 
the EFF. The student had previously written 
for the online news site. 

The allegations – which the Daily 
Maverick denied – had been published on 

Independent Online. There was, however, 
a lack of evidence to substantiate the 
claims, and a subsequent intervention by 
Sanef determined that the allegations were 
likely false. 

Zondo adJourned

It was a tough year for journalism ethics 
at the Judicial Commission of Enquiry 
into State Capture (Zondo Commission) 

in 2019 (see last year’s State of the 
Newsroom). In comparison, 2020 was 
quiet, with the commission adjourned 

for most of the year due to the covid-19 
lockdown. 

Journalist Ranjeni Munusamy announced 
that she did not intend to cross-examine 
crime intelligence officer Dhanajaya 
Naidoo and senior Hawks investigator 
Kobus Roelofse, despite being given leave 
by Judge Zondo to do so at the end of 2019. 

This was after the two alleged that 
journalists, including Munusamy, had been 
on the payroll of crime intelligence, an 
allegation Munusamy denied in a detailed 
affidavit. Munusamy cited the legal costs 
of preparing for cross-examination as the 
reason for her not wishing to proceed.28 

In November, Munusamy was 
controversially appointed as a community 
outreach officer in the National Treasury, 
despite the allegations. However her 
appointment was defended in parliament 
by Minister of Finance Tito Mboweni who 
said he was satisfied with the explanation 
given by the former Sunday Times 
associate editor, and that he had no reason 
to believe that she would not be cleared by 
the commission.29 

eff Ordered tO apOlOgise and pay  
fOr stratcOm allegatiOns 

In January former co-editor of the Weekly Mail Anton Harber and then journalist 
at the newspaper, Thandeka Gqubule, won their defamation case against the 
Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF).27 This followed unfounded allegations made on 

Twitter by the EFF that they had worked for Stratcom – the name of the apartheid 
state’s covert disinformation campaign – while at the Weekly Mail (see State of the 
Newsroom 2018 for details of how the allegations emerged).  The court ordered the 
EFF and its national spokesperson, Mbuyiseni Ndlozi, to apologise for calling them 
spies and to pay the two R40 000 each in damages.
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Sanef ethicS report 
releaSed 

In January 2021, the long-awaited report 
from a commission of inquiry into media 
ethics – the so-called Satchwell Report – 

was released.30 The 300-page report was 
compiled by a panel made up of retired judge 
Kathleen Satchwell and veteran journalists 
Rich Mkhondo and Nikiwe Bikitsha. It had 
been commissioned by Sanef in 2019, 
following a series of damaging reports in 
the Sunday Times between 2011 and 2016 
that were subsequently retracted (see 
State of the Newsroom 2018), and in the 
wake of damning allegations of journalism 
corruption made at the Zondo Commission.  

The report was the result of the input 
of some 167 individuals and organisations 
– including editors and journalists, media 
owners, academics and members of the 
public – and a review of nearly 200 docu-
ments. It included 69 detailed recommen-
dations on issues such as media freedom, 
media diversity, ethics and standards, fi-
nancial resources, the safety and security 
of journalists, continuing professional de-
velopment, and regulatory bodies, with 
specific recommendations also focusing on 
the Sunday Times. 

While the report endorsed the critical 
role played by self-regulatory bodies such 
as the Press Council and the Broadcasting 
Complaints Commission of South Africa 
(BCCSA), it pointed to the negative impact 
of several cross-cutting issues on journal-
ism ethics. 

These included resource-strapped news-
rooms, a lack of editorial checks-and-bal-
ances, a lack of training and skills develop-
ment in the newsroom, and fierce pressure 
from social media forcing newsrooms to 
break stories faster. 

Misinformation and disinformation was 

also hampering the media’s work as were 
the effects of pressures such as the harass-
ment of journalists, an attitude of disdain 
towards journalists by officials, and their 
manipulation of journalists. 

The report was welcomed by many in 
the media industry – although complaints 
were received from several parties, includ-
ing Independent Media and the Mail & 
Guardian. Both had not participated in the 
inquiry.31 

On the release of the report, Sanef said 
it would use the findings to develop an ac-
tion plan for the media industry to address 
its ethical shortcomings, in consultation 
with stakeholders. 

press CounCil looks 
for new omBud 

In December veteran journalist Pippa 
Green resigned as Press Ombud at the 
Press Council to take up a position at the 

University of Cape Town. Green had been 
appointed to the council in 2019. 
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media freedomS
Police harassment of journalists increases, and is upgraded to a 
serious threat to media freedoms in South Africa. A number of 
other challenges to media freedoms appear to have improved 
during the first year of the pandemic

Severe threatS to 
media freedom

For the first time we have reported no 
severe threats to media freedoms in 
South Africa. However, if the harassment 
of journalists by the police continues, 
“threats from police” may require re-
categorisation as a factor severely 
impacting media freedoms.

SeriouS threatS to 
media freedom
There appears to be a decrease in the in-
timidation of journalists by political groups 
(previously rated as “severe”), although the 

covid-19 lockdown may have prevented 
many political gatherings and the harass-
ment of journalists at these gatherings. In 
2020, both the EFF and rightwing 
supporters targeted 
journalists, while an 
ANC MP threat-
ened to shoot a 
journalist, justi-
fying a “serious” 
rating for the intimi-
dation of journalists by 
political groups. There 
is an increase in the 
number of reported in-
cidents of police harass-
ing or assaulting journalists and 
preventing them from doing their 
work, or journalists being shot at 
by the police during protests. Twelve 

separate incidents were reported to Sanef 
during the course of the year. In some in-
cidents journalists needed to be treated 
in hospital.  Although there was only one 
report of online harassment of journalists 
in 2020, this remains an ongoing concern, 
with most incidents unreported.
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Threats from police

Threats from political 
groups or parties 

Online threats

Journalist ethics

Crime 

Threats from state 
security 

to WAtch            needs                    serious               severe
                                  Attention

KEY 
Worse than in previous period

Better than in previous period

Same as previous period

Compiled through a review of Sanef media releases during 2020. For a summary of incidents, please see the appendices.

issues that need 
attention 
The problem of journalism ethics, which 
was highlighted at the Zondo Commission 
in 2019, still requires attention, but fewer 
incidents caused alarm in 2020. Because of 
this, the issue of journalism ethics (previ-
ously categorised as “serious”) was down-
graded for 2020.

issues to watCh
There were fewer reports of crime against 
journalists covering stories in 2020. How-
ever, it remains an issue to watch. Given 
there were no concerns raised on the sur-
veillance of journalists by the state in 2020, 
threats from the state as an issue threat-
ening media freedoms in South Africa was 
tentatively downgraded.

Unlike previous years, there were no 
concerns raised by Sanef on the treat-
ment of journalists by senior politicians 
in 2020. As a result, this “issue to watch” 
does not appear on our media freedoms 
indicator for 2020.

In 2020 South Africa ranked 31st on the World Press 
Freedom Index by Reporters Without Borders. It was 
ranked better than France, the United Kingdom and the 
United States, but lower than both Ghana and Namibia. 
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weekend
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down 37% 

down 46%

down 47%

down 52%

830 380

524 388

355 735
193 108

972 530

510 794

274 898
132 575

circulation of newspapers 
Quarter 4: 2019/2020

Q4 2019

Q4 2020

Due to the absence of circulation 
data for the second quarter of 2020 
as a result of the pandemic lock-

down, as in previous issues of State of the 
Newsroom, an annual average calculation 
of circulation numbers for newspapers is 
not possible. Fourth-quarter circulation 
data for 2019 is therefore compared with 
fourth-quarter circulation data for 2020 
to get a sense of the decline in circulation 
numbers for newspapers.

As the data suggests, weekend, weekly 
and local titles were all distributing about 
half the number of copies compared to the 
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total

5 695 108
4 680 213

8 128 651

6 041 078

down 18% 

down 26%

Q4 2019 Q4 2020

Newspaper circulation goes into 
free fall in 2020, with weekend, 
weekly and local papers 
suffering the biggest declines



19STATE OF THE NEWSROOM 2020

same time a year earlier.  While circulation 
for South Africa’s top daily newspaper, the 
Daily Sun, dropped by 42%,  Sunday Times, 
the country’s top weekend paper, shed a 
staggering 44% on its circulation. Rapport 
– the second-highest weekend newspaper 
by circulation, published in Afrikaans – 
showed relative resilience, with circulation 
only declining by 13%.

 Free newspapers, which had also shown 
some resilience over the past five years, 
even though they started to lose ground 
more rapidly than in previous years in 
2019, were shocked by an 18% drop in cir-
culation. The decline in local newspaper 
circulation can be attributed in part to the 
termination or discontinuation of at least 
10 papers across the country.

NEWspApErs sourCE: 
Audit Bureau of Circulations of SA.

TELEvisioN sourCE:
The Broadcast Research Council of South 
Africa. April vs September 2020. 

Sanef reported an increase of 40% for SABC 
news in isiZulu the week after the national 
disaster was declared, and an increase of 
60% for SABC news in isiXhosa. 

etV

saBc 1 (Xhosa)

saBc 1 (Zulu)

saBc 2 (afrikaans)

saBc 3

down 43% 

down 28%

down 30%

down 27%

down 65%

free-tO-air tV news

After a surge in audience numbers with 
the arrival of covid-19, viewers turn down 
the news as the year progresses

While audience statistics show a surge in top 
prime time free-to-air news for April (the 
month after the lockdown was announced), a 

comparison with September suggests a declining interest 
in news towards the end of the year.

The pandemic boosted SABC 3’s top news audience 
ratings significantly in April, making it the station’s sec-
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Top prime time TV news slots on free-to-air TV: April vs September 2020

2 513 664

1 441 452

6 215 597

4 449 139

6 014 041

4 204 420

1 729 015

1 262 813

1 034 275

365 957

* Total TV viewers dropped 33% 
from 17 506 592 in April to 
11 723 781 in September.

April 2020 Sept 2020
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ond most-watched prime time programme. In 
the same month, the most-watched programme 
on SABC 3 was the movie Contagion, which drew 
over 4.4 million viewers. 

In April President Cyril Ramaphosa’s address 
to the nation on covid-19, broadcast live on 
SABC 2, attracted over 4.6 million viewers, com-
pared to less than half that number in Septem-
ber (2.26 million). Meanwhile SABC 2’s covid up-
dates attracted over five million viewers in April.

The September statistics also suggest a drop 
off of viewers of the top prime time news slots 
for all free-to-air stations compared to previous 
years. Notably SABC 3 news continues its steady 
decline in the number of viewers it attracts.

tOp prime time tV news slOts On free-tO-air tV: 2016-2020

Data from September of each year. Source: The Broadcast Research Council of South Africa

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

ETV
3 534 157

1 572 687

1 453 485

1 513 750

1 441 452

Due to covid-19, the 
Broadcast research 
Council of south Africa 
was unable to imple-
ment its face-to-face radio Audience 
Measurement survey (rams) for 2020.

Total prime time TV slots across all channels

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
14 111 296 13 596 487 12 447 849 12 839 876 11 723 781

radiO
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SABC 1 (isiXhosa) SABC 1 (isiZulu)

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

4 287 164 

4 561 887 

4 618 443 

4 681 680

4 449 139

4 173 485 

4 770 244 

4 408 840 

4 777 775

4 204 420

SABC 2 (Afrikaans) SABC 3

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

1 450 328

1 965 928

1 445 580

1 457 466

1 262 813

666 162 

725 741 

521 501 

409 205

365 957
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2019  2020 (May) 2020 (Dec)

internet news 

News24.com booms during covid, 
as South Africans turn to the 
internet for their daily updates

Amongst the top three news sites in 
South Africa, News24.com – which 
launched its subscription service for 

some content in August – capitalised the most 
on the spike in traffic that came after the lock-
down was announced at the end of March. By 
May all three of the top news sites had seen in-
creased traffic compared to the previous year, 
with the unique browsers for New24.com al-
most doubling – a level of traffic it sustained 
throughout the year, and even managed to 
grow by year-end. TimesLIVE also managed to 
grow its monthly traffic by about one million 
unique browsers by the end of the year.   

news24.com
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taking Stock: how covid-19 
Shocked the media induStry 

Despite the devastation wreaked on the 
media industry by the covid-19 pandemic, 
the news is not all bad, writes Kate Skinner
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Last year the Reuters Institute for 
the Study of Journalism looked 
at the impact of the coronavirus 
on the media industry across the 
world. 

In a study entitled ‘Few winners, many los-
ers’, it talks of the unevenness of the impact 
of the virus. In some cases it was positive, 
leading to surging audiences in search of 
fact-checked news and the growth of special-
ist donor-funded media outlets, however, in 
other cases the pandemic led to the further 
breakdown of already fragile industries.2 As 
this article suggests, this unevenness was re-
flected across the South African industry.

Although this research was drafted during 
the months of May and June 2021, more 
than a year after the South African govern-
ment’s announcement of the start of hard 
lockdown, the picture was not always clear in 
terms of the long-term impact of the virus on 
the media industry. Important research was 
still being commissioned – particularly with 
regard to the impact of the virus on the com-
munity media sector. 

This research, however, begins to explore 
the emerging trends. It relies on a number 
of qualitative interviews with NGO media di-
rectors, editors, journalists and academics. It 
includes an analysis of Twitter threads from 
journalists, webinars, podcasts, news and 

industry reports and academic articles pro-
duced mostly during 2020. From this source 
material, a number of key themes emerged: 
the severe financial impact of the virus on 
the media industry, the challenges of the 
virus on the safety and wellbeing of journal-
ists, and the impact of misinformation and 
disinformation on the news media – the so-
called “infodemic”. However, there were also 
counter trends of innovations and improve-
ments in the quality of news and reporting, 
especially on health topics. 

The financial impact  
of the virus

On June 1, 2020 the South African 
National Editors’ Forum (Sanef) re-
leased a report on the financial im-

pact of the virus on the industry to assess its 
immediate impact. It was a desktop study, a 
starting point for developing a way forward.3  
The research was launched at a webinar 
called: How can the media industry survive 
covid-19?4 The major issue that emerged in 
discussions was the impact of the pandem-
ic on the industry’s “already broken finance 
model”. One of the toughest problems 
highlighted was the industry’s overwhelm-
ing dependence on advertising and the fact 

that this had all but dried up in the first few 
months of lockdown.5 A secondary problem 
highlighted was the loss of “third stream” 
revenue, including event hosting and out-of-
home (billboard) advertising.6 

In this environment discussions pointed 
to the urgent need to find other sources of 
funding – including public funding for the 
SABC – and to get audiences, where possible, 
to pay for news either through erecting pay-
walls or through membership systems.7 

Phathiswa Magopeni, editor-in-chief at 
the SABC, pointed out that the challenges at 
the broadcaster were particularly acute. The 
SABC, despite being a public service broad-
caster remains overwhelmingly reliant on 
advertising – 84% of its revenue is generated 
commercially.8  This commercial model was 
particularly challenging under pandemic con-
ditions. 

The SABC’s public service mandate re-
quired extended news, information and edu-
cation coverage of the virus, in all official lan-
guages. The corporation, however, was given 
no additional public funding. Further, they 
were forced to give up lucrative advertising 
spots to accommodate government briefings 
and public service announcements. Again, 
strong calls were made to rethink the SABC’s 
funding model, but little progress was made 
to realise this goal in 2020.

By Kate skinner 1 
Executive director of the 
South African National 
Editors’ Forum (Sanef) 
during 2020
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More progress, however, was made re-
garding launching subscription models. 
At the launch webinar, Adriaan Basson, 
News24’s editor-in-chief, spoke about the 
importance of audiences paying for news. 
He was foreshadowing his company’s de-
cision to move premium content behind a 
paywall.

News24 had survived for almost 22 years 
as a free service for audiences, supported 
by advertising. However, from 2018 the 
company started looking at the possibility 
of introducing a subscription service due to 
diminishing advertising revenues online.9  

Media24, the owner of News24, had 
already introduced a successful subscrip-
tion service in 2016 – Netwerk24 – for its 
Afrikaans readers. The service brought to-
gether all of its Afrikaans newspapers and 
magazine content. By November 2020 it 
had 71 500 digital subscribers, making it 
the largest digital subscriber base in the 
country.10

Basson said “The coronavirus didn’t stop 
us. We just went ahead with those plans.” 
He explained that in some ways the pan-
demic assisted the launch because there 
was such a demand for professional, fact-
checked news. “The virus highlighted the 
value of news,” he said, adding that the un-
derlying principle of the company’s under-

standing of media sustainability was that if 
you wanted quality you needed to pay for 
it, and that for decades people had paid 
for news by paying the cover price of print 
publications.11 

News24’s subscription service was 
launched in August 2020 and by Novem-
ber 20 000 subscribers had signed up at a 
cost of R75 a month. In an interview in June 
2021, Basson reported that these numbers 
were rising rapidly. He said that a signifi-
cant amount of news and information was 
still in front of the paywall, including break-
ing news and most news on covid-19. What 

was behind the paywall was investigative 
journalism and expert opinion – the “why” 
rather than just the “what” of news, jour-
nalism that makes sense of the world.12 

A number of important issues were 
brought to the fore with this decision. 
News24 is the biggest online news service 
in the country with 1.3m daily users.  News 
does have to be paid for – by donors, by 
government, by advertisers or by audienc-
es. However, the problem is that as more 
quality investigative news goes behind pay-
walls, those who cannot pay are deprived. 
In a country with such deep poverty this is 
a problem. 

The immediate financial 
impact of covid-19

The Sanef research pointed to several 
immediate trends, including the dev-
astating impact of the virus on the 

already fragile print media industry and the 
particularly severe impact on magazines 
and small independent community print 
publications. Two magazine publishers 
closed their doors at the start of lockdown 
– Associated Media13 and the Caxton & 
CTP’s magazine division. A further casualty 
was a number of small independent print 

publications in small towns and rural areas. 
According to the Association of Indepen-
dent Publishers (AIP) a number stopped 
printing under lockdown.14  

At the beginning of lockdown there were 
also distress calls from the independent 
national weekly newspaper, the Mail & 
Guardian (M&G). The editor-in-chief at the 
time, Khadija Patel, stated that their in-
come would not adequately cover the cost 
of producing the newspaper, including the 
payment of salaries. Patel blamed the sud-
den cancelling of advertising campaigns 
and the loss of funds from hosting events. 
She pleaded with members of the public to 
take out digital subscriptions.15 The M&G 
fortunately survived. 

From the beginning of lockdown, be-
side losing advertising contracts and other 
fundraising opportunities, retrenchments 
and salary cuts were a major problem. In 
April 2020 there were distress calls from 
Independent Newspaper and African News 
Agency (ANA) journalists who were warned 
that they could face up to 45% cuts to their 
salaries and suspensions to their pension 
and provident fund contributions.16 Arena 
went ahead and docked 30% of its employ-
ees’ pay for three months.17

Further, there were particular problems 
with freelancers. The Southern African 

As more quality 
investigative 
news goes behind 
paywalls, those 
who cannot pay 
are deprived. In a 
country with such 
deep poverty, this 
is a problem
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Freelancers Association (Safrea) reported 
that its members had been particularly 
severely impacted and that 60% of the ap-
proximately 500 members had lost almost 
70% of their income – and some had lost as 
much as 80%, or could find no work at all.18  

The Sanef report pointed to potentially 
700 jobs being lost in the first two months 
of lockdown.19

Further media closures, 
retrenchments, salary cuts

In the months that followed Sanef’s pre-
liminary research there were further 
closures and retrenchments in the print 

media sector. 
In July 2020 Media24 announced – just 

prior to the launch of its new News24 pay-
wall model – “retrenchments, closures and 
reduced frequencies of their operations”. 
They said they were planning to retrench 
510 staff with a proposed reduction of 
almost 660 positions out of a total staff 
complement of 2 971. The company stat-
ed that it would close a number of maga-
zines, move others to digital platforms and 
outsource others. The same fate awaited a 
number of Media24’s newspapers – among 
them a number of community newspapers. 

For instance, it was announced that four 
KwaZulu-Natal papers were to be closed 
and the Noordkaap and Kalahari Bulletin 
were to be merged into a single newspa-
per. 20

The 2020 Caxton annual report revealed 
that staff, like colleagues at Arena, had had 
to deal with a group-wide reduction of sal-
aries and wages for a three-month period. 
Caxton also moved to close certain busi-
nesses that had been in decline for a num-
ber of years. As stated above, one of the 

decisions taken was to close their magazine 
publishing and distribution divisions. This 
inevitably led to significant retrenchments. 
Caxton announced that 1 500 people 
would be retrenched from a pre-covid-19 
staff complement of approximately 6 000 
people.21 

On the broadcasting side there were no 
reported closures – even amongst commu-
nity radio stations. Responding to written 
questions sent in June 2021 Independent 
Communications Authority of South Af-

rica (Icasa) officials reported that there 
were 207 licensed community radio sta-
tions. However, 10 were not on air – but 
this was not as a result of the pandemic, 
but other long-term challenges. Officials 
stated that they would be commissioning 
research on the impact of covid-19. They 
needed to wait for this before comment-
ing on loss of revenue and possible staff 
retrenchments.22 The Media Development 
and Diversity Agency (MDDA), a statutory 
body working with community media, also 

In July Sanef set 
up a relief fund for 
journalists who had 
lost their jobs as a 
direct result of the 
covid pandemic.
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reported that it was commissioning re-
search. It, too, promised to comment but 
only once this was complete.23 

The most high-profile retrenchments 
in broadcasting were those that were an-
nounced at the SABC. This was a painful, 
contested process – made more painful by 
the anxieties created by the waves of re-
trenchments across the industry.  Section 
189 redundancy and retrenchment notic-
es were sent out to SABC workers in June 
2020. The process was finally concluded 
after an intensive nine-month period on 
March 31, 2021, with 621 employees leav-
ing the SABC.24 

At the same time as these high-profile 
retrenchments were being discussed, an 
undisclosed number of journalists were re-
trenched at Primedia. No information was 
made available. There was also no public 
information made available regarding re-
trenchments, if any, at Kagiso Media and 
eMedia Holdings. 

a small reprieve

Due to the hardship in the industry, 
both Sanef and Safrea launched 
relief funds for journalists. Safrea 

launched a small fund of R23 690 gathered 
from member donations.25 

In July 2020 Sanef set up an industry re-
lief fund for journalists who had lost their 
jobs or contracts as a direct result of the 
lockdown. The fund targeted all journalists, 
including multimedia journalists, freelanc-
ers and community media publishers.

In the first and second rounds, Sanef re-
ceived 700 applications and approved 249 
journalists for payments. Journalists re-
ceived a small donation of R5 000 each to 
purchase necessities such as food, clothing 
and airtime. In the third round Sanef paid 
out a further 47 journalists. Collectively the 
forum raised a total of R4.87 million from a 

number of corporate entities, with the first 
donation being made by MTN South Afri-
ca. By the end of the third round Sanef had 
paid out a total of R1.48 million.26

The broader context of 
retrenchments

Media academic Glenda Daniels 
reported in previous State of the 
Newsroom reports that the pro-

fessional journalist workforce in full-time 
jobs had been depleted by almost within a 
decade, from about 10 000 jobs to approx-
imately 5 000.27 She had found that the 
industry was shifting to a position where 
junior jobs in media proliferated, jobs in 
public relations were swelling and the 
numbers of freelancers had increased to 
the point that they made up the majority 
of the workforce. Covid-19 has accelerated 
these trends. 

Former editor at the Mail & Guardian, 
Sipho Kings, painted a grim picture of the 
day-to-day reality of this economic situ-
ation. He wrote in a Twitter thread titled 
‘Journalism is destroying its workers’ that 
media managers had “mismanaged the in-
dustry into collapse”. 

He continued, “Each time there are 
staff cuts – I have been through three big 

ones – workers are asked to do more with 
less.” The problem with that, he said, was, 
“Workers are constantly asked to subsidise 
broken businesses… Our unions are gone. 
Our industry bodies don’t equate ethics 
with the treatment of workers.”28  

Kings raised several critical points – that 
journalists have borne the brunt of the psy-
chological toll of the broken finance model, 
that this situation has been made worse by 
a lack of effective union support, and that 
media management has aided and abet-
ted the collapse of the industry. These are 
hard-hitting statements which need to be 
discussed further.

Debating a way forward

One initiative that forced the indus-
try to grapple with some of the sys-
temic financial challenges it faced 

was Sanef’s independent Media Ethics 
and Credibility Inquiry, chaired by retired 
Judge Kathleen Satchwell.29 Although the 
inquiry predated covid-19, it was nonethe-
less forced to engage with the pandemic. 
The panel report was launched in January 
2021. It dedicated a specific section of its 
recommendations to media sustainability 
issues.30 The forum also produced a supple-
mentary sustainability report that further 

As more quality 
investigative 
news goes behind 
paywalls, those 
who cannot pay 
are deprived. In a 
country with such 
deep poverty, this 
is a problem
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expanded on these issues.31  
One of the key recommendations in 

these reports was a call for the establish-
ment of a media sustainability fund to 
support “public interest journalism”, de-
fined as journalism that seeks to “deepen 
democracy and strengthen democratic in-
stitutions”, focusing on “investigative and 

accountability journalism”.32 
The proposed funding sources included a 

dedicated allocation from the state budget, 
taxes or licence fees collected from social 
media platforms, and contributions from 
the corporate sector and donors.33  Other 
recommendations included looking at the 
zero rating of data costs for accessing news 

websites and exploring ways to compel dig-
ital platforms – Facebook and Google – to 
contribute to newsroom finances.34 These 
recommendations were at least a starting 
point for a discussion on a way forward to 
deal with the financial challenges.

The devastating impact of 
covid-19 on the health and 
wellbeing of journalists

The financial woes mentioned above 
were probably the most serious 
cause for distress, but still only one 

facet of the many challenges the media in-
dustry and journalists have faced. Other is-
sues have included journalist fears around 
health issues, stresses around harassment, 
and the loneliness of working remotely. 

The health stresses were serious. Count-
less journalists contracted the virus and a 
number of them died: in May 2020, Lungile 
Tom, a cameraman with eNCA;35 in August 
2020, S’busiso Mseleku, a long-time sports 
reporter and editor, 36 and two staff mem-
bers from the SABC – Tumelo Matloha and 
Michael Conradie.37 In March 2021, prom-
inent TV, radio and print journalist Karima 
Brown died.38 Community media journalist, 
Wara Fana, died in June 2021.39 This is just 
to mention a few.40 Countless other jour-
nalists contracted covid-19 – some very 
seriously.41 

In an interview for this article, veteran 
journalist and editor Ferial Haffajee talked 
about the worrying lack of PPE protection 

Prominent journalist 
Karima Brown died after 
contracting covid-19.
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for journalists. She said there was a lack of 
health and safety training – even in the big 
media houses. She also expanded on the 
worrying lack of medical aid provisions – 
especially for freelancers and community 
media journalists – and the devastating 
consequences of this, particularly with the 
complications of “long covid”.42

Harassment of journalists 

Harassment was another significant 
issue that journalists needed to 
confront during the pandemic. 

Haffajee has been a major campaigner 
against harassment of journalists, partic-
ularly women – both online and offline. 
She reported that things had improved 
for her personally online43 after sustained 
campaigning for the platforms to deal with 
trolls, however, the issue remained seri-
ous. As an example, she pointed to the 
vicious attacks – including threats of rape 
and death –against eNCA journalist Lindsay 
Dentlinger around the “mask saga”. Den-
tlinger was accused of showing racial bias 
after video clips emerged of her conduct-
ing interviews outside parliament during 
the budget speech where it appeared she 
had only asked black politicians to put on 

masks, but not white politicians. She later 
apologised.44 

Harassment in the “real world” re-
mained a serious problem – particularly 
during levels 4 and 5 lockdown when the 
security forces were patrolling the streets. 
Angela Quintal, the Committee to Protect 
Journalists (CPJ) Africa Programme Coordi-
nator, said that the security forces seemed 
to have been emboldened by South Africa’s 
covid-19 regulations and had often used 
unnecessary force.45 

There were a number of cases of harass-
ment, and some of assault, with the most 

high profile involving community media 
journalist, Paul Nthoba, who had fled to 
Lesotho in May 2020 after repeated po-
lice beatings.  He was covering the police’s 
enforcement of lockdown regulations in 
Ficksburg, a small town in Free State. His 
case led to international condemnation of 
the South African Police Services (SAPS)46.

Meanwhile freelance journalist Yesh-
iel Panchia was threatened with arrest by 
armed SAPS members who told him, con-
trary to the law, that “media was not a 
fucking essential service”. He was covering 
a story in April 2020 on a developer who 
had managed to keep operations going, de-
spite curfew regulations.47

Journalists were also caught in cross-
fire, or potentially deliberately shot at. 
For instance, rubber bullets were fired 
at News24 reporter Azarrah Karrim while 
she was covering a lockdown enforcement 
operation in Johannesburg on the first day 
of lockdown.48  Newzroom Afrika reporter 
Mweli Masilela was shot in the cheek with 
a rubber bullet while covering a protest by 
taxi operators in Kanyamazane township 
outside Mbombela, Mpumalanga in June 
2020. He was covering a story on taxi driv-
er protests over the number of passengers 
they could carry.49

Haffajee stated that she thought that lev-

els of distress were so high in the profes-
sion it warranted further research and con-
crete industry-wide interventions. Quintal 
echoed these concerns saying:

We cannot underestimate the trauma 
that journalists have suffered being at the 
coalface of reporting on the pandemic.  
Not only did they witness colleagues dying 
of covid-19 complications, but they also 
had to deal with newsrooms that were 
closed after colleagues tested positive…. 
The psychological toll is something that we 
shouldn’t underestimate.

However, Quintal said that on the posi-
tive side there was widespread acceptance 
that the mental health of journalists and 
trauma support was as important as the 
physical safety of journalists. She said, “This 
is perhaps the silver lining in what has been 
a terrible period… Virtual safety training is 
cost-effective and should be embraced by 
newsrooms and individual journalists. It 
must become the norm going forward.”50

There was 
widespread 
acceptance that 
the mental health 
of journalists and 
trauma support 
was as important 
as their physical 
safety 
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impact of misinformation 
and disinformation – and 
the fight back

Misinformation and disinforma-
tion increased significantly 
during the pandemic. As the 

NGO Media Monitoring Africa (MMA) stat-
ed on its website, the pandemic was the 
perfect environment for the spread of false 
information. 

“Initially there was minimal content on 
the virus’s impact and spread… (Nonethe-
less) governments were taking drastic ac-
tion… In such an environment not only is 
it easy to see how fears could be stoked, 
but also how gaps and lapses in communi-
cation could be exploited.”51 

In an interview, Chris Roper from civic 
technology NGO, Code for Africa, said, “We 
saw a big growth in general in disinforma-
tion but especially around such areas as 
covid,” and that, “Some covid disinforma-
tion was directly for profit, via ad-driven 
fake news sites. Some was to drive political 
and ideological agendas.”52 

Echoing these statements, Noko Mak-
gatho, executive director of NGO, Africa 
Check, said he too saw a significant in-

crease in misinformation and disinforma-
tion. He said that this started a few months 
ahead of the lockdown in March 2020, and 
carried on throughout the year. He said, 
“We fact-checked more health/covid-re-
lated claims than any other topic in the 
four African countries we operate in. We 
had an unprecedented 8.1 million users on 

our website. This was a more than 160% 
increase from the 3.1 million users we re-
corded in 2019.” 

To deal with the “infodemic”, a number 
of countries introduced laws that criminal-
ised misinformation and disinformation. 
This happened in South Africa too. South 
Africa’s regulations on spreading false in-

formation about the pandemic were intro-
duced on March 19, and were published in 
the Government Gazette under the Disas-
ter Management Act, 2002. They includ-
ed fines and/or jail sentences of up to six 
months.

The regulations were immediately con-
demned by the CPJ which argued that the 
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South African government had empha-
sised the criminalising of disinformation 
over educating the public and encouraging 
fact-checking.53 

The debates in civil society were mixed. 
A number of media NGOs, including MMA, 
stated that although their default posi-
tion was to treat any effort to criminalise 
speech with the greatest level of caution, 
after consultations with lawyers they be-
lieved that the regulations were constitu-
tional. They were narrowly drafted and 
imposed a high standard and burden on 
the state to prove the intention to deceive. 
Also, citizens could not be prosecuted for 
simply spreading information that was 
false. William Bird, director of MMA, com-
mented that although he felt that the reg-
ulations had been carefully drafted to mini-
mise harm, he was still worried about their 
implementation and policing.54 

MMA encouraged citizens to use their 
online platform, the Real411. The plat-
form’s purpose was to allow people to 
report “dodgy news” on two social me-
dia platforms, and for this to be quickly 
assessed by media freedom experts and 
lawyers, and removed if false. MMA devel-
oped partnerships with Facebook and Twit-
ter to facilitate this. Government officially 
endorsed the platform and organisations 

such as Sanef promoted it as a key way to 
counteract disinformation.55

Roper said that during 2020 there was 
increasing innovation around the use of 
machine learning and artificial intelligence 
platforms and toolkits to monitor social 
media and other digital content in South 
Africa and globally. He added, “There has 
been a growth in the emergence of new 
fact-checking operations in Africa, but also 
a renewed focus on training newsrooms in 
fact checking, and in the understanding of 
big data analysis in investigative journal-
ism.”56 He believed these were some of the 
useful developments in the ongoing war 
against false information.

‘Building back better’

Despite the difficulties of the pan-
demic, as this article has already sug-
gested, there were some important 

positives that emerged. There were surges 
in the audiences, not only for online media 
as audiences sought fact-checked and reli-
able news, but for broadcasters too. 

There was some world-class reporting, 
particularly from small donor-funded op-
erations on health-related matters, and 
new partnerships between diverse media 

organisations. As Roper intimates, there 
were innovations in the use of technolo-
gy and an exploration of data journalism, 
while others saw an opportunity to im-
prove media coverage, such as in the rep-
resentation of women. There was also the 
bold launch of a new print publication – the 
Daily Maverick’s weekend newspaper, 168.  

A hunger for news

The surge in audiences was partic-
ularly notable during the first few 
months of lockdown. The Sanef ‘Im-

pact of Covid’ report states: 
The average audience for Zulu language 

TV news on SABC, the week after the na-
tional disaster was declared, increased 40% 
and Xhosa News audiences rose by 60%. 
Also, there was a massive surge in traffic to 
credible online news sources. 

Traffic to news websites increased by 
72% in March, while these sites saw a 44% 
growth in unique browsers. Many news 
websites saw double-digit growth in their 
audience numbers, with News24, Business 
Insider, The Citizen, Fin24, SABC and EWN 
growing traffic more than 50% in March.57

It is important, however, to mention that 
a slightly different picture emerged for 
small independent community print me-
dia. Anton van Zyl, editor of the Limpopo 
Mirror and Zoutpansberger, reported that 
the Limpopo Mirror, with its poorer, more 
rural audience, lost traffic on its website 
during lockdown levels 4 and 5. He said 
that he believed that this was because 
poorer audiences were not able to access 
the news online from their homes because 
data costs were prohibitive.58

There was some 
world-class 
reporting, 
particularly on 
health issues, and 
new partnerships 
between diverse 
media 
organisations
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The growth of specialist 
health news outlets

In terms of expert, quality reporting it 
is important to mention the growth of 
news outlets such as Bhekisisa, Health-e 

News and Spotlight. These organisations 
have become part of a growing group of 
news organisations that operate interna-
tionally, that focus only on health topics – 
they lead investigations into health policy, 
health inequality and public health news. 59 

Most media outlets were severely chal-
lenged with the sudden outbreak of the 
pandemic. Overnight, politics reporters 
and others had to pivot. They needed to 
master the science of covid-19 at speed. 
However, the specialist health organisa-
tions already knew how to source and build 
networks of public health experts and, cru-
cially, how to investigate both the science 
and the politics behind the response to the 
pandemic.60 

What is important is that the expertise 
of these outlets benefited the industry 
and, significantly, a number of partnerships 
have been born. Bhekisisa, for instance, 
partnered with broadcaster Newzroom Af-
rika to offer a slot giving scientific analysis 
on the pandemic. They also partnered with 
journalist collective MediaHack to track 

covid statistics and to visually display these 
through dashboards and other means to 
make sense of the spread of the disease, 
deaths, recoveries and testing. Finally, they 
partnered with community-based organ-
isation Eh!woza, working in  Khayelitsha 
township in Cape Town. Eh!woza helped 
Bhekisisa gather important grassroots in-
formation on the dangers of the spread of 
the virus as the aged collected their grants 

in the winter cold. In return Bhekisisa of-
fered training and internships to Eh!woza’s 
journalists.

Another major benefit has been that 
more donor funding has flowed into the 
media sector. Mia Malan, editor-in-chief at 
Bhekisisa, stated that, “At the height of the 
pandemic’s first wave, funding for health 
journalism substantially increased. New 
donors such as Facebook came on board. 
We received funding that helped us to hire 
consultants, for example, who trained and 
mentored us on how to brand ourselves 
and how to improve our newsletter as a 
branding tool.”61 Malan said that as a re-
sult, Bhekisisa’s reach and accessibility to 
audiences had significantly improved.62

Innovation and opportunity 

Other organisations sought to re-
spond creatively to the challenges 
of the new environment. Collec-

tives such as MediaHack came into their 
own. They created a coronavirus dash-
board with the department of health and 
using National Institute for Communicable 
Diseases (NICD) statistics to assist audienc-
es to track infections, deaths and recover-
ies. They were agile – when they found it 

difficult to access South African statistics, 
they started gathering African and interna-
tional statistics too, so that their audience 
could see comparisons and their site could 
remain active.63 

Quote this Woman +, launched to deal 
with the challenge that less than 20% of 
sources quoted in the news being wom-
en,64 moved quickly to create a list of wom-
en experts that could talk knowledgeably 
on all aspects of the science and politics of 
the pandemic. 

With print circulation plummeting, even 
community media had to go online. As a re-
sult, some started to work with local busi-
nesses including spaza shops to create so-
cial media adverts so that they could keep 
their income streams. 

Although the success of these initiatives 
is unclear, the late Wandile Fana, chair-
person of AIP, stated that the association 
would be embarking on a research project 
to assess the online presence of its mem-
bers and ways to help them to build new 
audiences and revenue. 65

Overnight, politics 
reporters had to 
master the science 
of covid-19. But 
specialist health 
organisations 
already knew how 
to source networks 
of public health 
experts 
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‘Madder than a bag of 
snakes’ – launch of 168 

In the midst of the pandemic, Daily Mav-
erick took the bold (some said crazy) de-
cision to launch its weekend newspaper 

called 168.66 
Editor Heather Robertson said that be-

fore launching their research showed that 
people did want to read newspapers as a 
break from their screens. However, they 
had stopped buying papers because of the 
decline in quality. Readers, she said, had 
also stopped trusting newspapers because 
of their increasing sensationalism. Robert-
son pointed to problems with the Sunday 
Times SARS Rogue Unit stories and the Pre-
toria News fiasco around the decuplets.67 
She said:

I don’t think the role of newspapers in the 
media mix is entirely understood by all pro-
prietors – no newspaper can break news, 
newspapers are not the first drafters of his-
tory; that belongs to a wide variety of play-
ers who use blogs, websites, smartphones 
and social media. 

The [other] role of journalism is to inves-
tigate, fact check, distil, make sense of the 
world we live in, explain, analyse, some-
times satirise, entertain and guide. Week-
end newspapers are ideally placed to pro-

vide this service through careful curation.68

The distribution strategy of the paper 
was a new one. It included a partner-
ship with retailer Pick n Pay. People could 
collect their copies for free if they had a 
Smartshopper card. The paper launched 
in 100 Pick n Pay stores in the big three 
metropoles. “By June 2021 we were dis-
tributing in 160 stores, including the East-

ern Cape, Boland and the Garden Route. 
We also included Exclusive Books and the 
airport retail stores, bringing our total 
number of stores to 200. We are currently 
circulating around 31 600 copies,” she said 
in June 2020.

The paper was started during hard lock-
down in March 2020. Robertson and her 
first hire, art director Kassie Naidoo, talked 

on WhatsApp calls and Google Meets from 
their separate locations in Pretoria and 
Cape Town. She presented an initial dum-
my in online meetings to the Daily Mav-
erick team. It was only in August that she 
moved into a physical space in Rosebank, 
Johannesburg, to launch their pilot edition. 
In terms of their present operations Rob-
ertson says:

The boldest media decision of the year was the launch during hard lockdown of a print companion to Daily Maverick.
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All our work is now remote, from dia-
ry planning meetings, business meetings, 
briefing with the section editors and writ-
ers, brainstorms on Google Meets, to week-
ly critiques of our content and design… We 
are nimble and able to do what we do from 
anywhere as long as we have laptops, data 
or Wi-Fi – and electricity or backup UPSs 
and generators, of course. Apart from ed-
iting from home, in Pretoria, I have edit-
ed the paper from a farm in Limpopo and 
beach house in Pringle Bay ...  I hardly ever 
see my colleagues in person, but we have 
managed to distribute 36 newspapers.69

Despite the difficult economic environ-
ment, the paper has managed to survive 
and expand its reach. 

conclusion

As reflected in the Reuters Institute 
for the Study of Journalism’s report, 
the impact of the virus has been 

uneven. The research done for this article 
suggests this is the case in the South Afri-
can media landscape too. 

The pandemic has had some positive 
outcomes, leading to more donor funding, 
greater innovations online and surging au-
diences. However, it has also led to further 
breakdowns of an already fragile industry 
with the drying up of advertising, publica-
tion closures, retrenchments and burnout 
for journalists. To get a 360-degree sense of 
the impact, we need to wait for the upcom-
ing studies on the community media sec-
tor. We also need more in-depth research 
on the impact of the virus on vulnerable 
freelancers, now the majority of workers 
in the industry. And we need the ongoing 
pandemic, now well into its second year, to 
reach some kind of everyday manageability 
and predictability.   
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understanding what data is, what it can and can’t do, and how data 
governance works, is important if newsrooms are to begin to create 
a uniquely african ‘data narrative’, writes gaBriella raZZano

decolonising data
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introduction

The changing face of media and 
media consumption with the dig-
italisation of daily life has led to 
important debates on the role of 

traditional and digital media in this new 
context. Many research pieces and com-
mentaries have begun to consider what 
this means in the South African landscape 
in particular.2 Some of the most valuable 
conversations in this area stress the com-
plexity of interconnections of issues and 
opportunities, spheres of influence and 
what we might call “fields of unknowing” 
(or data predictions). 

But these discussions are not just theo-
retical. While the internet has enabled new 
ways to do and think about journalism, it 
has, through sheer inertia, also enabled the 
information disorder. Think for example of 
when mysterious reports of decuplets are 
punted by frazzled newsrooms, rattling lo-
cal faith in media and sparking Twitter tsu-
namis, while the Los Angeles Times gleeful-
ly picks the story up through the work of a 
local journalist.3 

The complexities introduced by digitisa-
tion are not inherently good or bad, in the 
sense that they are both good and bad.  

While South Africa’s excellent media an-
alysts give specific advice to newsrooms, 
shining a light on a single component of 
the complexity may offer an opportunity 
for viewing a different side: for an industry 
that creates meaning from information, un-
packing the underpinnings of data (as infor-
mation’s smallest unit) and its governance 
presents a curious perspective. 

This article will touch on some of the key 
(though select) debates in data and its gov-
ernance, as a means of understanding dif-
ferent dimensions to the digital media de-
bates. It will start at the smallest unit, data, 
and provide a perspective on its nature, to 
then provide insights into both global and 
domestic data governance issues. The arti-
cle won’t attempt to get to the later ques-
tions on, say, content moderation and lia-
bilities that shift us more toward internet 
governance, but rather will try to stay set-
tled on a data view. 

data: the reality 
the nature of data

In this article, when I discuss data I am 
largely thinking not of data as the in-
strument for access to the internet (i.e. 

in the sense of #DataMustFall), but data as 
the unit by which information and meaning 
are transferred. The organising, structuring 
and presenting of the data into information 
is a process of influence – and data gov-
ernance at both a macro and micro level 
speaks to the rules and standards that seek 
to structure this influence. This is not in-
ternet governance, which talks about the 
arrangements necessary to ‘control’ the 
internet, though there are of course many 
overlaps given data’s frequent reliance on 
the internet for transfer.

Data is generally non-rivalrous (at the 
technical level, it is infinitely usable without 
detracting from another person’s ability to 
use it).4 It is also generally non-excludable, 
which means that there are no natural bar-
riers to multiple people using the same 
data at once.5 But it is partially excludable 
in the sense that we try to create artificial 
barriers to its flow through technological 
and sometimes legal means (like databases 
or copyright).

By Gabriella razzano1

Executive director of OpenUp and a legal 

consultant on issues of transparency and 

privacy, open data, technology and law
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These ‘natural’ characteristics have im-
plications for its legal nature. Data does 
not fit easily into categories of intellectual 
property (IP). It can’t be owned as phys-
ical property in part because of its prov-
enance problem (unless of course in the 
very rare case of the non-fungible token). 
And even its collective ownership – i.e. its 
ownership once it is contained in a data-
base or even within a product – needs a 
particular legal basis, such as through a 
bilateral agreement in contract, or in rare 
circumstances through forms of copyright 
protection arising from the ‘sweat of the 
brow’ of organising the data into a partic-
ular data form (so the rights exist in the 
organisation, not the data itself). Once 
data is organised into information and ar-
ticles, it then merrily moves into realms of 
copyright and IP.

Yet while giving these generalities it is 
also important to remember how differ-
ent forms of data may be (and how that 
should impact how they are treated).6 Per-
sonal data has a very different governance 
context to non-personal data; as does 
data that is open data, or unstructured 
data, or data as generated by a machine 
itself like in an Internet of Things product, 
etc. Data is heterogeneous;7 and it is this 
heterogeneity that perhaps presents the 

biggest challenges to the worlds of laws 
and policies that are so fundamentally 
based on absolutes. 

the value of data

Understanding the value of data 
provides an important foundation 
for conceptualising intervention, 

not least because there are some funda-
mental misconceptions of the role data 
plays economically. Data in and of itself 
typically has little value. It is only through 
the processing, transmission and storage 
and combination that value is added or 
extracted. 

It is not like older industries. Getting 
economic benefit from data is less about 
ownership through accumulation, and 
much more about control and process-
ing. Statements like “data is the new oil” 
contribute significantly to blurring the 
lines which define the economic value of 
data, and thus the underlying incentives 
that might inform – or impede – its gov-
ernance.8 The idea that simply gathering 
more and more data creates econom-
ic benefits for companies actually does 
not recognise the commercial realities 
of data.9 Yet this belief has significantly 
driven data practices .10 Although there 

are economies of scale in terms of data 
collection costs for companies, network 
effects related to data are not the same 
as data network effects, and the benefits 
of an accumulation of data for data’s sake, 
although important, can be overstated.11 

The mixed commercial realities of data 
and its value impact global dimensions 
as well. Big data is the supposed source 
of the anti-competitive dominance of the 
GAFAM (Google/Alphabet, Apple, Face-
book, Amazon, and Microsoft) and BATX 
(Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent, Xiaomi) compa-
nies,1213 alongside their capacity to inter-

pret that data. Yet the reality is not that 
the data is sold; the primary economic val-
ue that the dominating firms can extract 
from interpreting that data and feeding it 
into their own product and service design 
is the aspect that benefits from the econ-
omies of scale.14  Even Facebook doesn’t 
sell its data – it sells its learnings from that 
data to segment for advertisers. As has 
been noted:

Facebook and Google have created 
algorithms that very accurately tar-
get potential advertisers in ways that 
traditional media struggle to compete 
with. As all media moves online, this 
becomes more and more of a prob-
lem.15

It is important to continually caveat 
though that advertising is not the only 
business model which thrives off big data; 
the most profitable companies in the 
world, like Apple or JP Morgan Chase, all 
profit off the digitalisation and datafica-
tion of their businesses in very different 
ways. 

Complexities are born of trying to de-
termine the value of data outside of the 
technologies they drive, instead highlight-
ing the value of data as a factor of pro-
duction (and its other important value for 
creating information and shifting it across 

The idea that 
simply gathering 
more and more 
data creates 
economic benefits 
for companies 
does not recognise 
the commercial 
realities of data
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agents).16 This ability of data to increase 
efficient economic transactions directly 
implicates how much of the value of data 
can be derived from its “flow”.17 Consider 
too that the macroeconomic benefits of 
data are also derived from this flow (e.g. 
market efficiencies and competition from 
reduced information asymmetries).18

There is no doubt a very specific eco-
nomic value which is beginning to strongly 
emerge through the control of big data – 
and that is in its centrality to the training 
and functioning of Artificial Intelligence 

(AI), which is set to become the most im-
portant technology of the future.19 The 
monetisation of mass data collection is 
through products, and soon that product 
will be AI, as firms such as Amazon and 
Alphabet, that dominate data collection 
and control, leverage that control not just 
through data-as-a-service, but also AI-as-
a-service.20 Platform dependency seems 
only set to grow.

These economic dimensions help to 
highlight an important reality: it is not the 
ownership of data that is relevant to ex-

tracting value from data; it is having suf-
ficient control and capacity to turn that 
data into information that acts as a driver 
of increasing both its economic, and (so I 
suggest) normative, value. 

data and truth

We use data to create meaning 
and information, through both 
its processed and unprocessed 

forms. Yet, the proliferation of datafica-
tion has somewhat ironically emerged as 
the foundations for the crisis in truth.21 
This is not a new realisation for the media, 
and it has many facets.

Data, enhanced by AI, can accelerate 
the wilful spread of untrue or mislead-
ing information (disinformation), or even 



41STATE OF THE NEWSROOM 2020

unintentional falsehoods and untruths 
(misinformation). More fundamentally, it 
is changing the shape of what we think 
we know. Data-fuelled AI expands the ca-
pacity of automated algorithms and digi-
tal ‘bots’ (amongst poorly paid humans) 
to influence the feed of media to citizens 
and consumers (thus artificially creating 
the environment for information and even 
misinformation as we receive it through 
platforms and social media). 

But it also has led to the emergence of 
‘deep fakes’ and ‘synthetic media’ (i.e. 
disinformation) that only goes further to 
undermine social media as a sound and 
reliable civic space for engaging in polit-
ical life.22 People cannot trust what they 
see, read, or even hear. When responding 
to calls on Facebook to take a more active 
stance in intervening in disinformation, 
Mark Zuckerberg stated that: “Facebook 
shouldn’t be the arbiter of truth”.23 

But when we think about it from the per-
spective of content ‘moderation’, the very 
problem is that platforms do not treat all 
information as equal, and algorithms and 
other interventionist mechanisms actively 
collate and curate content for its consum-
ers (largely invisibly).24 

As Skinner noted: “News editors his-
torically played the role of curators who 

chose what the public needed to know.”25

Yet now, that power rests with the social 
media companies that influence news-
feeds. These are some of the foundational 
reasons as to why transparency and ac-
countability form central rallying cries in 
relation to data governance.

Yet the drivers of this role of digitalised 
media as a source of untruth do not stem 
from the technology itself, but the social, 
political and economic forces at play in its 
development. This means there remains 
a role for both governance, and practice. 
And it is also not a fatalistic reality.

The recent Reuters report on digital 
media noted that concern about misin-
formation is higher in Africa than in other 
regions.26 Yet there are important devel-
opments for local media in South Africa: 
news channel eNCA saw a rise in its trust 
score in 2021, making it the third most 
trusted brand in South Africa.27 

The same report even states that there 
was a growth in trust in news overall, con-
tradicting a general sense of a decline in 
the trustworthiness of news content.28 
WhatsApp and Facebook, nevertheless, 
remain the most used networks for ac-
cessing news.29 Zooming out and in from 
the global to local and back becomes the 
mental gymnastics demanded of us to 
grasp data realities. 

Before moving on to more traditional 
data governance concerns, a final con-
textual point of concern: there is a very 
specific dynamic at play in Western per-
spectives to the region that must always 
be remembered when seeking to apply 
‘traditional’ data governance perspectives 
from elsewhere. Although talking in the 
context of epistemologies, I feel it is well 
expressed to precede later discussions 
with this vital rallying call by Camaroff and 
Camaroff:

[The West views Africa] primarily as 
a place of parochial wisdom, of anti-
quarian traditions, of exotic ways and 
means. Above all, of unprocessed data 
[my emphasis]. These other worlds, 
in short, are treated less as sources 
of refined knowledge than as reser-
voirs of raw fact: of the minutiae from 
which Euromodernity might fashion 
its testable theories and transcendent 
truths. Just as it has long capitalised on 
non-Western ‘raw materials’ by osten-
sibly adding value and refinement to 
them. In some measure, this continues 
to be the case. But what if, and here is 
the idea in interrogative form, we in-
vert that Order of Things? What if we 
posit that, in the present moment, it 
is the so-called ‘Global South’ that af-
fords privileged insight into the work-
ings of the world at large? 30

Platforms do 
not treat all 
information 
as equal, and 
algorithms and 
other mechanisms 
curate content for 
consumers, largely 
invisibly
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data and itS 
governance

I’ll turn now to considering some key 
areas of data governance in the global 
context that I think will be of interest to 

readers (but also, of course, that are of in-
terest to me). A simple way to try and de-
fine what data governance ‘is’ in the gov-
ernance ecosystem is to centre the data 
itself as the subject. 

When we do that, I find that certain 
broad areas of the data life cycle help 
guide consideration of specific rules, such 
as: data quality, data access, data control, 
data processing and data transferring. 
Within these life cycles, there arise differ-
ent issues that cut across areas of gover-
nance (and interest) that help an under-
standing of the dynamics of the digitalised 
world order. 

data inequalities

An important part of ensuring 
context-specific solutions, and 
embracing the charge of the Co-

maroffs’ quoted above, is foregrounding 
social and economic realities (and some of 
the specific politics of our context will be 

reflected on later). The complex realities 
of digital and data inequalities are often 
not foregrounded in international conver-
sations of data and its governance; and as 
South Africa well knows – unless inequal-
ities are directly addressed, they continue 
to perpetuate, morph and expand.31

South Africa suffers from significant so-
cial and income inequality, with its Gini 

coefficient measured at a startling 0.63 
in 2015. Social support is keeping people 
alive: Statistics South Africa released the 
results of its General Household Survey in 
2018 indicating that 45.2% of households 
interviewed depend on social grants, 
which renders over 17 million people reli-
ant on these grants from the state.32 

And these inequalities have digital (and 

data) dimensions: though we have com-
paratively high internet penetration in 
contrast to many countries in SADC, de-
mand-side measures have our internet 
penetration at just over 50%, with 84% 
mobile phone penetration (and only 11% 
household penetration).33 As no media 
person needs to be reminded, our access 
to the internet is still mobile. There are 

The Competition Commission ordered both 
Vodacom and MTN to reduce prices. But 
data costs remain prohibitive.
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also significant dimensions of inequality 
in access across gender, location and ed-
ucation lines.34 

Data services and products are still un-
affordable to almost half of the South Af-
rican population, and the infrastructure is 
both urban centred and insufficient – with 
South Africa ranking 80 out of 189 coun-
tries in terms of broadband speed.35 This 
pricing problem has largely been under-
stood as a regulatory and market prob-
lem, and the Competition Commission 
initiated an inquiry into the data services 
market in August 2017, releasing its broad 
findings and recommendations in 2019.36 

Citing a distinct lack of competition in 
the market, the Commission included in 
its recommendations “immediate relief 
on data pricing”, with Vodacom and MTN 
being ordered to immediately reach a set-
tlement with the Commission to reduce 
costs.37 Recent research has nevertheless 
suggested that, despite some immediate 
reductions to data costs, the cost of data 
is still largely prohibitive.38

That people have irregular access to 
the internet matters beyond principle, be-
cause it impacts how people experience 
(and behave) online. Marginal users are 
more likely to be passive consumers of 
content39 (and less likely to reap the digital 

dividends that might occur from regular 
access). And, as some have posited, albe-
it in a different country context: “As peo-
ple who have been ‘watched by default’, 
low-income populations in particular may 
be attuned to trading their details for wel-
fare benefits”.40

As more services are rolled out online, 
these new forms of exclusion become more 
pronounced. This only too obviously pres-
ents during covid-19. When government 
instituted one of its contact tracing exer-
cises through a GovChat-WhatsApp-en-
abled instance in a product called “COVID-

Connect”,41 a significant part of its failure 
was attributed to the fact that between 
30% and 40% of people in South Africa 
don’t use WhatsApp at all. While the ‘user 
journey’ on the portal costs less than two 
cents, this still would clearly inhibit effica-
cy if there is no data or airtime on a per-
son’s phone.42 

These are always such interesting re-
minders: we contextualise so much of our 
digital debates in relation to the domina-
tion of global digital platforms, because 
they dominate target consumer markets 
– but these framings willfully leave much 
of South Africa invisible. Of course, the big 
global platforms nevertheless dominate 
the market of those consuming digital 
media;43 but we should never forget who 
South Africa is, just because we are seek-
ing to determine who the standard digital 
market is.

data access

Moving on from conversations on 
data as access to the internet, 
we should now consider issues 

around accessing data in its structured 
and unstructured forms. For me, no con-
versation on data governance is complete 
(or properly foregrounded) without con-

sidering access to information and open 
data.

A profound challenge in trying to ren-
der useful and relevant information, is 
the challenge in sourcing good quality 
and accessible data in the quantitative 
sense. This is still a fundamental challenge 
in South Africa. Our last national census 
was in 2011. Even if you look back on my 
descriptions of digital inequality, relevant 
statistics are less up to date than one 
would hope. While Western futurists issue 
reports stating things like: “Everyone alive 
today is being scored”,44 what they actual-
ly mean is, every digital consumer is being 
scored. 

Meanwhile, the kinds of quantitative 
data (which need not be identifiable) that 
could advance social and economic poli-
cy to meet peoples’ needs is thin on the 
ground. And this has an equally profound 
effect on the ability of newsrooms to pro-
duce good journalism – coherent qualita-
tive interpretation of events is important, 
but it is not enough. 

As I have reflected elsewhere, though in 
the context of digital identity, it is in fact 
invisibility which seems to mar the lives of 
‘ordinary’ South Africans as much as ex-
cessive visibility.45 Simply put, it seems the 
kind of data that can be used to provide 
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services is absent, but the kind of data 
that can be used to sell products is in great 
(but inaccessible) supply. This is why data 
governance should not only be concerned 
with privacy or protectionist attitudes to 
data. 

This perspective is adopted by South 
Africa’s own key data governance frame-
work, the Protection of Personal Informa-
tion Act, 2013 (Popi Act), which oversees 
both privacy and access to information. 
Because data can be de-identified, it can 
be of incredible social and economic value 
in creating relevant information, and re-
spect personal privacy.

This implicates two different kinds of ini-
tiatives: the first being access to informa-
tion mechanisms, and the second being 
open government data. Access to infor-
mation extends to both public and private 
sector actors in South Africa through the 
Promotion of Access to Information Act, 
2000 (PAIA). Yet, its implementation has 
demonstrated an almost tragic lack of po-
litical or economic will.46 If data and infor-
mation are power, it is unsurprising that 
existing political and economic hegemo-
nies don’t readily participate in its distri-
bution.

Access to information can include ac-
cess to data, but while we generally un-

derstand it as implicating the public sec-
tor, there is an interesting private sector 
dimension which our POPIA has chosen 
not to address – and that is the issue of 
data portability. 

Often framed in terms of consumer 
rights and competition, the issue of data 
portability leads us back to conversations 
on the nature of data. While it is non-rival-
rous, it is also not simply portable in a way 

that can facilitate scale effects easily be-
tween firms (this becomes especially true 
when we stop thinking of data as static, 
and more as real-time or dynamic data).47 

Portability remains a key cited strategy 
for facilitating competition and consum-
er benefit, though the realities have yet 
to realise the real gains.48 Data portability 
also potentially implicates user privacy.49 
Nevertheless, if people can’t move their 

data, competition will always be implicat-
ed. 

While Facebook rushes to integrate 
data specificity across its products ahead 
of potential competition challenges, poli-
cymakers face the practical challenges to 
facilitating data portability and prescrib-
ing it in law.50 For instance, without the 
necessary skills, businesses cannot lever-
age data that is available anyway; nor may 

Facebook ... fierecely protective and secretive 
about the internal workings of their systems.
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they find value in it given the specificity 
of how data might be collated for an orig-
inating firm’s priorities, or any other data 
collector, whether institution, business, 
NGO or government department. This will 
become especially important as a consid-
eration for facilitating domestic competi-
tion in relation to AI, which relies on big 
data sets. 

This is because the inability to access 
big data has been identified as a partial 
inhibitor (in collaboration with ineffective 
innovation policy) to the growth of local 
capacity in relation to AI development.51 
For newsrooms then, even if as time goes 
sufficient open and/or portable data be-
comes a reality in South Africa, it still may 
not be accessible without significant in-
vestment in data capabilities, which will, 
in turn, impact on a newsroom’s compet-
itiveness. 

There is also a need for information ac-
cess to extend beyond reactive disclosure, 
to the proactive release of open govern-
ment data, in particular through open 
government data programmes. 

These programmes will become more 
and more important, not just for national 
crises such as the pandemic, but, for ex-
ample, as the impacts of climate change 
unfold as predicted, and place social, eco-

nomic and other pressures at the door-
steps of South Africans. The proactive 
release of open government data also of-
fers broader social, political and economic 
gains. McKinsey estimates that open data 
could unlock US$3-5 trillion in economic 
value annually across specific sectors.52 

Improvements in efficiency and time in 
particular through the ready provision of 
open government data also have very di-
rect economic value: the European Com-
mission has estimated that open govern-
ment data is forecasted in 2020 to result 
in cost-saving benefits to European coun-

tries to the tune of €1.7 billion.53 
Internally, for business and media, inno-

vation can also be fostered by increased 
access to data.54 It can be used to improve 
evidence-based decision-making with-
in organisations, and not just to produce 
more reliable news faster. 

Data derives significant economic and 
social value through its control and use, 
yet there is still a focus by both public and 
private actors on ownership of data (even 
with little consideration of how control 
might be a more primary concern). Think 
for instance of South Africa’s recently pro-
posed Data and Cloud Policy, which has 
sought to try and establish an interest-
ing form of expropriation to foster “state 
ownership in data”.55 

This is not a public sector problem 
alone. Think, too, of a recent request we 
made through OpenUp56 to a partner civ-
il society organisation to formally share 
some data they were publishing with a 
creative commons licence on their site, 
to which the response was: “It makes no 
sense for us to give away our competitive 
advantage and risk losing donors without 
gaining any benefit”.

The proprietorial instincts to data seem 
set to continue, in spite of the challenges 
in legal foundations outlined briefly earli-

er. AI will be its new impetus. As the Fu-
ture Today Institute noted:

The AI community still operates using a 
closed-source model. Researchers’ re-
luctance to publish their full code leads 
to less transparency and reproducibili-
ty, and makes accountability murky.57

My recent forays into AI and develop-
ment research can attest to this reality.58 
And this reality leads us directly to consid-
ering the next challenge: accountability. 

Data accountability

The opacity in data use and pro-
cessing has many dimensions, but 
I’d like to touch on two here that 

specifically implicate accountability: algo-
rithms, and political and digital hegemo-
nies. 

There is a reason why accountability59 
forms a central tenet in most personal data 
processing frameworks (and is included as 
one of the eight processing grounds in our 
own (Popi Act). It is because knowing who 
is responsible facilitates data justice, but 
also helps external people to understand 
the risks and harms that might arise from 
a stakeholder’s incentives.

Discussions on algorithmic bias dom-
inate most conversations on data and AI 
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governance.60 There is exceptional aca-
demic and creative work being done in 
this area too. Part of the challenge is that 
machine learning can make its decisions 
through a “black box”.61 And part of it is 
simply that algorithms, regardless of their 
complexity or simplicity, are treated pro-
prietarily. As Dugmore described it:

Google and Facebook are resistant to 
schemes which limit their autonomy to 
do business ‘their way’. This is a global 
issue and includes their fierce protec-
tion and secrecy about their internal 
workings of their systems, i.e. exactly 
how their algorithms (or more correct-
ly their many thousands of algorithms) 
‘work’ and how they develop their 
criteria for search priority and place-
ment, and for curating what news (and 
other material) each user sees in their 
feeds/streams and search results. This 
‘black box’ secrecy is the same for all 
the other platforms and interactive 
web-based system that Google and 
Facebook own, and is true for other 
platforms in general.62

Yet the truth is that this secrecy is only 
inherent in technology that has been cre-
ated that way. There are forms of rules 
that could demand the technological abil-
ity to develop “transparency by design”.63 

And while this of course only deals with 
the technological problem, positive obli-
gations nevertheless form a positive step 
in the direction of accountability.

You can also use the issue of account-
ability to try and unpack challenges in 
assigning responsibility across public and 
private sector actors in the arrangements 
that dominate data-centered project de-
velopment. 

While the Popi Act (in full effect now) 
extends personal data processing obliga-
tions on both public and private sector 
actors, the social grants debacle between 
the South African Social Security Agen-
cy (Sassa) and Cash Paymaster Services, 
which resulted in the Black Sash Trust v 
Minister of Social Development and Oth-
ers [2018] ZACC 36 judgment in 2018, at 
the time raised notable concerns about 
how the personal data of grants benefi-
ciaries might be abused by implementing 
private sector partners.64 

These technical and data partnerships 
look set to continue, with less emphasis 
placed on building internal public sector 
capacity, and a preference for outsourcing, 
though in a variety of different arrange-
ments. Consider for instance how the 
Presidential Commission on the Fourth In-
dustrial Revolution stated as a key lesson 

that: “4IR strategies place emphasis on le-
veraging and enhancing capabilities in the 
private sector to find scalable and profit-
able solutions that simultaneously unlock 
social and economic value”.65 The problem 
of extending obligations in these contexts 
is of course not insurmountable, but are 
rather raised as an emerging feature: ef-
forts to extend human rights obligations 
to private sector actors are already a key 

narrative in current human rights dis-
courses.66

It is instructive here to look at another 
public-private arrangement, because it 
has lessons on both data processing ob-
ligations and the domestic regulation of 
competition in the globalised data econ-
omy. GovChat67 is a citizen engagement 
platform developed by a private company, 
which can be engaged through WhatsApp 
and Facebook Messenger, and also 
through Unstructured Supplementary 
Service Data (USSD).68 It used to facilitate 
engagement with various government de-
partments and entities. GovChat has for-
mal partnerships with several government 
departments but has so far offered many 
of those collaborations for free, whilst 
becoming a sincerely useful civic engage-
ment tool.69 

Notably, in 2021 South Africa’s Com-
petition Tribunal issued an interdict 
against Facebook to prevent it offboard-
ing GovChat from WhatsApp.70 The nub of 
WhatsApp’s offboarding was that GovChat, 
by representing multiple different govern-
ment departments as a proxy through one 
business account, was violating its terms 
of use. GovChat brought the interdict cit-
ing the significant public harm that could 
be instituted if GovChat services were to 
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be disrupted, but sought this relief in the 
Competition Tribunal under the auspic-
es of the threatened offboarding being 
an abuse of WhatsApp’s dominance, and 
driven  by anti-competitive motivations to 
engage in direct business with the various 
government departments themselves.71 

As an interdict, only a prima facie case 
of the required dominance and harm 
needed to be established, but the inter-
dict did note that GovChat could also not 
“…onboard any new clients or users to the 
WhatsApp Business account. Also, they 
may not launch, expand or sell any new 
‘use cases’ to these clients”.72

The case notably demonstrates the reli-
ance of local development and developers 
on global platforms, and the subsequent 
attendant vulnerabilities for local busi-
nesses, or even governments seeking to 
provide fundamental public services. 

Yet a significant issue raised by 
WhatsApp in its responding papers was 
that there was little accountability for 
users given not only the use of a single 
channel, but also the murkiness as to who 
might bear both data and other responsi-
bilities arising from platform use.73 

These potential dissolutions of respon-
sibility were demonstrated in parliament. 
When the minister of social development 

was questioned in parliament as to whom 
GovChat, as the main implementing part-
ner of a social function, was working with, 
she answered thus:

a) Sassa is not privy to the partnerships 
which GovChat has and who they work 
with, but is aware that GovChat is also 
providing data service platforms to 
[the department of cooperative gov-
ernance and traditional affairs] (since 
2017) and the department of health.

b) Sassa is not privy to the role that 
other partners play.74

Perhaps a fully implemented, well-ad-
opted Popi Act framework will be able to 
address these accountability changes so 
far as they relate to data processing. But 
the environment seems to demand the 
support of a broader transparency and 
accountability ecosystem, of which tradi-
tional and digital media form an import-
ant part. It will also demand broader ac-

countability for real risks and harms as the 
chief objective of data governance inter-
ventions, while understanding what those 
might be in our context. The centrality 
of the data and AI economies (framed in 
a proper understanding of the value of 
data) incentivises mass data collection, 
and de-incentivises minimality75 in per-
sonal data processing even as frameworks 
like Popi Act try to centre it. These will be 
sites of future conflict in rules and roles.

WhatsApp interdict: little 
accountability and a murkiness 
around who takes responsibility.
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data mechanisms

The final data governance area to 
consider involves the mechanisms 
that seek to domesticate overarch-

ing data governance frameworks, and how 
they might relate to the global order. The 
introduction of these mechanisms strad-
dle data and digital governance issues.76 

The key public narrative of interest in 
internet and data governance tends to 
centre on how to manage global plat-
forms in seeking to implement local data 
rules and priorities. While everyone peeks 
with interest over at Australia to see how 
direct-pricing-type interventions succeed 
(or don’t) with Google, there are three in-
cidents in domestic governance that indi-
cate a strong state willingness to try and 
exert domestic regulation.

The first is, of course, the WhatsApp-Gov-
Chat competition issue, in which the Com-
petition Tribunal issued the urgent in-
terdict against offboarding GovChat as a 
client (a decision that was made largely on 
the basis of the public interest). It would 
be instructive to also look at  the Competi-
tion Commission’s recent draft document 
on “Competition in the Digital Economy” 
to see an initial indication of its role in re-
lation to certain competition-specific data 

issues, like data portability.77 Certainly, 
the South African government is not ret-
icent to draft policy documents, though 
they can be somewhat contradictory, like 
the department of communications and 
digital technologies draft “National Data 
and Cloud Policy”, which demonstrates a 
strong protectionist agenda, even while 
trying to provide cursory nods to ideas 
around the African Continental Free Trade 
Area.78 Compare this to parliament’s at-
tempts to recently call Facebook before 
it to answer questions on the role of 
platforms in relation to misinformation.79 
While Google presented, Facebook did 
not, with the (now former member of 
parliament) Phumzile van Damme noting: 
“I will admit some idealistic naivety in my 
belief that self-regulation [of social media] 
can still work if improved”.80

The dominance of global platforms 
and companies in the digital sphere has 
been identified as a significant inhibitor 
to digital economic progress on the con-
tinent.81 These forces were confirmed as a 
data challenge by an industrial think tank 
working with the department of trade and 
industry, which additionally noted that a 
central dynamic of data in this digital econ-
omy was acknowledging the need for “a 
clearly defined set of policies on data own-

ership, data quality, data categorisation 
and anonymity”.82 This recommendation 
is notably well after the signing into law 
of Popi Act, and is an acknowledgment of 
the political and policy support still need-
ed to make the existing legal framework 
effective. Yet, there is an institutional of-
fice established by Popi Act in the office 
of the Information Regulator (IRSA) that 
is mandated specifically to oversee both 
data access and protection. The IRSA has 
already indicated it is seeking further legal 
advice on whether or not to pursue legal 
action against WhatsApp in relation to its 
‘new’ privacy policy.83 Part of the reason 
it can do this is because Popi Act, like the 
European General Data Protection Reg-
ulations it emulated, seeks to try and di-
rectly create protections cross-border for 
domestic data subjects. Importantly, the 
IRSA is seeking this advice while consult-
ing other regional and global fora in data 
governance. 

This isn’t the space to determine the 
potential success, or otherwise, of these 
actions. It is rather to reflect on what they 
might mean about our context moving 
forward. The first point is that a “regula-
tion-free” data environment is not a re-
ality of how political and economic pow-
er engage in the South African domestic 

context. The state is apparently in policy 
a ready regulator of the digital economy 
(with mixed results in relation to the spe-
cific sector, but also in relation to whom 
you ask). It is unsurprising of a social de-
mocracy, especially one run by a nation-
alist movement in the form of the African 
National Congress. 

What needs to be answered in each reg-
ulatory proposal though is: in whose inter-
ests are these regulations proposed? And 
do they reflect a considered understand-
ing of the heterogeneity of data, and the 
realities of its social and economic value? 
A further important question is this: while 
South Africa is willing to intervene in glob-
al conversations on the domestic front, of 
what impact will that be if we don’t partic-
ipate on a global front from the perspec-
tive of domestic interests? As Dugmore 
noted, as we see the growing significance 
of data-powered AI:

... given the demonstrated complexity, 
[regulatory problems] will be resolved 
only through ‘multi-stakeholderism’, 
and regional and global governance 
approaches being met alongside their 
domestication. This will require ensur-
ing that African countries are at the 
table.84
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concluSionS

So, what might these broader (though 
select) discussions on data gover-
nance mean for news and other or-

ganisations themselves? I have suggested 
some points of departure already in this 
article. 

Capacity to work with data 
A vital recognition must be that data is 
useful insofar as it is well used. It is less 
about the collection and ownership of 
data, and more about developing the skills 
to extract its value: both as an instrument 
for improving your own business practic-
es, but also as a mechanism for telling sto-
ries. Data journalism may be a regular re-
frain of funding agencies, but there is true 
power to what data can make visible. And 
in South Africa that is particularly true 
because South African data, and South 
African truths, are still largely invisible to 
broader audiences. 

It also implicates organisational data 
governance. This doesn’t mean just hav-
ing a Popi Act policy (you’ll see I waited 
till well over halfway through this article 
to mention Popi Act in a data article), but 

rather having sound data management 
practices, and sound investments in hu-
man resources, that allow you to centre 
data as a key tool for performance. Not all 
data is created equally; and poorly creat-
ed or processed data provides benefit to 
no one. 

The uncountables
There is a really important conversation 
happening on “data colonialism”,85 and 
the extraction of data from the African re-
gion in a manner that chiefly economically 
benefits global platforms. Yet, inherent in 
that truth is another one: data extractiv-
ism is limited to ready digital consumers, 
and, as mentioned, there is still a signifi-
cant portion of people in the region that 
remain uncounted and unrepresented in 
data. When Zimbabwe essentially ‘sold’ 
its citizen biometric data to China for sur-
veillance equipment, it was of course an 
obvious surveillance concern, but it was 
also an acknowledgement of the under 
representivity of African faces in data sets 
– and the new forms of ‘land grab’ seeking 
to establish our data as raw and owned by 
others.86

This is an opportunity – an opportuni-
ty to create data, locally, in a way that re-
spects the ‘subject’ from the second it is 

collected. As organisations in South Africa 
begin to grow our data and digital prow-
ess, we benefit from the ability to watch 
extractivist and exploitative global prac-
tices and say: “not for us”. We can create 
‘good’ data that is also ‘fair data’ in the un-
derstanding that, from its sound source, 
facilitating sharing as far as responsibly 
possible is the key to unlocking its value 
for local benefit. 

Embrace a complex system
Data demands of us an ability to embrace 
complexity and acknowledge how the 
transfer of data results in manifest shifts 
of power that instinctively are sought to 
be blocked by the existing political and 
technological hegemonies we see global-
ly, but also domestically. A key feature of 
data governance regimes is then provid-
ing clarity through accountability. It also 
demands of us that – while global con-
versations must be engaged – we should 
not lose sight of the domestic opportu-
nities, or domestic challenges. The data 
and technological needs domestically are 
not the same as those abroad: we need 
hybrids of low-tech and high-tech devel-
opment to meet the needs of citizens 
(and readers). The opportunity here may 
be in the invisibility – driving African sto-

ries through their own data narrative, 
and creating new opportunities for data 
gathering and sharing, including citizen 
data. This rather than being told our own 
stories inaccurately or having content (or 
data) curated for us through algorithms 
developed elsewhere. As was said in one 
of my favourite Radiolab episodes, “We 
know so much more about the people 
who thrive, and so little about the people 
who don’t thrive”.87 But more than that, 
we also don’t hear the stories in data or 
in narratives about people that can’t be 
commercialised. Data governance may be 
drowning in the vocabulary of the econ-
omy, but its real value will ultimately be 
understood in how it helped people. 
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A preliminary survey 
suggests many media 
practitioners have not 
read Sanef’s report on 
media ethics, even though 
they are aware of ethical 
problems in the industry  

how seriously does the 
media take its ethics?

Survey by Bridget van oerle 
BUZ Consulting
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On January 18, 2021 Judge 
Kathleen Satchwell and 
her fellow panelists, 
Rich Mkhondo and Ni-
kiwe Bikitsha, handed 
over their report, the In-

quiry into Media Credibility and Ethics,1  to 
the South African National Editors’ Forum 
(Sanef).

The so-called Satchwell Report was com-
missioned by the forum in June 2019. The 
inquiry was launched following the events 
surrounding the publication and subse-
quent retraction of a series of stories by 
Sunday Times between 2011 and 2016. 
These articles included the now infamous 
“Sars Rogue Unit” stories. However, the 
terms of reference of the inquiry went be-
yond Sunday Times to look at possibilities 
of ethical lapses across the media industry 
and to find solutions to enhance quality, 
ethical journalism.

Between July 2019 and March 2020 the 
panel engaged with 167 individuals and 
entities, perused close to 200 documents 
and sought ad hoc research inputs includ-
ing a longitudinal study of the work of the 
South African Press Council. Consultations 
occurred with newsroom practitioners, 
owners, academics, consumers and con-
cerned individuals and institutions. Mem-

bers of the public were also encouraged to 
participate. 

From April to December 2020 the judge 
and her panel drafted their over 300-page 
report, including 69 recommendations. At 
the launch of the report in January 2021 
Sanef agreed to rigorously debate these 
recommendations and to see how they 
could be implemented.

This survey of 16 news media practi-

tioners looked at the reception of this im-
portant document by journalists across the 
media industry.

The original idea of the survey was to use 
a shared Google document where respon-
dents could openly discuss the Satchwell 
Report, but it soon became clear that the 
issues being dealt with were sensitive. A 
number of journalists were not prepared 
to participate unless they could remain 

anonymous. This in itself was an interest-
ing – and worrying – finding.

After some discussion a decision was 
then taken to send questions to journalists 
individually. The questionnaire stated up-
front that the respondent’s identity would 
be protected, and respondents only need-
ed to answer the questions they felt com-
fortable answering.

A purposive sample was selected to en-

 The three authors of the Sanef report into media ethics, Judge Kathleen Satchwell, Rich Mkhondo and Nikiwe Bikitsha.
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sure a diversity of respondents from across 
the country from print, online and broad-
casting and from all levels of the industry 
including media managers, producers, se-
nior and junior journalists and freelancers. 
It also included respondents from public, 
commercial and community media. 

Below we provide a summary of the dif-
ferent responses to the questions we asked 
the respondents. 

What is your understanding  
of ethics?

We began with the assumption 
that the term “ethics” as it ap-
plies in the newsroom might be 

controversial, so wanted to get a sense of 
how media practitioners think about their 
work from an ethical perspective. 

There was, however, generally a shared 
understanding of what the term meant 
with most participants referring to it as 
a set of moral values that guide deci-
sion-making. For some respondents it was 
about an individual set of values; for others 
the emphasis was more on the importance 
of industry codes to set standards and to 
guide decision-making. One respondent 
stated:

Basically, it is a set of accepted philo-
sophical values, norms and principles 
adhered to by individuals, groups and 
communities of interest, regarding 
what are morally acceptable actions or 
behaviour.  

Another, a broadcast producer, put it this 
way:

Ethics are a series of considerations that 
underpin each journalist’s behaviour – 
a set of introspective criteria followed 
in order to negate the impact of outside 
influences when reporting on a story. 

What was interesting to note here was 
the emphasis on the journalist principle of 
“objectivity” i.e., the importance of cover-
ing a story without being unduly influenced 
by outside actors including political and 
commercial interests. 

A freelance journalist writing for a num-
ber of mainstream commercial publica-
tions stated:

My understanding of ethics is to tell the 
story honestly, fairly and without fear 
or favour, paying particular attention 
to issues of representation, especially 

when it comes to those in a less privi-
leged position in society.

The importance of fair and ethical repre-
sentation is a critical dimension of ethics – 
not always emphasised in newsrooms – so 
this was a refreshing and positive take on 
the ethical responsibilities of journalists. 

A community print media journalist then 
put forward the following powerful state-
ment:

Ethics is the ability to choose between 
good and evil, the ability to freely and 

in an informed way choose to act in a 
good way.

Have you read the Sanef  
ethics report? 

Despite the above responses, over 
half of the respondents did not 
know that the Satchwell Report ex-

isted. 
Only a few respondents had actual-

ly read the report, while a number had 
heard of it but had not read it because of 
its length. While this points to the need for 
Sanef to do a major marketing drive to in-
crease awareness of the report and its rec-
ommendations, it also could suggest a lack 
of awareness, interest and self-reflection 
amongst some media practitioners about 
critical issues impacting the media indus-
try.

However, what was positive was that 
those who had read the report had gen-
erally found it useful. A veteran journal-
ist now working in commercial broadcast 
management stated:

For some, ethics 
was about an 
individual set of 
values; for others 
the emphasis was 
on industry codes 
to set standards 
and to guide 
decision-making



57STATE OF THE NEWSROOM 2020

Yes, I have [read the report]. It is a se-
riously comprehensive report and the 
first I have read that deals with this 
multi-layered crisis in our sector. The 
first is the erosion of media freedom 
where news outlets are censoring their 
own staff and outputs to pander to po-
litical and commercial interests. 
The other recommendations include 
the troubling financial state of most 
news-related organisations and the 
lack of foresight of their owners and 
shareholders as well as the advertising 
and marketing sectors when it gets to 
understanding that without diversity 
of opinion/voices, this could become a 
threat to our democracy in the medium 
to long term. 
The lack of accredited training and de-
velopment is also of major concern. The 
majority of media companies are per-
forming box-ticking exercises in relation 
to department of labour compliance 
and their BEE status reports. 
The safety and security of reporters and 
journalists is of major concern. The abil-
ity of state intelligence and private sec-
tors to “interfere, monitor and intimi-
date” is well documented and a reality 
on the ground. 

This is a useful summation of some of the 
key issues covered in the report, including 
the erosion of media freedom when media 
outlets push journalists to pursue interests 
other than the public interest; the short-
sighted views of owners and advertisers 
pursuing profits; not pushing for a diversity 
of voices and opinions for the good of so-
ciety; the lack of quality training for jour-
nalists; and the worrying security threats to 
reporters.

A grassroots community media publish-
er was also generally happy with the report 
but with a few key reservations. He stated:

Yes, I do agree with what the report has 
raised e.g., the fact that government 
failed to implement the promised 30% 
advertisements for community media. 
However, one of the major gaps in the 
report was not to mention the Competi-
tion Commission Report whereby main-
stream media were fined because of 
uncompetitive behavior in community 
media, print specifically.

The Competition Commission issues are 
important. These refer to a major case won 
by grassroots publishers in 2016 where the 
latter took the mainstream media houses 
to the commission for predatory pricing 

and other competition violations and won. 
The mainstream media houses were fined. 

The importance of this case lies in the 
fact that small independent publishers 
have a particularly hard time financially – 
they get little to no government support 
(as stated above the promise of 30% gov-
ernment advertising has never been imple-
mented) and then they face an uphill battle 
in terms of competing with local publica-
tions owned by the big print media players.

The respondent also pointed to a prob-
lem with definitions in the community me-
dia sector. He stated:

 I felt like the report was trying to cov-
er the behaviour of the big four [print 
media companies] and their small com-
mercial newspapers while the Govern-
ment/Media Development and Diver-
sity Agency (MDDA) Act says these are 
not community media. 

These definitions matter. It is difficult to 
look at ethics without a clear understand-
ing of the fault lines within the media sec-
tor. The sector is not homogenous – inde-
pendent grassroots publishers are different 
from the small commercial ‘knock-and-
drop’ publications produced by the likes of 
Caxton.

The respondent was also disappointed 
that media organisations – outside of the 
community media sector – made blanket 
statements about the lack of ethics in com-
munity media without backing these up 
and without understanding the differences 
in the sector. He quoted the following para-
graph from the Sanef report: 

Whatever the funding, licensing or 
structural issues involved in commu-
nity media, there is, as the Panel was 
told by amaBhungane, “a crying need... 
we are constantly reminded of this by 
the nature of the calls we receive”. The 
“constant problem is that there are few 
credible community media outlets”. 
AmaBhungane staff reported to the 
Panel that “we have heard horror sto-
ries of corruption and capture”.

The respondent said that it was import-
ant to give examples of particular ethical 
breaches and not to “paint all community 
media with the same brush”.
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Do you think there are ethical 
problems in the South African 
media industry? 

Without exception respondents stated 
there were ethical challenges in the media 
industry, with one respondent referring to 
an “ethics deficit”. 

A comprehensive overview of the prob-
lem was put forward by one respondent. 
He outlined a number of factors impacting 
on the need for more ethical journalism, 
providing a useful list of challenges:  

• The amount of PR and comms content 
masquerading as “news” and not be-
ing labelled or highlighted as adverto-
rial; 

• The worrying issue of “algorithmic and 
AI” journalism; 

• The use of social media contents as le-
gitimate comment, opinion in general 
content reporting;

• The proliferation of fake news and our 
inability as a sector to develop effec-
tive strategies to combat it; 

• The lack of institutional knowledge 
due to newsrooms being purged and 
juniorised;

• The lack of accountability and conse-

quences of editors, journalists and re-
porters who knowingly have published 
political propaganda and fake news; 

• Media owners who have no vested 
interest in their platform’s quality of 
news outputs and being beholden to 
political and commercial stakeholders’ 
agendas primarily;  and

• Media outlets who are not signatories 
to sectoral or statutory codes of con-
duct. 

It is interesting to note here the stress on 
the institutional weakening and juniorisa-
tion of newsrooms – and the consequenc-
es of this for ethics including the fact that 

stretched, more junior newsrooms often 
uncritically rely on public relations and so-
cial media posts. 

Widely reported ethical problems at In-
dependent Media were reflected on by an 
online publisher who referred to the so-
called “Thembisa 10” story, the discredited 
report published in Pretoria News about 

Sugar coated ... too many 
instances of public relations 
masquerading as news .
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a Thembisa woman who was said to have 
given birth to 10 babies. He stated:

There are definitely ethical problems 
in South African media. The manifesta-
tion of that is the story of the 10 babies 
said to have been born from a Thembi-
sa woman. Those babies of course do 
not exist. Well, the writer is yet to face 
consequences. He has not apologised 
to the readers. This incident and others 
have made readers not to trust what is 
published by newspapers.
 
This is an important point. Members 

of the public do not distinguish between 
newspapers from different media houses 
when one newspaper runs false stories or 
stories that are factually incorrect. Instead, 
the industry as a whole is tainted by these 
ethical lapses. 

As another respondent put it:

[Stories such as this have] personally 
not affected my work … but [they have] 
affected the credibility of the sector 
with the general public voicing their 
concern and perceptions about media 
bias, fake news and the dumbing down 
of reporting and analysis. 

One respondent also felt that ethical 
problems arose because of the ease with 
which people can become journalists. He 
stated:

Another ethical problem emanates 
from the fact that anyone can claim to 
be a journalist these days due to the on-
line digital platforms that are just acces-
sible to anyone and anybody. And be-
cause such ‘journalists’ are not trained 
ethics are foreign to them. Sometimes 
their stories unfortunately get picked 
up and are published by mainstream 
media. 

A veteran broadcast producer also 
agreed that there were significant prob-
lems with ethics in the South African media 
industry. He stated:

Absolutely! The owners of our media 
outlets have commercial agendas and 
those can often influence the universe 
of stories that are reported. The fact 
that journalists are also openly aligned 
to political parties can give them pref-
erential access to newsmakers. [How-
ever,] in order for stories to be well-told, 
access should be equal to all.

The twin problems of undue commercial 
and political influence are reflected here 
and the structural nature of this influence 
on journalism ethics.  While it has long 
been known that the commercial interests 
of newsrooms can impact on reporting, less 
has been said in the South African context 
on how political influence works in a subtle 
way. As the respondent states, politicians 
will give a journalist easier access to com-
ment if they know that that journalist is 
supportive of their political perspective, ef-
fectively withholding comment from jour-
nalists that they feel are critical of them. 

While the issue of “brown envelope” 
journalism was touched on, there were few 

details given by respondents, other than 
statements such as “this happens”.  Clearly 
this is an issue that needs further investi-
gation and elaboration so that we have a 
clearer picture of how systemic the prob-
lem might be.

A reporter from the public broadcaster 
felt that there were ethical lapses when re-
porting on children and gender-based vio-
lence in particular. He stated:

Yes. There’s a problem with balanced 
reporting. Children and GBV victims are 
named. Late last year a Mpumalanga 
MEC was accused of raping his eight-
year-old daughters and his name was 
published all over the media and social 
media by journalists. 

While the journalist also made the seri-
ous allegation that he had seen “journalists 
instigating and manufacturing stories with 
the help of their sources”, no further de-
tails were given.

The public do not 
distinguish 
between 
newspapers. When 
one newspaper 
runs false stories, 
the industry as a 
whole is tainted by 
these ethical lapses
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Are there adequate regulatory 
bodies in the sector? 

The issue of regulatory bodies was a 
key issue in the Sanef report, and the 
panel dedicated a chapter of their 

report to exploring this topic. There were a 
variety of opinions on this issue with some 
journalists stating that there was not suf-
ficient interaction with these bodies – and 
that they were not sufficiently strong. Oth-
er respondents, however, said the institu-
tional context was adequate. 

Amongst a few respondents there wasn’t 
a consistent understanding of how the 
sector was regulated.  Some respondents 
thought the Media Workers Association of 
South Africa (Mwasa) and Sanef had reg-
ulatory powers. At the same time, it was 
interesting that no respondents referred to 
the Broadcasting Complaints Commission 
of South Africa (BCCSA) or to the statuto-
ry body, the Independent Communications 
Authority of South Africa (Icasa), despite 
the challenges that have been reported in 
those bodies. 

One respondent felt that both the Press 
Council and Sanef (as a non-regulatory in-
dustry body) could strengthen the public 
awareness of their work:  

They need to be far more aggressive 
and vocal in their response to day-to-
day attacks against the media. Far 
more attention needs to be paid to 
their profiles and promotion of their 
roles and responsibilities in the media 
sector and society in general. They need 
to be on radio, TV, print and online con-
sistently and become part of the fabric 
of the sector and society, as opposed to 
popping up every now and then when 
dealing with crises. They need to get 
into communities and schools to pro-
mote their work with educational pro-
grammes and personalities that pro-
mote their work. 

Do you feel it would help to 
have stronger media unions?

The issue of media unions was also 
reflected on in the Sanef report and 
in Sanef’s own responses and inputs 

to the inquiry. Sanef lamented the absence 
of strong unions in the media industry and 
stated that this had meant that retrench-
ment processes in the industry had been 
particularly brutal with little or no sup-
port given to journalists. Sanef speculated 

that the number of journalists retrenched 
might have been lower if stronger, more 
professional unions had existed.

Many respondents pointed to the un-
fortunate demise of Mwasa. A number of 
journalists stated that they were being “ex-
ploited”. One journalist working for a main-
stream print publication had this to say:

Absolutely!! Journalists are taken ad-
vantage of and constantly expected to 
do more with less, which ultimately im-
pacts them. The company doesn’t really 
care because they get what they need 
and remind us that we “should feel 
lucky to have the job”.

The veteran journalist now in broadcast 
media management stated:

 
The majority of media union represen-
tation in the sector remains ideological-
ly driven and motivated. I believe that 
unions have not matured with time nor 
kept abreast of the core issues for their 
members. Most unions remain locked 
into an employer/employee conflict spi-
ral that, frankly, is detrimental to their 
cause. 

Journalists are 
taken advantage of 
and expected to do 
more with less, 
which ultimately 
impacts them. The 
company doesn’t 
care because they 
get what they need 
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has the sanef report resulted in 
any sort of ethical review in your 
media organisation? 

The answers to this question suggest-
ed that it was probably too early to 
ask the question. The report was 

only released at the beginning of 2021. 
One respondent stated simply:

No. Issues may have been highlighted 
but not resolved. 

A number of respondents from the big 
print media houses interestingly felt that 
their media organisations already adhered 
to ethical practices. One respondent stat-
ed:

The organisation I work for has always 
tried to maintain good ethical report-
ing. Journalists and editors try to pro-
tect the freedom of others, and only 
bypass the rights to privacy, dignity and 
confidentiality of individuals when it is 
in the public interest.

Another respondent, also from one of 
the big commercial print media companies, 
stated:

I work for an organisation with a strict 
code of conduct and ethics and action is 
taken if this is breached. So, there was 
no ethical shift. We have adhered to the 
same guidelines for decades. 

What is interesting with these responses 
is that it seems that although many jour-
nalists feel that there are ethical problems 
at large in the industry, they do feel a loy-
alty to their particular media house and do 
feel that ethical systems and practices are 
in place. 

The responses also suggest there is 
scope for future research into the impact of 
reports such as the Sanef ethics inquiry on 
the media industry. What sort of impact, 
subtle or structural, do they have? Does 
the industry take them seriously enough?

endnotes

1 To read Sanef’s report on media ethics,
see: https://sanef.org.za/wp-content/up-
loads/2021/04/Satchwell-Report.pdf
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The 329-page Satchwell Report 
into media ethics and cred-
ibility commissioned by the 
South African National Editors’ 
Forum (Sanef), not for the 

first time, has laid bare the issue around 
trust and credibility in our media. It can 
sometimes take decades to build a solid, 
trustworthy relationship. 

But one cock-and-bull story, such as the 
now-debunked Sunday Times “exposé” on 
a so-called rogue unit operating within the 
South African Revenue Service (Sars) – a 
key focus of Satchwell– shows how quickly 
things can go south. 

Trust is – or should be – the media’s 
lifeblood. The relationship with one’s 

readers, viewers or listeners is sacrosanct 
and should, in an ideal world, not be taken 
for granted.

According to the Merriam-Webster 
dictionary, trust is believing that someone 
or something is reliable, good, honest and 
practical. Trusting a journalist is a bit like 
trusting a builder: they need to do a good, 
honest job, without taking short cuts or 
skimping on building materials. You have 
to trust that they will make the house safe 
and stable. And a lot of what they do you 
might not understand or be able to see 
– the work on the foundations, the insu-

lation in the ceiling, the electrics and the 
plumbing. 

Without this kind of trust in journalism, 
democracy is shaky, the public is without 
a reliable roof over its head, and the trade 
of journalism, ultimately, is the loser. 

A good builder also knows how to work 
within budget limitations, and still create a 
worthwhile, durable, if humble house. So 
budget cuts in newsrooms are no excuse!

Our era of fake news, misinformation 
and disinformation does not help. It is like 
building a house with bad materials. The 
2021 Edelman Trust Barometer “reveals” 
that an epidemic of misinformation and 
mistrust of institutions has created a 
“failing trust ecosystem”. It labels it as a in
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we can trust 
It takes only one cock-and-bull story to destroy media credibility, says Edwin Naidu*

* Edwin Naidu, formerly with the Wits 
Justice Project, is a freelance journalist.
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“rampant Infodemic”, bankrupting four 
key institutions: business, government, 
NGOs, and…the media. Surprise!

With fake news and the proliferation of 
social media and citizen journalism, the 
increasing number of breaches in trust 
between established, mainstream media 
and the public continue to escalate. There 
are numerous reasons for this. However, 
a critical element rarely discussed is that 
integral to rebuilding this trust is a united 
media that trusts each other. 

One of the country’s biggest media 
houses, the Independent Media Group, 
does not belong to the Press Council. It is 
led or “owned” by Iqbal Survé, a self-styled 
media baron unashamed to write his own 
front page and op-ed stories, firing salvos 
at others in the industry whenever he 
feels like it.

 And they fire back. Independent bailed 
out from the Press Council in 2016, citing 
unhappiness over reporting on the com-
pany’s shenanigans by rival members of 
the council. The centre cannot and will not 
hold if the media is on an open warpath 
with itself, ironically, declared in the name 
of media freedom. 

This begs the question: how long can 
the media continue to justify its tight-
ly-held belief in self-regulation when such 

lack of collaboration and open conflict 
exists? One hopes that Independent’s 
absence from the Press Council, together 
with the shoddy state of trust in the me-
dia, will not give credence to government 

attempts to usurp the council’s watchdog 
role as it attempted to do in 2011 via the 
Protection of State Information Bill. Then 
sanity prevailed with the media convincing 
the government that self-regulation was 

the route to go. But with the media in the 
state it is in, one cannot be certain that 
this could not return to one day haunt the 
fourth estate.

Trust now ranks at an all-time low 
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following the publication in early June by 
the Pretoria News editor Piet Rampedi of 
an “exclusive” on a Gauteng mother who 
had allegedly given birth to 10 babies. The 
babies have yet to be seen. But Rampe-
di – a former investigative journalist for 
the Sunday Times (where he was part of 
the team that wrote the discredited Sars 
“rogue unit” report) – stood by the article. 
On June 22, however, he apologised to his 
colleagues at Independent, but only for 
the “harm” his story had caused to the 
group’s reputation. 

But that should not be the end of the 
story. Any editor with integrity would have 
resigned. He has not. Neither has Survé 
fired nor demoted him. The Pretoria News 
is not alone in having to make these sorts 
of apologies. It is an all-too-easy trend that 
seems to have started with the Sunday 
Times’ apology for the Cato Manor and 
Sars stories. The problem is that the more 
apologies that get made, the less trust in 
the media. 

Pertinent to the issue of trust was an 
article also published in the Daily Maverick 
and written by the Sunday Times’ then 
news editor, Buddy Naidu, who talked of 
the lack of accountability regarding the 
Cato Manor story. He told of how, despite 
it being a months-long probe, the story 
landed on his desk for editing late on a 

Saturday afternoon, not having been inter-
rogated by the editorial team (who were 
not informed at all about the so-called 
investigation), and overwritten, like a hard-
to-believe Hollywood script. He also talked 
about the writers being “precious” about 
their work – ostensibly to suit their real 
masters outside of the newspaper. 

So, how much leverage should “senior” 
journalists get as stars in the newsroom? 
And, if anything, the spate of retracted 
stories that we’ve seen shows that the 
journalistic credo of “protecting our 
sources” has a darker, murkier side – it 
can create a paucity of information where 
public trust can be exploited. 

And the stardom of our “trust-
ed” journalists can come not 
only with pampering, but with 
a heavy price tag: reportedly, for 

some, to the tune of over a million bucks 
a year. No one is denying the right of a 
journalist to earn a decent wage – and as 
we have seen in countries such as Malawi, 
poorly paid journalists are part of the prob-
lem of journalism ethics. But if we treat 
our journalists like football stars, things can 
start to go wrong, very quickly. 

Indeed, the scars of the Satchwell Re-
port testify to this. 

Maybe the US and European authorities 
are onto something when they haul tech 
companies in denial that they are distrib-
utors of fake news and misinformation 
before them to explain their actions. They 
now face fines based on each company’s 
turnover. Is this not something that could 
be considered rather than mere apologies? 
Why are media owners not held account-
able?

Meanwhile, that journalists and their 
editors who have caused public harm 
continue to ply their trade in the South 
African media without acknowledging 
their misdemeanours is just part of the 
arrogance that attracts a lack of trust in 
the media. How can they continue to mas-
querade as impartial journalists even after 
having been unmasked for having taken 
sides in a political battle? 

Without a doubt, trust is a bitter pill to 
swallow in South Africa. Indeed, the Judi-
cial Commission of Inquiry into Allegations 
of State Capture has shown how politicians 
fail to measure to the standards expected. 
The media, notwithstanding high-profile 
examples in the year in review, has its own 
Bible. 

As an independent, self-regulatory body, 
the Press Council believes that the quality 
of journalism will improve if the public is 
vigilant and holds journalists to account. 

This will, it believes, elevate public dis-
course. The existence of the Press Council 
also tells us that ethics need to be policed 
– I guess, to continue with the analogy – a 
bit like building inspection. But to what 
extent? What about the journalists them-
selves?

“Decoding the Code is an ethics-made-
easy manual or a Code for Ethics for 
dummies that attempts to simplify deci-
sion-making of complex and vexing ques-
tions of what to or not to publish under 
deadline pressures. It is beneficial and a 
must for every newsroom,” writes Matha-
tha Tsedu, a former Sanef executive direc-
tor in the foreword of the manual.

The challenge in a world where fast fin-
gers are essential in the social media race 
is that journalists may not have time for 
words in a simplified manual. Journalistic 
ethics are not something that can always 
be looked up – but something felt, about 
right and wrong; and about journalists, 
who are in a position of power, responding 
forcefully to that sense of propriety. 

It is about, ultimately, being a trust-
worthy person. And right now, your guess 
is as good as mine about how many “reli-
able, good, honest and practical” people 
work in the fourth estate. 
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The Press Council of South 
Africa continuously reviews its 
founding documents to keep 
abreast of and reflect devel-
opments in the media indus-

try. It also issues guidance notes to assist 
members to comply with the Press Code 
of Ethics and Conduct for South African 
Print and Online Media.

While the press council’s original man-
date to deal with complaints against print 
media was expanded in 2016 to also 
deal with complaints about online news 
content published by its subscriber publi-

cations, developments in the digital space 
prompted a number of key additions to 
the press code and press council constitu-
tion during 2020.

A new section was inserted into the 
press code to clarify that the code ap-
plies to all content published in printed 
editions, on websites and social media 
accounts operated by members, or on any 
other online platform or in digital format 
in written, video, audio, pictorial or any 
other form.  Publications must also ensure 
that when they share content created by 
a third party through their social media 

accounts, they do so in a manner that 
is compliant with the press code, which 
includes a chapter on the publication of 
user-generated content on online plat-
forms and social media accounts.

The updated press code directs sub-
scriber publications to publish retractions, 
corrections, explanations or apologies 
on every platform where the incorrect 
content was published, “such as the mem-
ber’s website, social media accounts or 
any other online platform; and ensure that 
every journalist or freelancer employed by 
them who shared content on their per-
sonal social media accounts also shares 
any retraction, correction, explanation or 
apology relating to that content on their in

sid
e a

ng
le tackling convergence at 

the press council 
The media’s legal and regulatory environment hasn’t kept up with audience behaviour 
and technological changes, writes Izak Minnaar*

* Izak Minnaar is the chair of the Press Council of South Africa’s legal and regulatory sub-
committee. For more information, visit the council’s website, www.presscouncil.org.za

http://www.presscouncil.org.za
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personal social media accounts”.
The press code now also requires publi-

cations to develop their own social media 
policies in line with the principles in the 
code.  To this end, the press council issued 
a guidance note with standard text for a 
Social Media Usage Policy for newsrooms 
to use as a reference when they compile 
their own policies. 

The text seeks to find a balance be-
tween journalists’ right to freedom of 
expression on social media – in the same 
way that they have always expressed 
their views in the form of editorials and 
opinion pieces – and exercising editorial 
control over the social media content that 
is published by journalists working for a 
publication. 

After extensive consultation with sub-
scriber publications, the press council also 
issued a guidance note on the correction of 
factual errors, the right of reply, as well as 
retractions and apologies in print, online 
publications and on social media platforms.  

Unlike corrections ordered by the press 
ombud which must be published in a pre-
scribed format, these guidelines seek to set 
industry standards for when publications 
respond directly to complaints, or for when 
the press council’s public advocate inter-
acts with publications to resolve and settle 

complaints from the public.   
Another significant development in 

2020 was to provide for individual mem-
bership in the press council’s constitution.  
Apart from publications subscribing to the 
press code, freelancers doing stories for 
publications or platforms which are not 
members of the press council may also 
individually sign up as subscriber members 
to indicate that their reports comply with 
the press code.  

This new arrangement is also in line with 
recommendations made by the Inquiry 
into Media Ethics and Credibility chaired 
by Judge Kathy Satchwell and commis-
sioned by the South African National 
Editors’ Forum (Sanef), one of the press 
council’s four constituent associations.

The press council also considered the 
impact of media convergence on tradi-
tional platform-based regulatory systems 
– besides the press council, South Africa 
has several media-related regulatory sys-
tems, such as the Broadcasting Complaints 
Commission of South Africa (BCCSA), the 
Film and Publication Board (FPB), and the 
Independent Communications Authority 
of South Africa (Icasa) – recognising that 
when members of the public complain 
about news items, they do not really 
care if it was originally published in print, 

broadcast or online formats; and they 
also do not want to have to track down a 
plethora of complaints bodies, codes and 
procedures when they wish to lodge com-
plaints about media conduct.

At the same time, the current plat-
form-based system requires that a publish-
er of broadcast and online content needs 
to comply to different industry codes for 
the same news item if it was broadcast 
and published online. 

The regulatory treatment of online 

video in the Film and Publications Amend-
ment Act and the Draft White Paper on 
Audio and Audiovisual Content Services 
(AAVCS) issued by the department of 
communications and digital technologies 
further complicates matters and demon-
strates that the legal and regulatory envi-
ronment has not kept up with audience 
behaviour and technological changes in 
the media environment.

All of these factors point to the need 
for a platform agnostic approach to self or 
co-regulation, based on a unitary code and 
a one-stop complaints mechanism for the 
public. 

As a result, the press council, with sup-
port from its constituent associations, has 
started an industry consultation process 
on proposals for a unitary cross-platform 
code of ethics and conduct, and included 
such proposals in its formal submissions 
on the AACS white paper and in other 
regulatory interactions. 

The press council also reviewed the 
privacy clauses in the press code and 
consulted the Information Regulator on 
compliance with the Protection of Per-
sonal Information Act and conditions for 
the exclusion of journalism from certain 
aspects of the Act, in advance of the Act’s 
July 2021 implementation date.

Freelancers writing 
for publications 
which are not 
members of the 
Press Council may 
now sign up as 
members to 
indicate that their 
reports comply with 
the Press Code 
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Imagine if there was a single global news-
room. It might look like an enormous 
exhibition hall, full of stands of various 
sizes with teams of journalists working 
in each. At regular intervals, they would 

emerge with a summary of the day’s news 
in the form of the morning newspaper or 
prime-time bulletin. If you wanted to stay 
up to date with the news, you would have 
to pause and pay attention.   

In the last few years, those teams have 
grown smaller. When they emerge with 
their carefully crafted but thinner products, 
they are confronted with new competitors 
on the floor of the exhibition hall: citizen 

journalists, corporate spin doctors, ped-
lars of misinformation, busy every hour of 
every day and using a wide range of new 
platforms. The noise is incredible. Some in-
formation is reliable, much else is not, and 
it is hard to know the difference. As a re-
sult, trust is in short supply and profession-
al journalists struggle to make themselves 
heard.  

In this radically changed information eco-
system, journalism teaching needs to take a 
hard look at itself. It cannot be business as 
usual for journalism schools if their gradu-
ates are going into a shrinking job market. 

The idea of schooling journalists in for-

mal programmes is just over a century old 
and is closely linked to the idea of journal-
ism as a profession, as Stephen Ward and 
others have noted.1 The aspiration towards 
the status of older professions like medicine 
and the law was coupled with a sense that 
journalism was a specialised area of activity, 
needing special skills and knowledge.  

The idea of journalism as a profession has 
never been fully accepted, with some jour-
nalists preferring to think of themselves as 
craftspeople. But for many decades journal-
ists did exert considerable social authority 
over the kinds of information we call news. 
The fact that an item was published in a rec-
ognised newspaper or under a known by-in

sid
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a disrupted profession 
Journalism schools need to think beyond the traditional newsroom,  
writes Franz Krüger* 

* Franz Krüger was the head of department at Wits Journalism
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line gave it a certain credibility. 
That authority has frayed significantly, as 

new and social media have extended the 
power to publish to everyone with an inter-
net connection. At the same time, the clas-
sical business model of the media is in crisis 
as the platform giants soak up the money 
that previously sustained journalism. 

An important report published by the 
Tow Centre for Digital Journalism at Colum-
bia a few years ago referred to “post-indus-
trial journalism”: the idea that journalism is 
no longer the sole preserve of the organ-
ised media industry.2 Journalists increasing-
ly work in the gig economy, much like artists 
and actors have done for a long time.  

These changes make it essential for jour-
nalism schools to think differently. A good 
starting point is to see journalism as a prac-
tice, in the definition first suggested by 
Barnhurst and Owen. Journalism, they say, 
is “a constellation of practices that have 
acquired special status within the larger 
domain of communication through a long 
history that separated out news-sharing 
from its origins in interpersonal communi-
cation”.3 

Such an approach opens the way to 
seeing the many places where journalism 
is now practiced, beyond the traditional 
newsroom. It is there in digital start-ups, 

sometimes in NGOs or corporates, dias-
poric media, community media, lone pod-
casters and many others. 

A South African maths teacher, Sugan 
Naidoo, has built a considerable following 
on Twitter by posting daily summaries of 
covid statistics, graphs and occasional com-
mentary.4 It seems to me that this is more 
true to the spirit of journalism than some of 
the material published in some long-estab-
lished newspaper houses. 

The critical differentiator is that to be 
journalism, it needs to meet standards of 
trustworthiness and serve the public inter-

est. That is what will help journalism stand 
out from the noise.

Moving beyond an approach that sees 
journalism as a profession, and instead see-
ing it as a practice that takes many forms, 
enables journalism schools to see potential 
new student groups. Young people wanting 
to make a life in journalism will continue to 
be a central focus, but working journalists 
and people who will work in unconvention-
al settings are also potential students. 

In this uncertain and rapidly changing en-
vironment, curricula need constant review. 
Some old skills remain essential, including 
how to find, verify and pass on important 
information. Some new technical skills are 
obvious, and the proceedings of the rele-
vant international conferences are full of 
discussion on Artificial Intelligence (AI), 
podcasting, algorithms and the like.5 Values 
and ethics remain central.

More complex is working out how to 
prepare students for working in new ways. 
They need entrepreneurialism, to under-
stand how to operate in a networked way 
and what the Tow Centre report calls “per-
sona” – maintaining a public reputation.6 

In sub-Saharan Africa, journalism educa-
tion has grown strongly over the past years. 
A recent study published by Wits Journal-
ism identified 127 journalism centres in 19 

countries.7 They lead to everything from 
short-term certificates to postgraduate de-
grees, and take many different institution-
al forms. NGOs and foreign funders have 
played an important role.  It is clear that the 
demand for journalism skills on the conti-
nent is strong.  

They operate in complex and fragile me-
dia environments, marked by limited media 
freedom, continued direct state involve-
ment in the media and large gaps between 
the information rich and information poor. 
The kind of precarious professionalism not-
ed as a new thing in the Global North has 
long been a feature of African journalists’ 
reality. 

For African journalism schools, the tradi-
tional focus of preparing young people for a 
career in an established newsroom has, for 
some time, been insufficient. Schools need 
to ask themselves wider questions about 
their social role. Answers will differ from 
case to case, but are likely to include teach-
ing new and old skills and values to a wid-
er range of students; research that seeks 
to understand the specific ways in which 
journalism and information works and is 
changing on the continent; and public en-
gagement in various forms. 

Though resources are often an issue, 
projects can be crafted that will be of inter-

In sub-Saharan 
Africa, journalism 
education has 
grown strongly over 
the past years. A 
recent study 
published by Wits 
Journalism 
identified 127 
journalism centres 
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est to media development funders.
Wits University has recently approved 

the creation of the Wits Centre for Jour-
nalism, building on two decades of work 
and growth at the university. The centre is 
positioning itself to extend its strong en-
gagement with the working world, with 
focus areas in investigative journalism, in-
novation, community media, Africa-China 
reporting, digital media and others. 

The centre is also building partnerships 
with like-minded institutions across the 
continent, and looks forward to further 
growth in this direction. 

Though much is changing, the funda-
mental social need for reliable information 
remains intact. If anything, current chal-
lenges have made it even more important. 
With the wider approach suggested here, 
African journalism schools can make a sig-
nificant contribution to the various infor-
mation ecosystems they find themselves 
in.   

Note: A forthcoming paper for the Shoren-
stein Centre at Harvard University devel-
ops the above argument in more detail.
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threatS from police 

Journalists are prevented from using 
electronic devices and taking pictures 

inside the Durban Specialised Commercial 
Crimes Court during the appearance of for-
mer Ethekwini mayor Zandile Gumede. Gu-
mede and her co-accused are implicated 
in a 2016 R389-million Durban solid waste 
tender contract. The decision was not an 
order of the court and members of the 
public were using their cellphones during 
the proceedings. (January 16) 

Journalist working at the Paarl Post is 
prevented from taking photos of a crime 

scene, forced to delete images, and de-
tained after refusing to hand over his cam-
era. Incident follows shortly after a second 
journalist was prevented from taking pho-
tographs at the scene of a car hijacking. 
Newspaper says that the harassment of its 
journalists in Paarl has become a trend and 
that complaints to the police have fallen on 
deaf ears.  (January 28) 

An SAPS officer forcefully stops parlia-
mentary reporter and photographer 

Jan Gerber from recording and reporting 

an incident where the police prevented 
Democratic Alliance (DA) interim and offi-
cial leader of the opposition, John Steen-
huisen, from entering parliament ahead of 
the budget speech. (February 26)

Newzroom Afrika reporter Athi Mthon-
gana is shoved and assaulted by a 

Cape Town Metro Police officer assigned 
to remove the refugees living around the 
Central Methodist Mission on Greenmar-
ket Square. Other journalists’ equipment 
damaged in the scuffle. (March 2)ap

pe
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1 Sanef media statements on 

media freedoms from 2020
A summary of statements covering threats to media feedom during 2020
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Concerns raised over the number of at-
tacks and harassment of journalists 

working in the field on the first day of the 
covid-19 lockdown.  Journalists report hav-
ing their equipment removed and threats 
and harassment from law enforcement of-
ficers – both by the South African National 
Defence Force and the police. Reports in-
clude an incident where a News24 journal-
ist is shot at in Yeoville, Johannesburg, and 
the cellphone of a Weekend Argus photog-
rapher is confiscated in Capricorn Park in 
Cape Town. (March 27)

A metro police officer prevents photog-
rapher Guy Oliver from photographing 

the removal of refugees and asylum seek-
ers in Cape Town. Several journalists are 
denied access to the Strandfontein Sports 
Centre where the city had taken the home-
less people. Media visits to the centre are 
barred without prior permission.  (April 7) 

In Cape Town, the media are prevented 
from reporting on the case of 55-year-old 

Stephen Birch of Parow who was arrested 
for posting a disinformation video about 
contaminated covid-19 test kits. There 
appears to be no court directive prevent-
ing the journalists from covering the case. 
(April 7)

Cape Town freelance journalist Jacques 
Marais is sworn at by plain-clothes po-

lice officers and his life threatened, pre-
venting him from covering the lockdown 
in Masiphumelele township in the south of 
the city. (April 9)

Community media journalist Paul Ntho-
ba is forced to flee the country and 

seek refuge in Lesotho after being beaten 
up by police officers. Nthoba was cover-

ing the enforcement of lockdown rules by 
the police in the township of Meqheleng, 
close to the Lesotho border. When he tried 
to lay charges at the Ficksburg police sta-
tion he was assaulted further by the same 
police officers who tried to prevent him 
from opening a case. He was then locked 
in a holding cell before being taken to hos-
pital. Nthoba reports police harassment at 
his home in South Africa after the incident. 
(May 15) 

Newzroom Afrika reporter Mweli Ma-
silela is hit by rubber bullets while cov-

ering a protest by taxi operators in KaNya-
mazane township outside Mbombela, 
Mpumalanga. He said his reporting equip-
ment was clearly visible when the police 
opened fire on the protesters soon after 
arriving at the scene. (June 30)

Lowveld Media journalist Thobile Mlan-
geni is hit by a rubber bullet after police 

open fire indiscriminately on a peaceful 
protest by artists in Mbombela. Police ap-
parently opened fire without warning after 
the protesters refused to disperse. (No-
vember 26)

Newzroom Afrika journalists are prohib-
ited by the police from covering dem-

olitions in Diepsloot in Gauteng. Journalist 
Mbali Thethani and cameraperson Muraga 
Mphaphuli are forcefully removed from 
the scene over “safety” concerns. They are 
also asked to delete their footage. (Novem-
ber 25) 

threats from politiCal groups or parties

The Citizen news editor Daniel Friedman is forced to abandon social media plat-
forms due to a barrage of death threats from rightwingers and what is described 

as a relentless campaign meant to paint him as an unfair and biased journalist. (Jan-
uary 28) 

ANC MP  Boy Mamabolo threatens to shoot Sunday World journalist Ngwako 
Malatji and to kick him in his testicles after the journalist investigated an inci-

dent involving the politician and called to get his side of the story. (July 29) 

eNCA journalist Nobesuthu Hejana is harassed and intimidated by Economic Free-
dom Fighters (EFF) supporters protesting outside a Clicks store in Goodwood 

Mall in Cape Town. eNCA was said to be targeted in retaliation for the broadcaster 
withdrawing coverage of the party’s second elective conference in December 2019. 
That’s after the party had banned various media outlets from covering the EFF con-
ference. (September 7)
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threatS from the 
puBlic

KayaFM journalist Gavin Emmanuel is 
assaulted and injured while covering 

a service delivery protest in Ga-Rankuwa, 
north of Pretoria. The township had come 
to a standstill after main roads were block-
aded with rubble and burning tyres. (Feb-
ruary)

An SABC news crew reporting on the im-
pact of the lockdown on rural commu-

nities in Ulundi, KwaZulu-Natal, are blocked 
and threatened by a group not related to 
their news story. Community members 
also threaten to burn the SABC news vehi-
cle. (April)

Writer and columnist Ismail Lagardien 
is seriously injured covering abalo-

ne protests in Kleinmond in the Western 
Cape after they turned violent. He suffered 
a broken jaw when a brick was thrown 
through the passenger window of his car. 
(October 5)  

The Citizen photographer Tracy Lee Stark 
and Marizka Coetzer, a reporter at the 

newspaper, are harassed and assaulted by 
protesting farmers in the Free State town 
of Senekal. The demonstrators were pro-
testing the murder of farmers in South 
Africa and had gathered at a local court at 
the hearing of two people accused of tor-
turing and murdering a local farmer. They 
shouted insults at the journalists, and tried 
to prevent them from taking photos. One 
man punched Stark and tried to grab her 
camera and another destroyed Coetzer’s 
smartphone. (October 9) 

JournaliSt ethicS

A Unisa student claims that he and a 
number of Wits students had been 

paid by the Daily Maverick to write nega-
tive stories about former Public Investment 

Corporation (PIC) CEO Dan Matjila, Inde-
pendent Media owner Iqbal Surve and the 
EFF. A meeting including the online publi-
cation, Sanef, the South African Federation 
of Trade Unions and the ICT Union deter-
mines that the allegations are false. (March 
18)

crime

ENCA reporter Xoli Mngambi and a crew 
on assignment in Mamelodi East are 

robbed of their equipment. (February)

other

A journalist reporting on the Nation-
al Lotteries Commission for Limpopo 

community papers the Zoutpansberger 
and Limpopo Mirror is threatened. (July 25) 

A Rhodes University journalism student 
is harassed by Fountains Mall manage-

ment in Jeffreys Bay while trying to report 
on Economic Freedom Fighters protests. 
(September 11)

Source: Sanef media statements from 2020

online threatS 
(reported)

Sanef raises the alarm on an in-
crease in death threats and social 

media harassment of journalists by 
rightwing groups and their support-
ers. (January)
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As the table below indicates, the number of complaints in 2020 compared to previous years increased noticeably. 

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

487 461 591 536 499 533 449 742

An overview of the complaints received for January-December 2020 shows that the majority were dismissed. 

Number of 
complaints

resolved Dismissed Withdrawn Pending For adjudication 

January 33 9 17 0 0 7
February 70 13 53 2 0 2
March 40 6 20 3 0 11
April 29 3 24 0 0 2
May 27 4 22 0 0 1
June 287 8 276 0 2 1
July 42 4 34 0 2 2
August 37 5 26 3 2 1
september 30 3 23 0 0 4
october 71 6 54 0 1 10
November 43 0 33 2 8 0
December 33 9 15 0 6 3

Source: Press Council, 2020

press council complaints in numbers
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demographicS of newSpaper editorS  

   

race
Number 2021 
(2020) % 2021*

  
% 2020

Black 20 (19) 51 49

White 9 (11) 23 28

Coloured 6 (5) 15 13

indian 4 (4) 10 10

Race of editors of South African newspapers. * The remaining percentage is shared by black, coloured and Indian editors. ap
pe

nd
ix 

3 demographics: editors and boards

The demographics of the editors of a total of 39 national and 
regional commercial newspapers are shown in the tables 
below, with statistics as of mid-2021.  

These statistics are compiled in the year of production for each 
State of the Newsroom, and therefore reflect the year of produc-
tion. Percentages for 2021 can be compared to those for 2020.  

As it suggests, while the gender breakdown has remained the 
same, there is a slight increase in the number of black and co-
loured editors at newspapers, and fewer white editors are being 
employed. The numbers, however, do not yet reflect the nation-
al demographics of the country (about 10% of the population is 
white). 
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Gender Number 2021 % 2021 % 2020

Male 26 67 67

Female 13 33 33

Gender of editors of South African newspapers

demographicS of Board 
memBerS of maJor  
media Companies

The demographics of the board members 
of 13 media companies (including the 
public broadcaster) are shown in the ta-

bles at right. As they show, the gender imbal-
ance at the board level remains, as does the 
need for greater transformation in board de-
mographics (in one media house, of 16 board 
members, 11 were white and male). The num-
bers for 2021 show a slight worsening of the 
gender parity at the board level. 

 

race Number 
2021 (2020)

% 2021 % 2020

Black 42 (40) 38 39

White 34 (31) 31 30

indian 21 (18) 19 18

Coloured 12 (12) 11 12

Asian 1 (1) 1 1

Race of board members of media companies 

Gender Number 
2021 (2020)

% 2021 % 2020

Male 81 (76) 74 72

Female 29 (29) 26 28

Gender of board members of media companies 

the media companies researched were: 

African Media Entertainment, Arena Holdings, Caxton 
& CTP Publishers & Printers, Independent Media, Kagiso 
Media, Media24, eMedia Holdings, MRC Media, MSG 
Afrika, Naspers, Newzroom Afrika, Primedia Broadcasting 
and the SABC. 



76STATE OF THE NEWSROOM 2020

State of the 
NewSroom 
2020
A Wits JournAlism proJect


